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WHERE BEAUTY LIVES



Where I come from everything is gray. The bland, square strip malls. The water in the lake at the center of town. Even the sunlight has a murky quality. We barely get spring and we never get autumn. The leaves fall off the sickly trees early each September before they even have a chance to change, tumbling down on the shingled roofs of the standard-issue houses, each one exactly the same as the last.

If you want to see beauty in Croton, Pennsylvania, you’ve got to sit in your ten-by-ten bedroom in your boring split-level house and close your eyes. You have to use your imagination. Some girls see themselves walking red carpets with movie-star boyfriends while flashbulbs pop. Others, I’m sure, go the princess route, conjuring up diamonds and tiaras and knights on white horses. All I imagined my entire ninth grade year was this:

Easton Academy.

How I found myself there, in the place of my daydreams, while the rest of my classmates were entering the dank dreariness of Croton High, I still am not totally sure. Something to do with my soccer and lacrosse skills, my grades, the stellar recommendation of outgoing Easton senior Felicia Reynolds (my brother Scott’s older, cooler ex), and I think a little bit of begging on my father’s part. But at this point, I didn’t care. I was there, and this place was everything I had dreamed it would be.

As my dad drove our dented Subaru through the sunny streets of Easton, Connecticut, it was all I could do to keep from pressing my nose to the dog-slobbered window. The shops here had colorful cloth awnings and windows that gleamed. The streetlamps were the old-fashioned kind that were electric now, but had once been lit by a guy on a horse toting a pole and a flame. Potted plants hung from these lamps, bursting with bright red flowers, still dripping from a recent dousing with a garden hose.

Even the sidewalks were pretty: neat and lined with brick, topped by towering oak trees. Beneath the shade of these trees, a pair of girls my age chatted their way out of a boutique called Sweet Nothings, swinging clear bags stacked with neatly folded sweaters and skirts. As out of place as I felt in my worn Lee jeans and my blue T-shirt, I had never wanted to live anywhere more than I wanted to live here, in Easton. I couldn’t believe that very soon I actually would. I felt something warm inside my chest. Something I had felt less and less over the last few years since my mother’s accident. I recognized it dimly as hope.

Easton Academy is accessible by a small two-lane road, which winds up from town into the hills above. A small wooden sign on a short stone base marks the entrance to the school. EASTON ACADEMY ESTABLISHED 1858 it reads in faded letters. The sign is obscured by the low branch of a birch tree, as if to convey that if you belong here, you know where you are going, and if you do not, they aren’t going to great lengths to help you find your way.

My father turned the car under the iron and brick archway and I was sucked in. Hard. Here were buildings of brick and stone, topped by shingled roofs and spires, tradition and pride oozing from every dated cornerstone. Here were ancient, weathered, arched doorways, thick wooden doors on iron hinges, cobblestone walks lined by neat beds of flowers. Here were pristine playing fields of bright green grass and gleaming white lines. Everything I saw was perfect. Nothing reminded me of home.

“Reed, you’re the navigator. Where do I go?” my father asked.

Easton’s orientation map had become a sweaty, crumpled ball in my hand. I flattened it over my thigh as if I hadn’t memorized it ten times over. “Make a right by the fountain,” I told him, trying to sound much calmer than I felt. “The sophomore girls’ dorm is the last one on the circle.”

We drove by a matching set of convertible Mercedes. A girl with blond hair stood idly by while a man—her father? her butler?—unloaded a huge set of Louis Vuitton luggage onto the curb. My dad whistled.

“These people sure know how to live,” he said, and I was instantly irritated by his awe, even though I felt it myself. He ducked his head so he could see up to the top of the clock tower, which I knew from my many hours of paging through the Easton catalog marked the ancient library.

What I wanted to say was “Da-a-ad!” What I said was “I know.” He would be gone soon, and if I snapped at him I would regret it later when I was alone in this strange, picture-book place. Besides, I had a feeling that girls like the one we had just seen never said things like “Da-a-ad!”

Outside the three imposing dorms that stood around the circle at the midpoint of the hill, families kissed and hugged and checked that everyone had everything they needed. Boys in khakis and white shirts kicked arround a soccer ball, their blazers tossed aside, their cheeks blotched and ruddy. A pair of stern-looking teachers stood near the dry stone fountain, nodding as they spoke toward each other’s ears. Girls with shimmering hair compared schedules, laughing and pointing and whispering behind their hands.

I stared at the girls, wondering if by tomorrow I would know them. Wondering if any of them would be my friends. I had never had many girlfriends. Or any, actually. I was a loner by necessity—keeping people away from my house and my mother and therefore myself. Plus there was the fact that I wasn’t interested in the things most girls seemed to be interested in—clothes and gossip and Us Weekly.

Back home I was always more comfortable around guys. Guys didn’t feel the need to ask questions, to check out your room and your house and know all the intimate details of your life. So I mostly hung out with Scott and his friends, especially Adam Robinson, whom I had dated all summer and who would be a senior at Croton High this year. I guess the fact that I had broken up with him and come here, thereby not being the first sophomore girl ever to have a senior boyfriend driving her to school on the first day, would be just another thing that would mystify the girls in my grade.

Of course, they were easily mystified.

I hoped it would be different here. I knew it would be. Look at it. How could it not be?

My dad brought the car to a stop at the curb between a gold Land Rover and a black limousine. I stared up at the ivy-covered walls of Bradwell, the sophomore dorm that would be my home for the next year. Some of the windows were already open, raining down music on the students and parents. Pink curtains hung in one room and inside a girl with jet-black curls moved back and forth, placing things, making it hers.

“Well, here we are,” my dad said. There was a pause. “You sure about this, kiddo?”

Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. In all the months that my parents had argued about my coming to Easton, my father was the only person in my entire family who had never expressed a moment of doubt. Even Scott, whose idea it had been for me to follow Felicia here in the first place—she had come for her junior and senior years, finishing up last spring before heading off to Dartmouth and, undoubtedly, glory—had balked when he saw the tremendous tuition. But my dad had been on board fully from day one. He had sent in my lacrosse and soccer tapes. He had spent hours on the phone with the financial aid department. And all the while he had constantly reassured me that I was going to “knock ’em dead.”

I looked into my dad’s eyes, exactly the same blue as my own, and I knew he didn’t doubt whether I could make it here. He doubted whether he could make it back home. Images of pill vials flashed in my mind. Little white and blue tablets spilled across a water ring stained night table. A bin full of empty liquor bottles and crumpled tissues. My mother, wiry and pale, grousing about her pain, about how everything bad happened to her and none of us cared, tearing me down, tearing Scott down, telling us all we were worthless just to make us feel as miserable as she did. Scott had already made his escape—he had packed up and gone off to Penn State last week. Now it would be just Dad and my mother in that tiny little house. The thought depressed me.

“I don’t have to go here,” I said, even though the very idea that he might agree with me made me physically ill. To see this place, feel what it was all about, and then have it all taken away within the span of five minutes would be painful enough to kill me, I was sure. “We can go home right now. Just say the word.”

My dad’s face softened into a smile. “Yeah, right,” he said. “Like I would really do that. But I appreciate the offer.”

I grinned sadly. “No problem.”

“I love you, kiddo,” he said. I already knew that. Getting me into this school and out of that hellhole was about the most obvious display of love any parent could have produced. He was pretty much my hero.

“Love you too, Dad.”

And then he hugged me and I cried and before I knew it, we were saying good-bye.



INTIMIDATION



“Easton Academy is one of the top-ranked schools in the country. Which is, I assume, the reason you sought out a place here. But many students who matriculate in from public schools find it to be a . . . difficult adjustment. I trust, of course, that you will not be one of those students, am I right, Miss Brennan?”

My advisor, Ms. Naylor, had gray hair and jowls. Actual jowls. They shook when she spoke, and when she spoke it was mostly about how I never should have applied to Easton in the first place as I was completely out of my league and teetering on the brink of failure before I had even entered my first class.

At least that was what she implied.

“Right,” I echoed, going for a confident smile. Ms. Naylor made an equally feeble attempt in return. I got the idea that she didn’t smile much as a rule.

Her basement office was dark, the walls made of stone and lined by shelves full of dusty leather-bound books. It was lit only by two windows set high in the wall. Her round body wedged so perfectly between the arms of her chair that it seemed she was permanently bound there. If the musky/oniony smell in the air was any indication, it was quite possible that she never actually left the room. And that whatever she last ate within its four walls was seriously rank.

“The academic programs at Easton are extremely advanced. Most of the students in your year are taking courses that would be considered senior level by your old high school’s curriculum standards,” Ms. Naylor continued, looking down her nose at what I assumed were my Croton High records. “You’ll need to do a lot of extra work to keep up. Are you up to the task?”

“Yeah. I hope so,” I said.

She looked at me like she was confused. What did she expect me to say? “No”?

“I see you’re here on partial scholarship. That’s good,” Ms. Naylor says. “Most of our scholarship students have a certain fire in their bellies that seems to inspire them to attain their goals.”

Ms. Naylor closed her folder and leaned toward me across her desk. A shaft of light from one of the windows illuminated the distinct line between the makeup on her face and the fleshy rolls of her neck.

“We expect great things out of each and every one of our students here at Easton,” she said. “I hold my own advisees to particularly high standards, so I will be keeping a close eye on you, Miss Brennan. Don’t let me down.”

Maybe I was just being paranoid, but somehow this demand sounded more like a threat. There was a pause. I had the feeling I was supposed to say something. So I said, “Okay.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Your schedule.”

She whipped out a thin sheet of paper and held it out over the little bronze nameplate on the edge of her desk, advertising her position as guidance director. As far as I could tell, all she was trying to do was guide me, crying in submission, to the nearest airport.

I took the paper and scanned it, taking in words like “Art History,” “Bonus Lab,” and “French 3.” How in God’s name had I placed into French 3?

“Thank you,” I said. I was pleased to hear that my voice was not trembling in concert with my insides.

“And, the honor code.”

She handed me another piece of paper, this one thicker, more substantial, than the first. At the top corner was the Easton crest and the words “Easton Academy Code of Honor for Students.” Beneath that, “Tradition, Honor, Excellence.”

“Read it over and sign it,” Ms. Naylor said.

I did as I was told. The honor code basically stated that I would not cheat and that I would report any classmate if I suspected him or her of cheating. If I failed to meet these standards, I would be instantly expelled. No second chances at Easton Academy. But since I had never had to cheat in my life, and couldn’t fathom that anyone else who had been accepted to this school would have to, I signed it quickly and handed it back. Ms. Naylor inspected my signature.

“You should get going,” she said. “House meetings begin in fifteen minutes. You don’t want to make a bad impression with your house mother on your first day.”

“Thank you,” I said again, and stood.

“Oh, and Miss Brennan?” she said. When I looked at her again, she had twisted her face into a smile. Or a reasonable facsimile thereof. “Good luck,” she said.

The “you’ll need it” was implied.

Feeling nostalgic for the hopefulness I had felt back in my dad’s car, I grasped the cold, brass doorknob and walked out.



 INTRIGUE



My tendency to walk with my head down has had both benefits and drawbacks in the past. The major drawback was the fact that I had walked into my share of people. The benefit was that I was always finding things. Tons of coins, fallen necklaces and bracelets, secret love notes people thought they’d secured in their binders. Once I even found a wallet full of cash and when I turned it in I got a fifty-dollar reward. But I should have known that walking that way around Easton would be bad. I was halfway across the quad that backed the dorms when I heard someone shout, “Heads up!”

Which, of course, made me look when it was supposed to make me duck.

I dropped my schedule and grabbed the football out of the air about a tenth of a second before it would have sent me to the infirmary with a broken nose. My heart was in my throat.

“Nice reflexes.”

There was a guy sitting directly in my path. Had the ball not almost rearranged my face, I would have tripped right over him with my next step. He slipped the sleek cell he’d been texting on into his pocket, unfolded his long legs, and stood up, picking up my schedule along the way. His dark hair fell over his forehead in a messy yet somehow totally deliberate way, one lock landing right over one of his strikingly deep blue eyes. He wore a gray heather T-shirt that hugged a perfectly lithe frame. His features were angular, his lightly tanned skin flaw-free.

“New girl,” he said, looking me up and down.

I flushed. “That obvious?”

“I know everyone that goes to this school,” he said.

“Everyone?” I said. Hardly possible.

“It’s a small school,” he said, studying me.

Didn’t feel that way to me. In fact, it felt pretty damn huge. But then, it was my first day.

“Pearson! Quit flirting and throw the ball back!”

Before I had only felt the guys hovering. Now “Pearson” held his hand out for the ball and I looked up at his friends, six of them, all sweating and heaving for breath about twenty yards away. Rather than handing it over, I turned, took a few steps, and punted the ball to the guy farthest from me. It fell right into his hands. One of the players—a tall, broad, blond kid who had “cocky” written all over him—threw me a lascivious glance before jogging back into the game.

“Reed Brennan. Sophomore.”

My heart skipped a disturbed beat. “Pearson” was reading my schedule.

“I’ll take that back now,” I said, reaching for it.

He turned away from my grasp, holding the schedule up with both hands. I racked my brain trying to recall if there was anything embarrassing or overly personal on there. Did it say I was on scholarship? Did it say where I was from?

“Hmmmm . . . tough schedule. We have a smarty on our hands.”

The way he said it, I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing. “Not really,” I replied.

“And modest, too,” he said, sliding a glance in my direction. “You’re one of those girls, aren’t you?”

I was flaming red by this point. “What girls?”

“Those girls who are smart but pretend they’re not. Those girls who are absolutely model-level gorgeous but are always saying they’re ugly,” he said.

Gorgeous? Gorgeous? I hated compliments. Never had any idea what to do with them. Especially ones I suspected were backhanded.

“Those girls whose very existence tortures all the other self-esteem-lacking girls around her.”

I snatched my schedule out of his hands and stuffed it into my back pocket.

“I guess that makes you one of those obnoxious guys who thinks he knows everything and is so full of himself that he’s convinced that everyone around him wants to hear his every last unoriginal thought,” I said.

He grinned. “Got me pegged.”

He didn’t even have the decency to act offended. He had that air about him that said he knew who he was and didn’t much care what I or anyone else thought of him. I envied that.

“Reed Brennan, sophomore, I’m Thomas Pearson, senior,” he said, offering his hand.

No one even close to my age had ever offered to shake my hand before. I eyed him uncertainly as I slipped my hand into his. His palm was unbelievably warm and the firm assuredness of his grip sent a rush of anticipation right through me. As he stared directly into my eyes, his smile slowly widened. Did he feel it too, or did he just know somehow that I felt it?

His cell phone rang and he finally pulled away, sliding it out of his left pocket. Odd, I had thought he’d placed it in the other one. “I have to take this,” he said, spinning the phone on his palm like a six-shooter in an old western. “Business before pleasure. And trust me, it was a pleasure to meet you, Reed Brennan.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

“Pearson,” he said into the phone.

Then he strolled off, head up, so comfortable that he may as well have owned the place. I wondered if he actually did.



HOUSING’S IDEA OF A JOKE



My roommate was a talker. Her name was Constance Talbot and she apparently lacked the need for oxygen. She started talking the moment I entered our room after my encounter with Thomas Pearson and didn’t come up for air once. While she blabbed, I checked out the posters of rock bands and Rodin paintings she had hung in my absence. Took in the piles of cardigans and T-shirts and low-rise cords on her bed. Wondered if her Manhattan school had kicked her out for continuously disturbing the peace.

Her favorite topic of conversation? Herself. Making me wonder if I had been idiotic to think that the girls here would be different. In those five minutes I found out that she was an only child, that she was new to Easton like me, that she had attended a private school in Manhattan and could have kept going there but felt the need to “expand her horizons,” that her dog was unfortunately named Pooky, and that she had a boyfriend back on the Upper East Side even more unfortunately named Clint.

“Clint and I went to the U2 concert last summer at the Garden. Not like anyone wants to go to the Garden, but where else is U2 gonna play, right? So my dad gets us backstage passes because he was promoting it, and—did I mention that my dad is a promoter?”

She had.

“And he was all like, ‘The band isn’t going to be back there, but you’ll get to see where they get dressed and hang out.’ But then we get back there and open the door and guess who’s standing there? Guess!”

It was actually my turn to talk.

“Bono?” I said.

“Bono!” she exclaimed. “Right there! Like five feet away! And do you know what he said? He said, and I quote, ‘Pleasure to meet you. . . .’ ”

Her Irish accent was really bad.

“ ‘You have some of the most gorgeous Irish skin I’ve ever seen.’ He knew I was Irish! Just from looking at me!”

Apparently Bono was neither blind nor stupid. After all, Constance had the requisite thick red hair. The freckles. The green eyes. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had Erin Go Bragh tattooed across her ass.

Except that she was too wide-eyed and perky to be the tattoo type.

“So of course I asked him to pose for a picture with me and of course he did. My friend Marni took like a hundred of them—”

“Really? Do you have them?” I asked, trying to make an effort.

There was at least a five-second pause as Constance turned her back on me and dug through her pink satin jewelry box—so long that I grew concerned. “Oh, no. I didn’t bring them with me. I didn’t want to, you know, show off.”

Right.

“Anyway!” She was back in my face, bright smile and all, fastening a beaded necklace around her neck. “Are you ready?”

“For what?”

“For the house meeting!” she said, her abnormally large eyes bulging. “We’re gonna meet our house mother!”

“Oh. Right,” I said, scooting forward on my plaid comforter.

“Doesn’t that sound so seventeen hundreds? We have a house mother,” Constance said, cracking herself up. “I can’t wait to meet the rest of the girls on our floor.”

She looked at me expectantly. “Yeah. Me neither,” I said, forcing a smile.

I followed her out the door, wishing I felt half as excited and confident as she did. Unfortunately, I had already seen the girls on our floor. Seen them chatting on their cell phones, folding their two-hundred-dollar jeans, toting their Kerastase hair products into the bathroom, and I already knew that I was in over my head. And they all seemed as if they already knew one another. They approached one another easily and talked like old friends—as if they had all lived here together their entire lives, cultivating private jokes and creating a specific style that I would never be able to match, having come to the game so late. There wasn’t a single item in my closet that wouldn’t make me stick out like a Podunk loser—a Wal-Mart frequent shopper.

I didn’t know how to do this. I didn’t know how to chat and tell secrets and be friends. No classmate of mine had been inside my house since I was eight. I didn’t do birthday parties or slumber parties or anything else, and as a result no one at my old school knew anything about me. Which was just the way I wanted it. I had made that choice back when my mother had first begun her long and continuous downward spiral. To protect myself. To protect other people from her. And it had worked all this time. Not a soul outside my immediate family knew my secrets.

What I had never realized was that after seven years of antisocial behavior, I had rendered myself incompetent. Incapable of teenage normalcy. I was a sorry excuse for a girl. And no matter how much I wanted to, I was starting to wonder if there was anything I could do to change. If there was anything I could possibly do to make people want to get close to me. Especially these people. Less than five hours at Easton and I was already fairly certain my girlfriendless drought would continue.



 THEM’S THE RULES



The meeting was being held in the common room on our floor—fifth floor, Bradwell. The U-shaped hallway of our dorm terminated at each end with a door to the common room. Beyond this room were the elevators to the lobby, which meant that in order to get to your room you had to walk through the common room and take one of the two doors to your side of the building. When I had come through earlier, the well-worn couches and chairs had been placed all around the room, creating nooks for studying and one television-viewing area. Now all the seating had been arranged in a wide V, facing the TV. Dozens of girls crowded on and around the couches and chairs, chatting and laughing. The place was packed and the decibel level was staggering. A thick concoction of perfumes—and scented hair products and scented lotions—choked the air. Constance bounded right into the room and took a seat on the arm of one of the couches. The girl at the end, who now had a perfect view of Constance’s ass, rolled her eyes and pulled her arm in close to herself. I hovered by the door. There seemed to be more oxygen there.

A young woman stood near the TV making notes on her clipboard. When Constance had entered, she’d looked up and smiled. Her long, smooth hair was pulled back in a plaid headband and if I bumped into her on the street I never would have pegged her for any older than seventeen. She checked her gold watch and wrinkled her nose quickly.

“Okay! It’s about that time! Let’s get started,” she said. “Come in, come in.” She waved me into the room and everyone turned around to look. With no other options in sight, I walked around to the end of the V, dropped to the floor near Constance’s feet, and hoped that everyone would stop staring.

“Hello everyone, and welcome to Easton Academy. I am Ms. Ling, your house mother.” She paused and laughed. “That sounds so old. Do I look old enough to be your ‘mother’?” she added, throwing in a couple of air quotes, made awkward by the clipboard and pen in her hands.

A few people laughed halfheartedly. Even more rolled their eyes. Ms. Ling didn’t seem to notice. She crossed her legs at the ankle and hugged the clipboard to her chest.

“A little bit about me,” she said with a smile. “I graduated from Easton Academy six years ago. Lived in this very dorm my freshman and sophomore years. This was back before they built the freshmen their own dorm,” she added with a sly smile. She wanted us to feel like she was one of us. Or maybe she just wanted to feel like she was still one of us. “After I graduated, I went to Yale undergrad and Harvard grad where I received my master’s degree in East Asian studies last spring. After that, I am proud to say that Easton invited me back to be the first ever teacher of Chinese language and culture. So if any of you are interested, it’s a beautiful language and there’s still time to transfer into the intro class.”

Silence.

Ms. Ling blinked. It seemed like she had expected a few enthusiastic volunteers and our nonexistent reaction threw her. She stood up straight and cleared her throat, checking her clipboard.

“Okay, onto the rules. I know some of you have heard these before, but bear with me,” Ms. Ling said. “I have to go over everything. Them’s the rules.”

She flushed when, once again, no one laughed. Didn’t she realize that trying too hard was about the worst thing she could do if she wanted us to think she was cool? I mean, according to her autobiography she had been one of us only six years ago. Did people really forget that quickly?

“First, let’s talk about curfew,” she said, earning a few groans which actually seemed to perk her up. We were alive!

What followed was a long litany of the rules and regs, all of which were listed in the Easton Handbook we all had back in our rooms. Of course, I had thought that some of them were just for show—to make the parents feel like they were sending us to a nice, strict, no-nonsense school—but it turned out that they were all real and that the school took them very seriously. We really did have to sign in with Ms. Ling in her room on the first floor every night before ten. After that, we weren’t allowed to leave our floors without express permission from Ms. Ling herself. There were quiet hours every night from six until nine and we were not allowed inside Bradwell between classes. Guys were only allowed inside the dorm between the hours of six and nine each night, and then they were only permitted in the common rooms (this announcement was met with a few snickers, the most obvious of which came from a sort of pig-faced girl with blond hair and big boobs who sat in the center of the V). Once she was done reading us the three-page-long list, Ms. Ling looked up and grinned.

“So that’s it! If you have any questions, please feel free to come see me in my room. I have a really good feeling about this group. It’s going to be a great year! I look forward to getting to know each and every one of you!”

She had to yell that last part because everyone was already on their feet and heading for the doors.



THE GIRL IN THE WINDOW



That night, since there was nothing to study for yet, quiet hours were suspended so that each floor could have a little get-to-know-you party. I was never good at parties, so I was kind of dreading it, even though I knew I should just go. If I wanted a new start, I was going to have to go against instinct, which meant being social. The very idea gave me cramps, though, so I avoided thinking about it and flipped through my Easton Handbook on my bed while Constance got ready. And talked.

“So when we finally got to the bottom of the mountain, I was totally dehydrated and had this streak of mud all the way up my side and this guide was waiting for us there and he was like, ‘Did you not see the trail?’ and we were like, ‘What trail?’”

I smirked because I could feel her looking at me and it sounded like the point in the story where she would expect some kind of reaction.

“Anyway, are you ready?”

The moment of truth. I put the book down. “Maybe I’ll come down later.” I honestly didn’t know until that moment that I wasn’t going to go. But I didn’t take it back.

“Want to make an entrance, huh?” she joked.

Not remotely.

“Something like that,” I said.

“Okay,” she said with a shrug. “But don’t blame me if all the good pizza’s gone!”

I’ll live.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said.

As soon as the door was closed I felt really bad for bailing. What was wrong with me? There was no way I was ever going to make friends if I sat alone in my room. I knew this. But still, somehow, I couldn’t make myself move.

I sighed and leaned back against the denim pillow my brother had bought me at Target, settling into my self-imposed exile. So this was my new home. This square, cream-colored box with its creaky wooden floor, standard issue twin beds, matching desks, and five-drawer dressers, one of which I couldn’t even fill. Within five seconds of seeing my half-empty side of the huge closet, Constance had asked, “Do you mind?” and then promptly jammed up the empty space with three extra wool coats and a puffy black parka. It all contributed to my feeling that I didn’t fit or, more accurately, that there wasn’t enough of me to fill a place like this.

I heard laughter outside the window and stood up. The large bay window with a sill big enough to sit on was, hands down, the best feature of our room. Earlier, Constance had gone out to meet some of our floor-mates and had come back beaming, happy to report that only two rooms had a window like this and we were beyond lucky to get one. I sat down on the sill and stared out the last window pane. Another peal of laughter rang somewhere out in the darkness and my heart ached. What the hell was I doing here? How could I possibly have thought this would be a good idea?

Leaning my temple against the glass, I willed myself not to cry. This was unbelievable. Was I really homesick? For what? For my pins-and-needles home life? For the cinderblock halls of my old high school? For the strip malls? My mind flashed on my father and on Adam, who had never been anything but sweet to me. I saw my dog, Hershey, wagging his tail when my dad got home, expecting to see me as well. I saw the ugly flowered wallpaper my parents had hung in my bedroom before they knew I was a tomboy, wallpaper I had always hated but which now felt like the perfect emblem of home. I thought of the lacrosse team and our vow to actually get to the state championships this year. Why did all of this suddenly seem so huge? The day before I couldn’t wait to get out of there.

A tear squeezed out and it was like a wake-up call. No. This was not acceptable. I was not a weakling. I had made my choice. I was not going to call my father and beg him to come back for me. There was nothing in Croton for me. Nothing worth sticking around for, anyway. I knew this. I just had to focus on it. I stared into the darkness, at the lights in the windows of the other dorms, and told myself that I belonged here. I forced myself to try to believe it.

I will be happy here. I will make friends. This is the beginning of a whole new life.

And that was when I saw her. A girl, sitting in a window just like mine, directly across the way. She was wispy and thin with delicate features, smooth pale skin, and light blond hair that fell in loose waves around her tiny shoulders. She looked almost ethereal, like she could float away at any moment with the help of a light breeze. She wore a white tank top and short pajama shorts and seemed riveted on the pages of the book she held in the crook between her bent legs and her flat stomach. I was so riveted by her that I didn’t notice anything moving in her room until another girl swooped in out of nowhere and snatched the book out of her hands. I sat up straight, startled, thinking for a split second that the girl had been threatened. But then I saw the taller, darker girl twirl the reader into the room and onto the bed. There she joined two others who sat, laughing, their bare legs splayed out as they ate from a box of chocolates.

I turned fully toward the window now, crossing my legs Indian style in front of me and balancing precariously on the windowsill. Then the lights across the way were doused and my breath caught. Moments later, a flicker of light. Then another. Then another. Gradually the room started to glow and the figure of the dark-haired girl loomed through the dancing shadows as she lit candle after candle. Soon the four girls were bathed in the warm light. One of them rose and handed out glasses. Large, round glasses with delicate stems. Each was already filled with deep red liquid.

Wine. They were drinking wine right there in their dorm. Laughing and chatting and sipping in the candlelight.

In my entire life, I had never seen anything like these girls. They seemed so much older, and not just older than me—which they obviously were—but too old to be in high school. Every move they made was graceful and sure. The held their glasses with carefree assuredness as if they drank from such delicate crystal each and every day.

This girl, the laugher, had piled her brown hair on top of her head in a messy bun, held there by a pair of chopsticks. She was stunningly beautiful, with dark, tan skin and a lithe, athletic figure. She flashed a knowing smile, which she prefaced by a narrow, sliding glance at her friends. She wore a red silk robe over a tank top and boxers and seemed to live to tease. The second girl was petite, with messy, dark blond curls and cheeks like a porcelain doll. She was playful with the others and seemed younger than them, shoving and rolling her eyes and clapping when she laughed. But it was the reader and the dark-haired girl I couldn’t tear my eyes from.

The dark-haired girl wore nothing but black underwear and a large silk nightshirt, undoubtedly made for a man, with only the two center buttons done. She shook her thick hair back, took a sip of her wine, and held the novel up to read from it to her friends, gesturing dramatically with her glass, but never spilling so much as a drop. All three of them gathered together, rapt with attention at the girl’s performance, and I thought, This girl is the leader. As she continued to read, she placed her glass down and lifted the ethereal girl’s arm. The girl stood on cue, a slight, far-off smile playing about her lips. The dark-haired girl thrust their hands above her head and the bottom of her shirt fell open, exposing a long, red scar along her stomach, just above her hipbone. I was so startled by this garish imperfection on such a flawless being that I almost looked away. But then she stepped breast-to-breast with her friend and the scar was covered and I realized they were dancing. They moved as one, twirling through the shadows and the flickering candlelight. The little cherub reached for her sound dock and acoustic guitar music echoed through the quad, sending a shiver down my spine.

The ethereal girl spun out of her friend’s arms toward the window and suddenly she froze. My heart caught, startled at her abruptness, but it took me a good long moment to realize she was staring right at me. I had mistaken her gaze as flighty and unfocused, but I saw now that it was the exact opposite. She looked right through me, around me, all over me, taking in everything and turning me inside out. Embarrassed, I looked quickly away, pretending to be preoccupied by something in the room, but it was no use. I had to look back. When I did, she was holding her curtains wide with both hands, still staring.

I was breathless. I was caught. But I couldn’t look away. Would she tell her friends? Would she report me? Could I get kicked out of Easton for spying? I stared back, willing her to be kind. Willing her not to tell. For a long moment, neither one of us moved.

Then she smiled, ever so slightly, and snatched the curtains closed.



THE BILLINGS GIRLS



“Billings House? That’s an upperclassmen-only house. And even if you’re a junior or senior, you have to meet certain requirements to get in.”

“Requirements?”

“Academic, athletic, service. If you meet their requirements, you get an invitation from housing at the end of the year. It’s very selective. You have to be an integral part of the Easton community to live there.”

Her expression said, “You will never live there.”

I had just met Missy Thurber five minutes before and already I felt like choking her. She was the piglike girl who had snickered about the no-boys rule at yesterday’s meeting. She had highlighted blond hair that she wore back in a French braid and a nose that turned up so far at the end that you could almost see into her nostrils. You’d think that a girl with a nose like that wouldn’t have the guts to be so superior, but she managed to look down it at everyone she saw. She also held her shoulders so far back when she walked it was as if she wanted her large breasts to enter any room a good fifteen seconds ahead of her. Ridiculous. I would never have even bothered talking to her if Constance hadn’t told me both her parents and all her siblings had attended Easton and that she knew everything there was to know about the school. I had looked up the dorm behind mine in the catalog, but other than its name, Billings, there was no information. All the other dorms read “Bradwell, sophomore girls’ housing” or “Harden, junior and senior boys’ only.” Billings just said “Billings House.”

“At the end of the year, we should apply. We should all apply,” Constance said in her enthusiastic way as we walked out of the breakfast line and into the Easton cafeteria with our trays of fruit and toast. “I bet we would totally get in,” Constance added to me alone.

The Easton cafeteria was a cavernous room with a domed ceiling that terminated in a small, cut-glass skylight that danced slivers of sun on the tables and chairs below. Unlike Croton High, the furniture here was not made of standard-issue plastic and metal, but real, solid wood. Cane-backed chairs were set up alongside tables with thick legs, and all surfaces shone as if they had been freshly waxed. On the walls were paintings that evoked various facets of life in historical New England. Farmhouses, covered bridges, skaters on a frozen pond. All very quaint and old-fashioned. All almost funny when juxtaposed against the kid with the MP3 player who was executing a sleeper hold on some other guy in an effort to commandeer his portable game system. Or the girls swapping summer piercing horror stories, lifting their shirts and sticking out their tongues to display their war wounds.

Near the front of the room was a large table with slightly more ornate detailing. Several teachers sat there with their food, talking in low tones or reading from newspapers. A couple of older gentlemen sat back with their arms crossed over their chests, scanning the room as they spoke to one another, eager to pounce if someone stepped out of line.

“You don’t apply. They invite you,” Missy said again, rolling her eyes. “How did she even get in here?” she said, not so quietly, to Lorna, the mousy girl on her other side. Lorna had small features overpowered by bushy brown eyebrows and the kinkiest brown hair I had ever seen. She hadn’t said much so far, but she hadn’t left Missy’s side all morning, so I had a feeling I didn’t like her.

“Nice attitude,” I said.

Missy scoffed and took a seat at the end of a table, forcing the rest of us to squeeze between her and the chair behind her to get in.

“Whatever. The point is, not just anyone can get into Billings. You have to be . . . special,” Missy said as she prissily opened up her napkin and laid it across her lap.

“And it’s like once you live there, you’re golden,” Lorna added. “They all get good grades—”

“Even if your grades sucked before. Go figure,” Diana Waters, another girl from our floor, interjected. She was a pixie-ish girl with short blond hair and clear braces. “Plus every captain of every team and every president of every club lives there—”

“They’re achievers,” Missy said. “Women who lived in Billings have gone on to be senators, movie stars, news anchors, novelists.”

“And college? Forget about it,” Diana said. “They get recommendations from all the Billings alumnae and every single one of them ends up at an Ivy. Every single one.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

“I shit you not,” Diana said. “Their track record is blemish-free.”

“Yes, it is,” Missy said as she spread some low-fat cream cheese on her bagel. “I can’t wait until next year. To have one of those huge rooms? The cages they have us in now have got to be a human rights violation.”

“What makes you think you’re going to live there? I thought you had to be invited,” I said pointedly.

“I will be. I’m a legacy,” Missy said. Like, duh. “Both my mother and my sister lived in Billings.”

Okay. Now I hated her even more. The fact that someone like that could just have something like Billings handed to her just illustrated everything that was wrong with the world.

“Which basically means they have to take her,” Lorna added with a laugh.

Nice. Maybe Lorna didn’t entirely suck.

Missy shot her a look that made her go instantly pale. “Not that you wouldn’t get in anyway,” Lorna added quickly.

“Check it out,” Diana said, lifting her chin. “Speak of the devils.”

I looked up and there they were, striding two-by-two toward a table in the very center of the cafeteria. Leading the pack was the girl with the dark hair and the scar that was now hidden somewhere underneath a pristine white linen blazer and black T-shirt. I flushed just thinking about it, knowing it was there when she had no idea that I knew. She was tall—even taller than my five nine from the looks of her—and, I couldn’t help noticing, in flat shoes. She spoke to the ethereal girl, who walked next to her with her head tipped toward her friend, but with that far-off expression in her eyes.

Behind them was the sly girl, whose light brown hair was again up in a messy bun. She led with her hips as she walked, her back straight and her chin up. A gawky brunette boy stared at her as she passed him by and she winked at him surreptitiously. He turned a deep, disturbing shade of purple before sliding down in his seat and hiding behind his manga book. The girl laughed to herself, triumphant.

With her was the cherub, whose blond curls bounced as she scurried after her friends. She was the only one of the four who walked with her head down, her pale skin blotched with pink from some kind of exertion, pleasure, or embarrassment. She hugged her books to her chest and seemed to be concentrating hard on something going on in her head.

They really were here. They really did exist.

“I would kill to be Noelle Lange,” Diana said, leaning her chin on her hand.

“Yeah. That’s gonna happen,” Missy said sarcastically.

“Which one’s Noelle?” Constance asked.

“White blazer,” Lorna said, envy dripping from her very lips. “Rumor has it that Harvard, Cornell, and Yale are all fighting for her.”

“Please. She’ll go wherever Dash McCafferty goes,” Missy said, glancing over.

I saw that the big, blond guy who caught my punt yesterday was now sitting on a table behind Noelle, rubbing her shoulders with his huge hands. She titled her head back, her long tresses tumbling down behind her, and he leaned down for a kiss.

“More like he’ll go wherever she goes,” Diana said. “I highly doubt Dash wears the pants in that relationship.”

“When Noelle’s in the room, she’s pretty much the only one wearing pants,” Lorna added.

“That’s true. I take it back,” Missy said.

“Who’s the reader?” I asked, noticing that ethereal girl once again had her nose stuck in a book.

“That’s Ariana Osgood,” Missy said. “Her family owns half the South. Which means the rest of the Billings Girls forgive her for being from the South.”

Diana, Constance, and Lorna all snickered.

“They’re in oil,” Missy added. “All big, cigar-chomping, bane-of-the-environmentalists types. God only knows how they produced her.”

“She’s a poet,” Diana explained. “She writes half the literary magazine every quarter. She’s really good.”

“The model is Kiran Hayes,” Lorna said. “She’s done Abercrombie, Ralph Lauren . . .”

“Omigod! Yes! She was on the billboard outside my Pilates studio!” Constance exclaimed.

“Omigod! Keep your voice down, you freak!” Missy shot back, mimicking her.

“Wait. She’s an actual model?” I asked.

“What? Like you’ve never seen one in the flesh before?” Missy said. “Half the girls in my building back home have done the spring shows.”

I glanced around and noticed that at least half the male population of the room was in fact watching Kiran, most of them practically drooling.

“And then there’s Taylor Bell,” Diana said. “From all accounts, the smartest girl ever to step foot on the Easton campus.”

Across the way, the cherubic girl laughed and had to slap her hand over her mouth to keep from spitting out her oatmeal. Didn’t look like a genius to me, but then again, I’d never seen one of those in the flesh either.

“Best schools. Hottest boyfriends,” Diana said. “Yeah. Being a Billings Girl definitely wouldn’t suck.”

I stared across the room at the four girls and the guys who hovered around them, my pulse racing with a new sense of excitement. A few more girls sat down at the other end of their table, every last one of them beautiful and poised, though to me they seemed second-string compared to the four girls I had seen the night before.

“What about the others?” I asked.

“Eh, they’re in Billings too,” Diana said with a wave of her fork.

So I was right. It was Noelle and her friends who were important. Noelle and her friends who were the most worth knowing.

My heart pounded against my rib cage and I pressed my sweaty palm into the thigh of my jeans. I had never wanted anything as much as I wanted to be at that table right then. If I could just enter that inner sanctum, every door at Easton would open up to me. I would never have to worry about being accepted or fitting in. I would be leaving my own crappy, depressing home life so far behind maybe i could manage to forget it altogether.



 TRADITION



Easton was a nondenominational school, but it had been founded by Presbyterians back in the early nineteenth century. According to the catalog, they had discontinued group prayer in the 1990s, but they still called the morning, school-wide gathering “morning services.” The daily assembly was held in the ancient chapel at the center of campus, surrounded by the class buildings, the offices of the instructors and deans, the gym, cafeteria, and library—all of which I was eager to explore. Beyond this circle were the dorms, beyond them the playing fields, and beyond them the mountains and trees and clear blue sky. It was a hot morning, normal for early September, but as we stepped through the arched doorway and into the chapel, it was like walking into a cave. Goosebumps popped out all over my skin as the cool air washed over me and I shivered in my lightweight T-shirt. Suddenly, I understood why most students had brought along cardigans or jackets. The high walls were made of cold, musty gray stone and the slim stained-glass windows only allowed the most minor shafts of sunlight to enter.

I hugged myself as I passed by the Billings Girls. Ariana was in the very last pew, reading, while Kiran and Taylor sat near the center of the chapel—Kiran studying her face in a compact mirror, Taylor scribbling in a notebook. Noelle was nowhere to be seen. It was odd, seeing them separated like this. I felt as if they were one entity and should always be by one another’s sides. I took my seat with my dorm-mates near the center of the pews.

“We sit according to class. Boys on the left, girls on the right,” Diana explained as we settled in. Her roommate, a girl named Kiki who could have been Diana’s longer-haired twin, but wasn’t, sat down next to her. I had yet to see Kiki without her iPod. She kept time to the music with her chin as she slumped down in her seat. “Up there are the frosh, behind us are the juniors. and then the seniors are in back.”

I nodded. So Kiran and Taylor were juniors and Ariana, a senior. I assumed Noelle was as well. But where had she disappeared to?

“It’s so archaic, separating us,” Missy said, glancing across at the guys. “What are we gonna do, have sex while they’re reading off the morning announcements?”

“Well, you might,” Lorna joked. She glanced at Missy warily after making her joke, waiting for her reaction.

Missy scoffed, but smiled. Lorna looked relieved.

Sitting on benches up near the lectern were at least two dozen adults, including Ms. Naylor, Ms. Ling, and Dean Marcus, whom I recognized from his picture in the Easton catalog. Clearly the others were teachers, advisors, and deans. Most of them looked stern, judgmental, sour, and wrinkly. A no-nonsense group.

I glanced around for Thomas but didn’t see him among the seniors. Hanging on the walls between the windows were long, black velvet banners, each decorated with the Easton crest and a graduating class’s year. Below the year were two names, one female, one male. I was about to ask what those names signified when the double doors to the church closed, darkening the room even further. Everyone hushed and faced forward, so I did the same. A sense of heavy reverence descended upon the crowd and an anticipatory warmth overcame me. Out from two opposing doors at the front of the church walked two boys, freshmen from the look of them, carrying candles that they used to light four lanterns near the lectern. These lanterns gave off a surprising amount of light and bathed everyone in a warm, cozy glow.

As soon as the lanterns were lit, there was a hard rap on the door. Dean Marcus stood up and walked slowly down the aisle. He stood, regal and wise, in front of the double doors.

“Who requests entrance to this sacred place?”

I might have laughed if I wasn’t in such awe. And if everyone else wasn’t so rapt with attention.

“Eager minds in search of knowledge,” came the answer. Missy mockingly mouthed the words along with the hidden speaker. Lorna gave her a stern look. Missy rolled her eyes.

“Then you are welcome,” the dean said.

“They don’t do this every day,” Diana whispered to me. “Only at the first service.”

The doors swung open and in walked Noelle, chin held high. Next to her was her boyfriend, Dash. His blond hair was slicked back from his face and he wore a serious expression. He and Noelle both carried large, antiquated volumes in their arms and kept their eyes trained directly ahead as they walked down the aisle to the lectern.

Noelle looked almost regal and certainly in control. Even though hundreds of people were staring straight at her, she didn’t blush or waver or even blink. She was confident, gorgeous, composed.

The pair placed their books on a table at the front of the chapel.

“Tradition, honor, excellence,” they said in unison.

Then they turned to the room and everyone echoed them. “Tradition, honor, excellence.”

Chills rushed over me at the sound of all those voices in unison. Noelle and Dash turned and bowed together toward the teachers, then each took a seat on opposite sides of the altar, Noelle in front of the girls, Dash in front of the guys.

I had no idea what all this ritual meant, exactly, but I loved it. It was totally different from anything I had ever known before. I was so enraptured that it took me longer than most to notice the slight commotion and laughter at the back of the chapel. When I turned around, Thomas Pearson was just slipping in as the dean closed the doors. He took a seat in the back pew, where one of his friends gave him a fist bump and laughed. Sunglasses hid his eyes. The dean shot him a look of death, but then walked briskly back to the front of the room. I waited for Thomas to remove the glasses, hoping he might search me out as well, but instead he grew serious and trained his attention on the stage.

I turned and did the same, biting down on my lip and trying hard not to laugh. There was something about boys being boys that always made me giddy.

The dean stepped up to the lectern and tilted the microphone toward him. “Welcome, students, to Easton Academy.”



 SADIST



“Good morning, class! I trust you are all tickled pink to see me.”

The teacher banged the door closed behind him and those who weren’t already in their seats scrambled. Constance sat down next to me just as the teacher placed his beaten leather briefcase and a tall silver Thermos on his desk. He had the straightest posture I have ever seen and seemed to fill up the entire room. Gray hairs peppered the tight black curls on his head and he wore a blue sport coat and striped tie over tan pants. He clapped his hands together and rubbed them, surveying the room. I could tell by the expressions on my classmates’ faces that none of them were actually pleased to see him. From the sarcastic gleam in his eye, it was clear that he was also aware of this fact.

“For those of you who haven’t already heard all the nasty rumors about me, my name is Mr. Barber and I am a by-the-book type of man,” he said, his voice booming from somewhere in the vicinity of his navel. As he spoke, he twisted off the top of his Thermos and poured himself a cup of steaming liquid. The pungent scent of black coffee filled the room. “This class is American History. In history we have what are known as facts. I teach the facts. We will not be reading opinion or propaganda in this class. We will not be discussing the whining woes of every Tom, Dick, and Harry in every socioeconomic strata of every country around the world. I’ll let your college teachers deal with the gray areas. In the meantime, I will prepare you by having you memorize facts. Dates. Names. Places. Facts.”

I don’t think I had ever known anyone who enunciated as perfectly as this man. His jaw must have been working more muscles than my entire body. The word facts came out like “fak-t-ss.” He took a sip of his coffee and placed the cup down on his desk.

“So let us find out what you know.”

Gulp.

He walked to the center of the room, facing us. “You. What’s your name?”

“B-Brian Marshall,” the towheaded kid in the front row answered. I was surprised he didn’t pee on the floor.

“From Mr. Marshall left is team A. The rest of you, team B.” Mr. Barber said with a dismissive flick of the wrist. He picked up a pebbled notebook from his huge wooden desk. “I have here the class roster. When I ask you a question, I expect an answer within ten seconds. Answer correctly, your team gets a point. Answer incorrectly, I’ll take a point away,” he said, eyeing us.

A couple of kids smirked. A couple more looked scared. I had no idea what to think. No teacher of mine had ever spoken like this before. This guy had more authority in his little finger than the entire faculty at Croton High combined.

“Let’s get started,” Mr. Barber said. He looked up and down his class list as he approached the board. Every one of us prayed not to hear our name. “Miss . . .”

Crap. Crap. Crap.

“Talbot.”

I glanced at Constance. Her skin grew pale under all those freckles. My heart went out to her even as I was flooded with relief.

“Yes?” she said with remarkable calm.

Okay. If I knew the answer to this, I would be fine.

“Which king of England was served with the lawyer’s brief that declared this country’s independence in 1776?” he asked.

Wha-huh? Lawyer’s brief? Since when was the Declaration of Independence referred to as a lawyer’s brief?

Wait. What was the question again?

“King George the third,” Constance said.

“Correct.”

Constance beamed. Someone behind me said “easy one.” Right. King George III had received the Declaration of Independence. I knew that. I just had to focus. I took a deep breath, glad that I hadn’t been chosen as the first victim. On the blackboard Mr. Barber wrote a big A and B with bright yellow chalk. Under the B he added a point.

“Next. Mr. Simmons,” Mr. Barber said.

“Here,” a chunky guy near the door answered.

“Mr. Simmons, who was the first woman executed in the United States and why?”

Okay. That I do not know.

I started to sweat.

“Uh . . . oh. I know this,” Simmons said, clutching a pencil in both hands.

You’ve gotta be kidding me. You do?

“Um . . .”

“Ten seconds, Mr. Simmons.” Mr. Barber seemed to be enjoying this. “And for the record, we don’t say um in my class.”

“It’s Mary something,” the chunky kid said. “Mary . . . Surratt?”

Right. That sounds vaguely familiar. I think.

“Yes. And for what crime was she put to death?”

“Conspiring to assassinate President Lincoln,” Mr. Simmons said with much more confidence.

“Good. You pulled that one out, Mr. Simmons,” Mr. Barber said, adding a point under the A. I glanced at my watch, wondering if there was any possible way I could make it out of here without getting called on. There were still fifty-three minutes left in the class and only about twenty students.

“Miss . . . Brennan.”

Oh, God.

“Yes?”

My mouth was entirely dry.

“I see you’re new here,” he said with a smirk, looking up from his ledger. Every person in the room turned to look at me. Thanks. Thanks a lot.

“Yes,” I managed to say.

“I’ll give you an easy one, then,” Mr. Barber said condescendingly.

I wanted to smack him and thank him at the same time.

Give me something I know. Please just give me something I know.

“How many terms did Franklin Delano Roosevelt serve as president of the United States?” he asked.

Yes!

“Four,” I said, grinning.

“I’m sorry. The correct answer is three,” Mr. Barber said.

My eyes and face burned with humiliation even as my brain protested. It was four. I knew this. I learned this in eighth grade. FDR was my favorite president. I loved the New Deal and all the acronyms. I memorized them all and aced that quiz. He had served four terms.

“FDR was elected for a fourth term, but he died while in office and therefore did not serve four full terms,” Mr. Barber said.

My entire team groaned as he erased Constance’s one point. Under my skin my blood boiled.

“That’s a trick question,” I blurted.

Mr. Barber froze with his back to us. The students sucked in a breath. My body heat was almost unbearable. What had I just done?

“Excuse me?” Mr. Barber said, turning around.

I cleared my throat. “That was a trick question,” I repeated, unwilling to cower. “You didn’t ask how many full terms he served.”

Mr. Barber was incredulous. He took a few steps forward and crossed his arms over his chest. “I believe the question was fair, Miss Brennan.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but he cut me off.

“And why do I believe the question was fair? Because I expect my students to think, Miss Brennan,” he said. “I expect them to take one moment to consider the options before simply blurting out the first response that pops into their heads. This is not the set of Jeopardy!, Miss Brennan; this is your education. You should be more conscientious in the future. Do we understand each other?”

Well. I was officially beaten down. “Ye-yes,” I said, my mouth dry.

“I’d like to believe you, Miss Brennan, but perhaps you should see me after class so that we can make sure of that fact,” he said.

I swallowed hard. Tears of embarrassment stung my eyes. Every single soul in the room was either staring at me or pointedly struggling not to stare at me.

He wanted to see me after class. My first teacher on my first day at the new school that was supposed to change my life wanted to see me after class. Well, something in my life had changed already. I had never been reprimanded by a teacher before. Ever.

“Okay,” I said.

“Good,” Mr. Barber replied. “Now that we’ve wasted several minutes of your classmates’ precious time, perhaps you would allow me to move on.”

I felt hot and sick and stupid. I nodded stiffly. It was pretty much all I could do.

Mr. Barber turned to his next victim and Constance clucked her tongue in sympathy.

Good start, Reed. Really stellar start.



 NO EXCEPTIONS



I hovered next to Mr. Barber’s desk as he scribbled on a piece of white paper. Everyone avoided eye contact as they filed out of the room, like I was some kind of freak not to be associated with. One class and already I had pegged myself.

“Mr. Barber—“

“I know you are there, Miss Brennan. Kindly allow me to finish.”

My jaw snapped shut. I hated him. Even as I wanted to beg him for a second chance. I hadn’t been able to answer a single one of the three questions he had posed to me during his sick little game and I knew he thought I was some little-known breed of moron. But what kind of person did that—put students on the wringer on their first day back from summer break? Plus he had humiliated me in front of everyone when he knew that I was new here.

Mr. Barber placed his pen down. He took a long, deliberate sip from his coffee cup, then placed that down carefully as well. He was torturing me. He was making me wait here and worry on purpose. Finally, slowly, he tore the top sheet from his pad and held it out to me.

“Some reading for you,” he said, looking at me over the top of his glasses. “I expect you to catch up by the end of this week. You should know that I don’t take pity on scholarship students. If you do indeed belong here at Easton, you will do the work. No exceptions.”

I took the paper, which trembled in my hand. On it was a list of no less than eight books. I wanted to tell him I didn’t need to read all this to catch up. I wanted to tell him that I knew the answers to several of his game show questions, but that I had never been good at being put on the spot. I wanted to tell him that his FDR question was a load of shit and that I was fairly certain that he knew it. Most of all, I wanted to tell him that I didn’t want to be an exception.

But looking into his watery brown eyes, I knew without question that he wouldn’t tolerate me talking back to him again. So all I said was “Thank you.”

“And I trust that today’s outburst was the last of its kind?” he said.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Good. You may go.”

I turned slowly. I could feel him staring at me as I left the room and wondered what he was thinking. I made myself stand up straight. I couldn’t let him think he had broken me.

In the hallway, a couple of girls stood in front of a bulletin board where an orange flyer advertised the Welcome Back Dance, scheduled a few weeks into the semester. I stared at it and wondered if it was even remotely possible that I would be around that long.

No.

None of that.

No negativity. No pessimism. I was going to catch up in this class. I would catch up in everything. Even if I had to work all night, every night, I would do whatever it took to stay at Easton. The alternative—going back to Croton a failure and proving my mother’s rantings right—was inconceivable.

Instead, I was going to prove to Mr. Barber that he was wrong about me. His chagrin would just be an added perk.



FIRST ENCOUNTER



When I returned to the cafeteria, a mere five hours after my first trip there, my attitude had completely reversed itself. That morning I had felt hopeful and determined. Now I was exhausted and overwhelmed. As I joined the other girls from my floor at our table—the same one we had claimed that morning—I realized my latest and possibly most alienating mistake of my superterrific morning. On my tray was a heaping bowl of macaroni and cheese and a large Coke, plus three chocolate chip cookies. Their trays? Nothing but salad and diet Cokes. Constance had already hidden her one cookie under a napkin, no doubt in an act of self-preservation.

“Do you know how many fat calories are in that?” Missy said, flicking her gaze at my food.

I dropped into the last empty chair at the end of the table and let my heavy book bag thud to the floor. I decided not to care what Missy Thurber thought of my food. I was too hungry to care. And besides, it was comfort food. If there was one thing I needed just then, it was comfort.

“Pass the ketchup?” I said.

Missy groaned as Kiki handed it over. “Your funeral,” Missy said.

Constance pulled her cookie out, bit into it, and smiled at Missy. Missy rolled her eyes and turned her back on us to gossip with her minions.

Constance was starting to grow on me.

“How were the rest of your classes?” she asked sympathetically. Translation: “I already know history sucked. Did it get any better?” Answer: Definitely not.

“Fine,” I said with a quick smile.

Even though my French class had been conducted entirely in French and I hadn’t been able to keep up or form any coherent answer other than “Je ne sais pas.” Even though my art history elective had been packed to the rafters with teen curators, all of whom knew the artist, year, and medium of every work our teacher flashed up on the screen. I could only imagine what was going to happen in my next class—Trigonometry. We’d probably skip right to Calculus because everyone would be bored by sines and cosines.

“I know this is going to sound obnoxious or something, but if you ever need any help, I’m totally there,” Constance said. “The school I went to back in the city was really good. Like really good.”

Okay. Was she offering to help me, or showing off? Neither one made me feel any better. It was as if everyone here had decided that I was stupid and in need of charity or something, but I wasn’t. I was a straight-A student for God’s sake. I was the one who always helped out everyone else. What was happening to me?

The girls at my table gabbed about the boys in their classes and planned a trip into town for the weekend. I overheard the phrases “four-ply cashmere,” “so hot,” “new credit card.” They were stressed about nothing. I was stressed about a zillion and one various things of all shapes and sizes and urgencies.

And then I saw them. The Billings Girls had emerged from the lunch line and were walking down the aisle right toward us. Noelle led the way, with Kiran, Taylor, and Ariana trailing behind, her head bent as she read from her book. For the first time, I could see them up close and each was more perfect and beautiful than the last.

I held my breath as Noelle sauntered by, her eyes sliding over me and an amused smile playing around her lips. Kiran and Taylor chatted their way past and then came Ariana. She wore a white tank and a long, flowing aqua-colored skirt that grew darker in color from waist to foot. Around her neck was a sheer purple-and-lavender scarf, the ends of which hung down over her chest and grazed her stomach. I would have looked ridiculous in an outfit like that—like a kid playing dress up—but she belonged in those clothes. She brought with her an exotic scent that still somehow felt familiar. I was just trying to place it when she lowered the book, looked directly into my eyes, and said, “Oh. Hello.”

All her friends stopped. So did my heart.

“This is the girl I was telling you about,” Ariana said. She had the slightest of southern accents, so muted that it was as if she added it as an afterthought.

My empty stomach churned and I tasted bile in the back of my throat. I could feel the girls from my floor looking at one another.

“Really?” Noelle crossed her arms over her chest and strode over to me, looking me up and down. A few other girls from Billings, those not of the four, stood back and glanced at one another quizzically. “You’re our peeping Tom?”

Missy bleated a laugh.

“I thought she’d be more butch,” Kiran said. Taylor laughed, then snorted, then covered her mouth with her hand. Kiran rolled her big, beautiful, perfectly lined eyes and smiled. At me.

“Don’t mind her. We’re still working out the kinks,” Noelle said. “What’s your name?”

“Reed,” I said.

“I’m Noelle. This is Kiran and Taylor and Ariana,” she said. I noticed that she did not bother to introduce any of the other girls from her dorm. So they were second string.

“Hi,” I said. They smiled. I was on top of the world.

“Now that you know who we are, maybe you can have a little respect and quit licking the glass.”

Laughter surrounded me and Noelle smirked at my now bloodless complexion. The Billings Girls smiled superiorly, looking at me with practiced condescension.

“Come on, you guys,” Noelle said, turning away. Kiran and Taylor fell in at her sides and they walked off together, like a moving wall. All the others followed—everyone except Ariana, who tilted her head apologetically, looking somewhere over my shoulder.

“Sorry,” she said. “Noelle can be a little blunt.”

“Yeah,” I managed to say.

She tucked her wispy hair behind her ear. Like me, she wore no jewelry or makeup, but still seemed more sophisticated than I ever would be. Her skin was so pale that I felt that if the sun from the skylight shifted, I’d be able to see right through her. For a moment she refocused her blue eyes directly on mine and I saw with perfect clarity that they were sad, even though she was smiling.

“Well, see you,” she said finally.

Then she turned her attention to her book again, and trailed off after her friends. Already I wondered if I had imagined the sorrow. Of course I had. What would a girl like her have to be sad about?

“Way to piss off the Billings Girls on your first day,” Missy said.

“Were you really spying on them?” Constance asked.

“Not exactly,” I replied, privately cursing myself.

What was wrong with me? All I had done since I had arrived here was dig myself a hole. With the teachers, with the Billings Girls. Now I was going to have to do everything I could to scramble out.



LUCK



“Hey, new girl.”

As we were on our way out of the cafeteria, Thomas Pearson pushed himself away from the gray brick wall and fell into step with me. Constance shot me a look like Hello, supah-stah. Like how could I possibly know a guy this hot on only my second day there?

Search me.

“Hello,” I said coolly. Even though my pulse was racing.

“Got something for you,” Thomas said.

He produced a small medallion from his pocket. It was bronze and had a square hole in the center. He held it up between his thumb and forefinger, looking quite pleased with himself.

“What is it?” I asked, pausing.

“My good luck charm. I’ve decided to give it to you because I no longer need luck. I have transcended luck.”

I smirked and tried to sound unimpressed. “Good for you.” My heart was pounding.

“It is, isn’t it?” he replied.

I had to struggle to keep from grinning doofily in his presence. So annoying.

“But really,” I said. “What is it?”

“It was a subway token. From the days before MetroCards,” Thomas said, raising his eyebrows.

What the hell was a MetroCard?

“I was devastated when they outmoded them. Call me old school, but there’s just something about slipping something solid into that little slot and hearing that satisfying plink, then reaping the rewards. . . .”

He shook his head wistfully and gazed directly into my eyes. I flushed. Hard. Metaphor intended? Probably. Metaphor noted? Definitely. Girl intrigued, yet mortified? You bet.

“Anyway,” he said, breaking the momentary trance. “You hold in your hands a relic from another time. Keep it well.”

“Thanks.”

He backed away toward the quad, hands in his pockets, grinning suggestively. I caught more than a few girls staring at me with unabashed envy. Hearts broke all across the campus. As Thomas turned away, two guys jogged to catch up with him. He ducked his head and listened as they scurried to keep up.

“Who was that?” Constance asked with inflection that befitted the magnitude of the man.

I grinned. “That was Thomas Pearson.”

“What’s his deal?” she asked, standing on her tiptoes to watch him as he and his cohorts were enveloped by the crowd making their way to afternoon classes.

“I have no idea,” I said. “Explain to me what this is.”

Constance laughed. “You used to use them to pay for the subway. Now they have electronic passes called MetroCards. Geez, Reed. Haven’t you ever been to New York?”

No. I’d never been anywhere. Not that she needed to know that.

I stared down at the tiny token, feeling indescribably happy until I felt someone watching me. When I looked up, I was looking directly into Ariana’s clear blue eyes. She was a dozen yards away near the stone benches at the center of the quad, but from the intensity of her stare, she may as well have been on top of me. My heart skipped a disturbed beat and I smiled automatically—uncertainly. Then she blinked and turned away, leaving me wondering if I had misread the whole thing.



DEFENSIVE MANEUVERS



I was the first person on the bleachers for soccer practice that afternoon. Not wanting to be late, I had run back to Bradwell after the last class to change, pausing only to slip Thomas’s token onto my silver chain and fasten it around my neck before sprinting all the way up the hill to the fields. Now, as the rest of the team approached in one clump, carrying soccer balls and orange cones, I realized that being super-early was just as conspicuous as being late. At the front of the pack, Noelle eyed me as if my appearance amused her.

I pulled my legs closer to me and looked off across the soccer field, avoiding eye contact. Maybe if I pretended I was invisible . . .

“Hey, glass-licker,” she said, rattling the metal steps as she climbed up. She sat directly behind me, her bare knees straddling my back. I was already sweating beneath the merciless sun, but with her so sitting close to me, I felt new rivulets of sweat start to form. “You play? Or are you just following me?”

A few of the other girls laughed. My face burned. This was going to be way fun.

“All right, ladies! Let’s settle down.” A middle-aged woman with broad shoulders and calves stood at the bottom of the bleachers. I took this to be the coach. She had short blond hair, wore no makeup or jewelry, and had plenty of dirt under her fingernails. Her eyes fell on me. “You’re Reed Brennan, I assume. I’m Coach Lisick.”

“Hi,” I said.

“Reed comes to us from Pennsylvania where she was the leading defensive scorer in her division as a freshman,” Coach announced to the group.

Great. Now Noelle knew I was from good old, square, boring PA. I wondered if I could lie and say I was from Philly. Was there any cachet at all in being from Philly? My guess was no.

“Which means you should all be grateful to have her here,” Coach continued. “Got it?”

There was a murmur of assent.

“Glass-licker got skills,” Noelle whispered, her breath hot on my ear. “You go, glass-licker.”

She patted me twice on the shoulder, hard, and I sunk lower in my seat. There I stayed, feeling her eyes on the back of my neck, until Coach blew the whistle and set us out to scrimmage. I ran out onto the field, relishing the freedom from Noelle’s scrutiny. Out here I could do anything.

We lined up on opposite ends of the field, me defending the north goal, Noelle playing forward on the south. We were going to go head-to-head, no question, and my skin sizzled with anticipation. Bring it on.

The whistle blew and Noelle got control of the ball. Naturally. She quickly booted it across to the teammate on her right, who took it upfield. Color me impressed. I had assumed Noelle was a ball-hog type. All glory, no teamwork. Apparently I was wrong.

Noelle streaked toward me and I backed up fast, but she blew by me. The girl was quick. The second Noelle hit open field, her teammates passed her the ball and my heart lurched. I charged her from behind. I couldn’t let her think I was some talent-free plebe. I couldn’t let her intimidate me. Not out here.

I raced in and slide-kicked from her blind side, knocking the ball away from her and toward my teammate across the field. Noelle shouted and tripped over my shin guard, hitting the ground hard and tumbling butt-over-head. For a moment our legs were entangled, but I extricated myself quickly and stood.

“Nice play, Brennan!” Coach shouted from the sidelines.

I smiled and offered Noelle my hand. But when I looked into her eyes, my heart slammed to a halt. She spat on the ground and glared right through me, seething.

I should have been running downfield after the play, but I couldn’t move. Cheers erupted near the far goal and Coach blew the whistle. Noelle shoved herself up from the ground and all I could think about was the fact that she was going to kill me. Kill me dead. For that split second, all the viciousness she was capable of was discernable in her eyes and for some reason I thought of that scar under her clothes, so violent and red. No longer did it seem so very out of place.

But then she faced me and smiled. A genuine, amused, almost proud smile. She brushed the dirt off the front of her shorts.

“Keep doing that and we might win a few this year,” she said.

“Thanks,” I replied, hoping she’d miscredit my breathlessness to exertion rather than fear.

“But do that to me again and we’re gonna have a problem.”

Then she laughed and ran up to join the rest of the team. I stood there, trying to get ahold of myself, trying to decide if it was too soon to be relieved. Was she irritated with me or impressed?

Somehow I had a feeling that with Noelle, I might never know.



TRUST ME



The other sophomores on the team took off right after practice, so I walked back to Bradwell alone. I wasn’t sure why my peers had decided to alienate me. Because I was new? Because Coach had singled me out? Because they felt like it?—but I wasn’t surprised. Alone was my natural state of being. For now.

I hoisted my gym bag on my shoulder as I came around the building toward the front door. The moment I got there, Ariana stepped out from the alcove, scaring me nearly to death.

“Hey,” she said. She clutched a couple of notebooks to her chest.

“Hi.”

Was she waiting for me?

“How was practice?” she asked.

“Fine,” I said. This was strange. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do or say. I racked my brain and came up with a fabulously original question. “What team do you play for?”

At Easton, everyone had to play at least one sport. Something about fulfilling a physical fitness requirement. I didn’t pay much attention to it because I would be playing, sports requirement or no.

“Oh, I don’t,” she said. Then, off my confused look, “Health reasons.”

“Oh.” She didn’t elaborate and I didn’t feel like she wanted me to ask. Of course, now I had one more thing to obsess about. What could Ariana possibly have that would preclude her from fulfilling her physical fitness requirement?

“So . . . making friends?” she asked.

“I guess,” I said.

“How’s your floor?” she asked.

“It’s . . . good,” I said. Constance seemed okay and Diana was nice enough.

“What about guys?”

My mind instantly flashed on Thomas and I felt the cool metal of the subway token against my sweat-caked skin. The Billings Girls had to respect a girl who caught the attention of a hot senior on her first day at Easton, didn’t they?

“Well, I met this one guy . . .,” I said.

“Thomas Pearson,” she said flatly.

I blinked, surprised. Her tone had all the warmth of black ice.

“I saw you guys talking,” she explained. She stepped away from the door, closer to me, as a few girls returned from field hockey practice, laughing and rehashing a play. I felt a flash of jealousy.

“Reed.”

“Sorry,” I said. What was I thinking, letting my attention wander from the one person who had been nice to me today? The one person whose attention I would kill for.

“So, you like him?” Ariana asked.

“I haven’t decided yet,” I said, even though my pulse raced at the very thought of him. Thomas was gorgeous, no doubt. And intriguing and funny. But he was also clearly a player. And I wasn’t totally sure I wanted to get involved with someone like that just then. Flirt with? Fine. Get involved with? Another story.

Ariana’s eyes narrowed. “Most girls can’t resist a guy like Thomas Pearson,” she said. “He has that . . .”

Ridiculously sexy quality?

“Dangerous thing going,” she finished.

She gazed at me intently, as if gauging my reaction to this assessment.

“Yeah, I could see that,” I said nonchalantly. Beautiful and rich and smart and cocky and lascivious? Yeah. That added up to dangerous. “If you go for that type of thing,” I added. “Which I don’t.”

Normally.

But even if I was considering potentially going for it now, she didn’t need to know that. Especially if she, for some reason, had some kind of problem with Thomas, as her tone suggested. Besides, the last thing I wanted to do was come off as boy crazy. I wanted to come off as cool. Sophisticated. Above it all. Like she was.

Ariana smiled slowly and seemed to glow from within. “You should sit with us tomorrow,” she said. “At breakfast.”

My heart didn’t beat for a good five seconds.

“Really?” I said, sounding a little too excited.

“I’d like to get to know you better,” she said. “We all would.”

So they had talked about me. Discussed me. Behind my back. The thought was disconcerting. After such a short time on campus, I already had people talking about me.

But wait . . . did I care? This could be the beginning—the beginning of me getting everything I had hoped for. If they had talked about me, great. Apparently they had seen something they liked. Though what that might be, I had no idea.

“Okay then,” I said finally, smothering my giddy glee. “I’m there.”



BREAKFAST WITH BILLINGS



Ariana was seated alone at her table when I arrived the next morning, wearing a white sundress and a blue scarf. I wasn’t sure if she had gotten there early on my behalf, but I was relieved to see her. Approaching her when she was on her own was a lot easier than the alternative. I kept expecting her to look up from her book as I got closer, but she never did. Finally I was left standing there, hovering, feeling awkward. Maybe it had been a joke. Or maybe she had forgotten. Could she really not have noticed the shadow I was casting on her pages?

“Uh . . . Ariana?” I said, prickling with heat.

She raised her head, confused. Oh, God. She had forgotten. From the look on her face she didn’t even know who I was.

“Sorry,” I said automatically.

I was about to retreat when her expression cleared and she smiled. “Hi, Reed,” she said. “Sit here.”

She pulled out the chair next to hers, in the interior of the table. Relief flooded my body, I walked behind her and placed my tray on the table, then hung my bag on the back of the chair.

“Not hungry?” she said, eyeing my meager breakfast of dry toast and coffee.

Starving, actually. I just hadn’t been sure what would constitute a sanctioned breakfast at the Billings table, so I had played it safe. On Ariana’s tray was a half-eaten fruit cup, two pieces of toast, and a bowl of dry Lucky Charms. My stomach grumbled at the sight of it all—inaudibly, thank God.

“I’m not a big breakfast person,” I lied. Then wanted to kick myself when I realized that if I ended up sitting here again, I was going to have to stick to that.

“I love breakfast,” Ariana said lightly, picking up one purple horseshoe marshmallow and placing it in her mouth. “I would eat it three times a day if I could.”

I smiled. Her serenity had a calming affect on me. “It’s quiet here in the morning,” I said, looking around as students trailed blearily in through the double doors.

“That’s why I like it,” Ariana said. “Much better for reading.”

Just then, two girls walked over and took the two opposing seats at the far end of the table. I recognized them from the Billings crowd on my first morning. One had dark skin, jet-black hair, and a Victoria’s Secret–worthy body under her jeans and white shirt. The other had straight blond hair that hung halfway down her back. Her outfit was trendy, but a touch too trendy, as if she had spent far too much time finding the exact right belt to match the exact right bag to match the exact right shoes. Both shot me confused looks as they sat.

“Hi,” the girl said as she removed a magazine from her bag. The National Review. There was a picture of the Democrat donkey on the cover with a noose around its neck. No one I knew ever read political magazines. Not even the adults. “You are?”

“This is Reed,” Ariana answered before I could. “Reed, that’s Natasha Crenshaw and Leanne Shore.”

“Hi,” I said with a nervous smile.

“Does Noelle know you’re sitting here?” Leanne asked with a sneer.

My smile drooped.

“She’s about to,” Ariana said coolly.

Just then, Noelle emerged from the food line, trailed by Taylor, Kiran, and Dash. She smiled hungrily at us and my stomach turned. What had I been thinking, believing that this was a good idea?

“Good morning, glass-licker!” Noelle said, dropping her tray across from Ariana.

My face went red instantly. Bad idea. Big bad idea.

“Glass-licker?” Leanne said. “Oh! Right! You’re the lesbian,” she said in a husky voice. Natasha smirked as she opened her mag and Leanne laughed, enjoying her own joke.

Ariana brought her book down and glared not at Leanne, but at Noelle. Amazingly, Noelle blushed as well. Ariana could make Noelle blush. Good to know.

“Sorry!” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. “Hi, Reed,” she said pointedly. Then she sat down and scoffed. “Touchy, touchy.” She slung her bag over her chair and rolled her eyes. “God, Leanne. Can you shut it?”

Leanne’s mouth snapped closed, silencing her laughter. She turned beet red under her makeup.

Ariana brought her book back up and continued to read. It was all I could do to keep the grin off my face. Kiran took a chair across the way and flipped open her Sidekick. Around her neck a large diamond pendant flashed in the sun, nearly blinding me as she settled in. She wore a tiny, soft-looking lemon-colored sweater, black skirt, and kitten heels, all of which screamed money. If she sold that outfit, she could probably buy my house with the proceeds. But then I supposed that having your bod on an NYC billboard paid a pretty penny.

Taylor—much more my speed in jeans and a preppy polo—shot me a curious look as she slid behind me and sat down to my right. She did, however, also have large diamond studs in her ears.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Taylor.”

“She knows,” Noelle said impatiently.

Taylor’s cheeks turned pink.

“I’m Reed,” I said, trying to make her feel better.

“She knows that, too. What are we all, retarded?” Noelle asked.

Natasha sighed and looked up from her magazine. “Noelle. I’d rather you not use that word. At least not around me.”

“Sorry, Princess PC. Did you want to slap my wrist?” Noelle said, offering her arm over Kiran’s Sidekick. Kiran clucked her tongue and leaned back so she could see.

“That’S won’t be necessary,” Natasha said with a smirk.

“Natasha considers herself the moral center of Easton,” Noelle told me.

“Well, it’s not like any of the rest of you are gunning for the job,” Natasha said with false sweetness.

Noelle stuck her finger in her mouth.

Alrighty, then.

“So, Reed, do you like it here so far?” Taylor asked.

“Yeah. Definitely,” I said.

“You’re from Pennsylvania, right?” she asked brightly. “Is it like your old school?”

I glanced at Noelle. Had she told the others where I was from?

“She already memorized all the textbooks in this place, so she’s moved on to yearbooks and new student rosters,” Noelle explained.

“Did you know that less that two percent of all Easton students and alumni were from Pennsylvania? Isn’t that weird?” Taylor asked. “I mean, considering it’s such a big state.”

I swallowed hard. Less than 2 percent, huh? So I was a huge novelty.

“What do you think of your teachers?” Taylor put in eagerly. “What classes are you taking? Do you have Corcoran for Trig?”

“I—“

“Taylor, you don’t need to give her the third degree,” Ariana said lightly.

Taylor’s face turned pink. “Sorry,” she said.

“She needs to know everything,” Noelle explained.

“As if she doesn’t already,” Natasha said under her breath.

Taylor ducked her head, hiding behind her curls, and my heart went out to her. Even though I was relieved to be out from under the microscope.

Just then, Dash dropped down across from me and cleared a curl away from his eyes with a flick of his head. Up close, I could see he was even handsomer than I had realized. With his square jaw, warm brown eyes, and perfect skin he looked like an Abercrombie ad come to life.

“Dash McCafferty,” he said by way of greeting. “You’re the girl with the sweet feet.”

Noelle glanced at me suspiciously.

“You should’ve seen the way this girl kicked the football the other day,” he said to Noelle. “She could give you a run for your money, babe.”

“Gee. Sorry I missed it,” Noelle said flatly.

Leanne busted out with another laugh until Noelle silenced her with a glance.

A couple of other guys walked over and slapped hands with Dash. One of them sat on the table behind him while the other pulled out another chair and brought it close, as if to be too far away from Dash would have deprived them of oxygen. I recognized both of them from the football game and wondered if Thomas would be far behind.

“This is Josh,” Dash said, thumbing over his shoulder at a cute blond kid with a baby face.

“Hey,” Josh said with a nod and smile.

“And that loser is Gage.”

The taller, trendier kid scoffed. Dash punched him once in the arm—hard, if the contortion of Gage’s face was any indication—and that was that.

The double doors opened and I glanced over automatically. Constance and Diana walked in with Missy, Lorna, and the others. Constance scanned the room and I knew she was looking for me, wondering why I had left so early and without her. I felt a stab of guilt as she finally found me and did a double take. I managed an apologetic smile as she walked by me, looking stunned. Missy and Lorna whispered to each other and, if possible, Missy’s nostrils flared even wider. The envy was clear.

So far this was a good morning.

“Do you play a lot of sports, Reed?” Taylor asked out of nowhere.

Here we go again. I tore my gaze away from Missy’s. Taylor was systematically gutting her bagel, piling all the dough up in a mountain on the side of her tray.

“Just soccer and lacrosse,” I said.

“Just like you, babe,” Dash said, slinging his arm over Noelle’s chair.

Noelle stared at me. “Again I can’t help but say, ‘Gee.’”

Wow. Guess that respect I gained on the soccer field yesterday really didn’t translate to the real world.

Leanne laughed again and Natasha squirmed in her seat. “Leanne, would you kindly remove your nose from my ass? It’s starting to chafe,” Noelle snapped.

This time, Leanne looked as if she might cry. She got up, pulled her backpack onto her shoulders, and shot me a scathing look before walking off.

“Nice one, Noelle,” Natasha said, rising as well. “She just wants you to like her.”

I was surprised at the frankness of this statement.

“I’m sorry, Natasha,” Noelle said innocently. “But I’m afraid that’s going to be impossible.”

Natasha rolled her eyes and followed Leanne through the double doors. So all was not harmonious behind the walls of Billings. Somehow, knowing this only made it all the more intriguing.

Someone grabbed the door just before it closed behind Natasha and my heart caught, hoping to spot Thomas. All I saw were a bunch of guys from yesterday’s classes. I sat back in my seat and glanced instinctively at Ariana. Sure enough, she had lowered her book and was studying me openly.

“What?” I said, flushing slightly.

“Dash, is Thomas coming to breakfast?” Ariana asked.

My heart practically stopped. What was she, a mind reader? She looked at me meaningfully and I knew for certain that she had asked the question on my behalf.

“Oh God, Ariana. You’re not going there, are you?” Noelle asked.

“Why? What’s wrong with Pearson?” Dash asked.

“I think the more appropriate question is what’s not wrong with Pearson,” Noelle said.

“I was just asking a question,” Ariana said coolly. “So, is he coming?”

Dash laughed as he shoveled down a forkful of eggs. “Does he ever?” He glanced at me. “Pearson is not a morning person. Ask Josh.”

I had no idea why he had directed this comment at me. Had Thomas said something about me? Or had Dash read my mind and realized who I was looking for as well?

“I’m his roommate. I can attest,” Josh said, raising a hand. “Man likes his sleep.”

Ariana placed her book aside and picked a piece of toast up from her plate, crunching into it. She smiled at me as she chewed and I smiled back through my embarrassment, silently thanking her for asking the question I never would have had the guts to ask.

“Ugh!” Kiran groaned, snapping her Sidekick closed and tossing it on the table.

She hooked her arm over the back of her chair and looked away from the rest of us for a moment, never once losing her arched posture. Her profile was perfectly angular, her cheekbones sharp and defined. I noticed she also had some kind of shimmer above her eyes, but it was so subtle you could only see it when the light hit her in a certain way.

“Did your technology anger you?” Gage asked.

“Never date a guy from Barcelona,” Kiran said, shaking her head slightly as she turned forward again. Every gesture this girl made was elegant and graceful. She picked up an apple wedge, holding it delicately between the tips of her fingers, and took a nibble. “They’re gorgeous, yes, but just so self-absorbed.” Her stunning brown and gold eyes fell on me and she blinked. “Where did you come from?”

There was a moment of silence and then everyone else cracked up.

“What? It was just a question,” Kiran said.

“She lives in her own little world,” Ariana explained.

“Look who’s talking,” Kiran grumbled at Ariana. She looked me over and leaned back in her chair, placing her apple wedge down on her plate. “You know, this apple is a little sour. I’d like a new one,” she said, looking directly into my eyes.

There was a moment of silence and I realized that everyone was looking at me. Expectantly.

“What?”

“She said she’d like a new apple,” Noelle said. “And while you’re up you can get me a coffee, too.”

“And one of those chocolate donuts,” Kiran said. “The ones with the sprinkles. I’m celebrating the end of swimsuit season.”

“Oooh. I’ll have one too,” Taylor added.

I looked around at them, my cheeks burning. Were they serious? They were really ordering me to go up and get them food. Dash popped a piece of bagel in his mouth and snickered as he eyed me with amusement.

“Did you get all that or do you need a pad and pen?” Noelle said.

I looked at Ariana. She took a deep breath and continued to read. I was alone here. And I had the distinct feeling that I had no choice.

“All right. I guess I’m going up there, then,” I said.

“Good decision,” Noelle said.

I rose on shaky legs.

“Aren’t you going to ask Ariana if she wants anything?” Kiran said innocently.

Die, die, die.

I paused. “Ariana? Did you want anything?” I asked, making myself sound as pleasant as possible.

“No, thank you, Reed,” Ariana said, her tone blithe. Never once did she look up from those pages.

So she was in on it. She didn’t actually ask me to sit here so she and her friends could get to know me. They just wanted some new girl they could order around. Well, fine. If that’s what it took, that’s what I would do.

I turned and walked toward the lunch line, feeling conspicuous and chagrined and humiliated as they all watched me do as they said. But more than anything, I was hoping I wouldn’t mess it up. I repeated the order over and over in my mind. Coffee, two donuts, apple.

Wait. Was Kiran’s apple red or yellow or green? I paused and glanced over my shoulder to check. Green. Okay. Somehow I knew that if I got it wrong I would never be invited back to their table. And I had to be invited back. I had to be. I’d get them breakfast every morning, I’d endure this lump of humiliation in my chest every day, if they would just invite me back.



DRECK



Later that week, I met with Ms. Naylor right before dinner. She wanted to see how my classes were going—if there was anything I felt was too “challenging” for me. All I could think about was the fact that after my one meal with the Billings Girls, I hadn’t been invited to sit with them again. She wanted challenging? Try figuring out how to get back in there. But as important as I knew my social life was, I had a feeling Naylor couldn’t care less. As she gazed at me expectantly, I wondered if Mr. Barber had told her about my first day. I imagined them whispering in the faculty lounge or wherever it was adults hung out at a place like this, making wagers on how long I might last. I gave her a tight-lipped smile, told her everything was fine, and resolved to hit the library right away to start in on that list of books he’d given me.

I was not going down without a fight.

It was a humid day with thick gray clouds crowding the sky, the air so heavy it felt as if the atmosphere was pressing in on me from all sides. As always, I walked with my head down and a rivulet of sweat wound its way along my neck and into the collar of my T-shirt. I realized then that I was rushing. Not the kind of weather conducive to rushing. I took a deep breath and slowed down as I made my way around Drake House, a dorm for upperclassmen boys that everyone called “Dreck” because apparently all the unsavory males at Easton lived there.

Everything was going to be fine. I just needed to chill. I just needed to remember why I was here and what I was avoiding going back to. I just needed to—

I rounded the corner of Dreck and heard a window opening, then a giggle. I looked up and stopped dead. There, scrambling out of a basement window and into the bushes, with the help of a large hand on her ass, was Kiran Hayes. She scrambled up, laughing, then straightened her skirt and brushed the dirt from her bare knees. Seconds later, a boy emerged, pulling himself up and tackling her into a kiss. Kiran pushed at his shoulders at first, but then let out a slight moan and kissed him back.

Kiran Hayes was making out with a Dreck boy. The Dreck boy’s hands were, in fact, sliding up her tank top toward her breasts.

Right. I didn’t need to see that.

I turned to go, but the flash of movement must have caught Kiran’s eye. A moment later, she barked.

“Wait! Don’t move,” she demanded.

I squeezed my eyes shut and turned back toward her, my pulse racing.

“God! You really are a voyeur, aren’t you?” she said.

“No!” I wrenched one eye open and caught a glimpse of Kiran’s mauler grabbing his book bag and fleeing around the building toward Dreck’s front door. It was the tall, gawky kid I had seen her wink at the other day. What was supermodel Kiran doing with a manga-reading loser like that? And I thought she had a boyfriend in Barcelona. “I was just taking a shortcut to the library,” I told her. “I didn’t see anything.”

Kiran’s hair was a rat’s nest in the back from where it had been pressed up against the rough brick. Her skirt was half turned around and her lipstick was entirely gone, revealing plump, pink lips. I had never seen her look so disheveled, and she was still drop-dead gorgeous.

“Yeah, right,” she said, taking a step toward me. “You’re not going to tell anyone about this, right?”

“No,” I said. “No. Of course not.”

“Because you cannot even comprehend the things I can do to you,” she said.

Wow. This girl really knew how to cast a threat. Her eyes, so stunningly beautiful on a normal day, were now filled with venom. But even in my intimidated state, I realized that this was a moment I could use to my advantage. I could show Kiran I was trustworthy. I’d been handed another opportunity to prove myself.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

And then, to my surprise, I saw a flicker of relief. She was really scared that people would find out about this. Why? Maybe the kid was kind of a dork, but Kiran was the sort of powerful, popular girl who could get away with dating whomever she wanted and still rise above the snickers and the rumors. Why was she so concerned about keeping this little affair hush-hush?

“Good,” Kiran said. “Now go.”

No time for questions I’d never have the courage to ask anyway. I turned and got out of there as fast as I could.



FORCE FED



For a while, I had no contact with the Billings Girls, aside from practices with Noelle, at which she mostly ignored my existence. By the third week of school, I was starting to feel hopeless, wondering what I had done wrong. Had Kiran told them to shun me in order to keep me away from them, thereby lessening the chances that I would reveal what I knew? Every time I saw her I wanted to talk to her, to reassure her that I would keep my mouth shut. But every time I saw her, she was with Noelle or Taylor or Ariana and there was no way I could approach them.

Approaching them without an invitation was out of the question.

Meanwhile, it seemed as if the Billings Girls were everywhere. During morning services one particularly hot day, Dean Marcus announced that a very special guest and alumnus of Easton had come to make an announcement, then introduced Lance Hallgren, Oscar-winning superstar and champion, for no apparent reason that I had ever been able to discern, of the U.S. space program. Everyone applauded and murmured as Lance stood before the podium, all big teeth and slick hair, and told us that he was not the only star there that day. That he had graced us with his presence only to present a National Academic Award for Excellence in Scientific Research by a high school student to Taylor Bell. He brought her up to the front of the chapel to thunderous applause, then handed over a plaque and a check for $5,000. The award also came with an all-expenses-paid trip to Washington, where Taylor would present her research during a banquet at the Smithsonian Institution, where she would sit at Lance Hallgren’s table.

The biggest academic award I had ever won got me a stiff blue ribbon and a $25 gift certificate to Outback Steakhouse.

That same day, Kiran received a bouquet of two dozen white lilies right in the middle of lunch hour. She passed the card around, so I assumed they weren’t from her secret Dreck boy, who sat a few tables away, watching miserably. Moments later, the two delivery men returned, wheeling a lime-green Vespa between them, right into the cafeteria. This got everyone’s attention, including the ever-present teachers, who jumped to their feet to interrogate the delivery guys. Instantly everyone was on their feet, theorizing. How did they get that past the gate? Had they paid off security? No one was allowed to have motor vehicles on campus. Would they let her keep it? Like they were going to take anything away from Kiran Hayes. Meanwhile, Kiran had already straddled the Vespa, slipped on the sleek white helmet, and was checking out the features along with Dash, Gage, and Josh, oblivious to all the talk going on around her.

A few days later, one of Ariana’s poems was published in the Easton newspaper—The Chronicle—with an accompanying story proudly noting that it had been accepted to be published in The New Yorker, which received thousands of submissions from poets of all ages and stages of accomplishment. Then the ballot came out for that year’s senior class superlatives, and Noelle’s name was all over it. She was nominated for everything from Most Beautiful to Most Likely to Succeed to Class Couple to Best Sense of Humor.

That I had yet to see evidence of.

I glanced over at the Billings table as Diana, Constance, and I emerged from the lunch line on a rainy Tuesday afternoon. Without the sun streaming through the skylight, the cafeteria seemed dim and dank. But still, the Billings girls were the brightest spot in the room.

“Have you picked an artist for your art history project yet?” Diana asked me as we took our seats at the end of our usual table.

“Are you kidding? Our whole room is covered with huge art books she took out of the library,” Constance said, taking a sip of her sparkling water. “All she does is stress over them.”

Did she think I wanted her to tell everyone what I did in the privacy of my own room?

“I just don’t want to do someone everyone’s done before,” I said, lifting one shoulder. “I’m going for originality.”

“News flash: Mrs. Treacle is fourteen thousand years old,” Diana said. “You are not going to find someone she’s never seen done before.”

Constance laughed. “I am so glad I took journalism,” she said. “Reporting for The Easton Chronicle is so much more fun than memorizing a bunch of boring paintings. Plus, my mom knows Mr. Ascher, so I’m definitely going to get a front page story.”

Goody for you. Every time I started to like Constance, she said something that reminded me how annoying she could be.

I sighed and glanced over at the Billings table, wondering how I was going to take a whole year of eating three meals a day over here when I had already experienced what it was like to be over there. As if sensing me watching, Noelle looked up and caught my eye. She sighed, shook her head, and pushed herself to her feet. Her chair made a sickening scraping sound.

“What’s she doing?” Constance asked.

Noelle was on her way toward our table. My heart was in my throat.

“I don’t know.”

Noelle stopped right next to us, picked up my tray full of food, turned around, and brought it back to her table without a word. She dropped it next to Kiran and raised her eyebrows at me. Kiran laughed and wiggled her fingers teasingly. Taylor ducked her face behind her curls and flushed. Ariana lowered her book for the first time and looked around, confused. At the far end of the table, Natasha looked peeved and Leanne stared.

“Uh, I think she wants you to go over there,” Diana said.

I had to agree. I shot her and Constance baffled looks, then rose and lifted my backpack. Noelle had made quite a scene, so everyone in the cafeteria was now watching my progress. As I slid past Dash and Kiran, I kept waiting for somebody to trip me, for the ground to go out from under me. But nothing happened, and finally I sat.

“If you want to sit over here, just sit over here,” Noelle said. “No one’s stopping you.”

I had a feeling it was the best invitation I was ever going to get. I tried not to look as thrilled as I was.

“Hi, Reed,” Taylor said, her cheeks pink.

“Hi,” I replied. Ariana smiled at me and returned to her book. Natasha and Leanne ignored my arrival, but I couldn’t have cared less.

“So. There’s something we need you to do for us,” Noelle said.

My heart thumped and I was overcome by a rush of embarrassed heat. Of course. She had only brought me over here to execute some new task. What did she want now? New toast for her turkey sandwich?

“Okay,” I said slowly.

“We need you to break up with Kiran’s Dreck boy for her.”

Kiran went ashen and my heart seized. I looked at her in a panic and saw that her eyes were wide with accusation.

“I didn’t tell,” I blurted.

Noelle lit up with a grin. “Oh! So you knew about it?” she said, looking from me to Kiran. “That’s interesting. Are you two, like, confidantes now or something?”

“Noelle,” Kiran said. “I—“

“Don’t worry. Glass-licker didn’t tell on you,” Noelle said. “Your little geek has a blog. Were you aware? And he’s not too good with the aliases, I must say. One of the guys stumbled across it and e-mailed it to everyone in school last period.”

Kiran looked as if she were going to throw up. Throw up, then faint, then die. My heart went out to her.

“A Dreck boy, Kiran. Really,” Ariana said, her tone almost sympathetic. “Did you think we weren’t going to find out?”

She reached for Kiran’s hand in an almost motherly manner. Kiran let Ariana hold her for a moment before pulling away. She swallowed hard and shook her hair back, adopting a nonchalant demeanor. Leaning her elbow on the table, she picked up a carrot stick from her plate.

“Whatever. We were just fooling around,” she said. “It’s not like I care.”

She was lying. We all knew she was lying. But I had a feeling it didn’t matter.

“Well, good. Because everyone knows it is unacceptable for a Billings Girl to date a Drake boy,” Noelle said. “It’s just not done. And since a Billings Girl can’t date a Drake boy, it stands to reason that she can’t break up with one either. And that, my little glass-licker, is where you come in.”

“This should be good,” Leanne said.

“Tell him, in no uncertain terms, that it’s over,” Noelle said, staring me down. “Tell him Kiran no longer wants anything to do with him. Tell him she thinks he’s a pasty loser with a puny, shriveled little thing and she never wants to speak to him again.”

No one moved. I glanced at Kiran. I could tell she was being ripped to shreds inside. And I had the distinct feeling that Noelle had chosen particularly harsh words in order to punish her friend. My heart pounded in my ears, my eyes, my temples.

“That’s what you want me to say?”

“Word for word.”

I swallowed hard, struggling not to choke. “Now?”

“No. Next Wednesday,” Noelle said sarcastically. “Yes, now.”

“Uh . . . okay,” I said. I looked at Kiran. “What’s his name?”

“Like it matters,” Noelle said.

“It’s James,” Kiran replied. She flashed a glance at me and I recognized a glint of desperation. She really did care about this kid. How could she let her friends make me do this? Just because of some stupid image issue? Why didn’t she stand up for herself? For him?

I cleared my throat and stood. “I guess I’ll . . . be right back.”

Slowly I walked over to James’s table. Overhead, rain pounded down on the skylight and a flash of lightning briefly lit the room. Everyone in the cafeteria was staring at me. I saw several printed out pages of what must have been James’s blog on the tables. When I arrived at the end of the Dreck table, all the guys looked up. Everyone but James, who seemed to be pointedly ignoring me. From the red blotches on his face, he knew I was there, but he kept his attention trained on his manga.

“Uh . . . James?” I said, wiping my hands on my jeans.

“Who are you?” he asked, not looking up.

“I’m Reed,” I replied. “No . . . uh . . . Kiran sent me over here.”

A couple of the guys snickered and flashed grins at me. James looked up. I saw that he was actually quite handsome, in a pale, lab-troll kind of way. His eyes were a warm brown behind his glasses and he had a kind, if roundish, face.

“Excuse me?” he said, his brow knitting.

I recited what Noelle had said in my mind. There was no way I wanted to tell this poor guy all that in front of his friends, but I knew that I had to. If somehow it got back to Noelle that I deviated from her script, I knew she would hold it against me.

“She said it’s over.” I pressed my lips together. “She said she no longer wants anything to do with you.”

James’s jaw clenched. “What?”

I took a deep breath and soldiered on. “She said . . . she said you’re a pasty loser with a puny, shriveled little thing and she never wants to speak to you again,” I said quickly.

“Oh! That’s just wrong!” one of the kids at the table cried. A few laughed, but most looked as sickened as I felt inside.

James shoved away from the table, his chair clattering against the empty one behind it.

“Where’re you going?” I asked in a panic. At the Billings table, Noelle glared.

“Where do you think I’m going?” he said through his teeth. “If she wants to say all that she can say it to my face.”

My heart lurched and I grabbed his arm, stopping him. Somehow I knew that I couldn’t let James the Dreck humiliate Kiran in front of the entire school. Somehow I knew that would render this mission a failure. And I couldn’t have that. Not now. Not after I had been given a second chance.

“Hey! Buddy! Get a grip!” I said firmly. “I said she doesn’t want to talk to you. You were a mistake, all right? A moment of temporary insanity.” I glanced over my shoulder at the table, then leaned toward him, lowering my voice to a near breath. “If you go over there, we’ll both get ripped to shreds. Don’t do it.”

I glanced back at Noelle. She eyed me expectantly.

Please, please, please, don’t do it, James.

Finally, he took a deep breath and deflated.

“Can you tell her . . . can you tell her I’m sorry?” he asked quietly.

He’s sorry? He’s sorry? Was he kidding me?

“Just don’t tell her when her friends are around,” he said. “Wait till you’re alone.”

He understood everything. That much was clear.

“Sure,” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes. I was that stunned by my own reprehensible actions. That humiliated by his mature response. I had no idea when I would ever have the chance to get Kiran by herself—I had never seen her without at least one of her friends by her side, except for the time she was with James—but I would do it if I could. I figured I owed this kid that much.

James grabbed his stuff and skulked out of the room, much to the glee of his audience. I was almost surprised when they didn’t applaud.

Slowly, I walked toward the Billings table, willing myself not to heave. But when I saw the amused expressions on their faces, the barely-contained misery on Kiran’s, I realized I was in desperate need of some air. I walked right past them and out the double doors, pausing under the rain-soaked eaves. Thunder rumbled overhead and I hugged my stomach, struggling not to cry. What had I just done?

“Think it’ll all be worth it?”

My hand flew up as Thomas pushed away from the wall. His dark jacket was soaked and raindrops dripped from his hair.

“What the hell? Why are you always lurking?” I demanded, scared half to death.

Thomas smiled slowly and leaned toward me. Even in all the roiling emotion, my heart had the temerity to respond.

“Don’t get in over your head, new girl,” he said. Then he looked me up and down. The covetousness in his eyes both flattered and unnerved me. It was as if he believed that I in some way belonged to him. “I don’t think I could handle it.”

For a split second he loomed even closer, I could feel his breath on my face and I knew for sure he was going to kiss me. But instead he smiled and turned and walked off into the rain.



ALL LIES



Turned out I didn’t have to figure out a way to get Kiran alone. When I walked out of Bradwell the following morning with Constance and the others, she stood up from the nearest stone bench in the quad. I could see the nervousness in her eyes.

“I’ll see you in class,” I told Constance as I split away.

Kiran drew herself up with a breath as I approached. By the time I got to her, any uncertainty was gone and her imperious, blasé demeanor was back in place.

“Hi,” I said. My turn to be uncertain.

“What did he say to you?” she asked point-blank. “Not that I care. I just need to make sure that he got the message.”

Lies. All of it. Lies.

“He got the message,” I told her. “Don’t worry.”

She stared. The gold flecks in her eyes seemed to pulsate. “Well? What did he say?”

I cleared my throat. “He said he’s sorry,” I told her. “He said to get you alone and tell you that he’s sorry.”

Kiran blinked. “He said that?”

“Yeah,” I told her, my curiosity overwhelming. “Why would he say that after what I did to him?”

“I don’t know,” Kiran said, shaking her head as she stared past me. She cracked the briefest of smiles. “That’s James.”

I smiled too. We were sharing a moment here. An actual moment. Kiran was letting me see a part of her that she would never let Noelle and the others see. I was sure of it. Her big eyes suddenly filled with tears.

“Hey. Are you all right?” I asked.

Instantly she refocused. When she looked at me again she was all business. “We never spoke,” she said.

My heart thumped. “Where do they think you are?”

“None of your business,” she said. She rolled her eyes at my flinch. “Look, I know you didn’t tell them about him and I appreciate that, all right?” she said under her breath as if, at that very moment, they were listening. “But I need you to do it again. This conversation never happened. It goes with you to the grave.”

What are you so afraid of? What are you so afraid of?

I wanted to scream it, but I bit my tongue.

“Okay,” I said.

“Good.” She nodded resolutely and slipped her dark sunglasses over her eyes. Just before she strolled off, I could have sworn she muttered a thank-you.



THE HERD



“You’re getting enough to eat?” my father asked me.

“Yeah,” I told him. “The food here is good.”

Not a total lie. It was at least better than the food at Croton High. I propped my feet up on the small shelf under the pay phone. My butt already hurt after just two minutes on the small wooden bench. There were no phone jacks in the rooms, so everyone on the floor was supposed to use this one public phone. Everyone I knew had a cell, though. I was the only resident who ever used it.

“I miss you, kiddo,” my father said.

It was weird talking to him on the phone. Aside from quick calls to ask for a ride, I had never talked to him on the phone in my life. I imagined him sitting at the table in the kitchen, the sports section open in front of him, and the image depressed me. With my finger I traced the words “Slayer Rules!” had been etched into the wall.

“I miss you, too, Dad.”

“I’m looking forward to parents’ weekend,” he said. “We both are.”

My heart thumped. I had read about parents’ weekend in the Easton Handbook, but I had blocked out its existence. I couldn’t imagine my parents here any more than I could imagine them on Mars. I also couldn’t imagine them making the drive without my mother bitching and whining the entire time. Why my father actually thought it was an attractive idea was beyond me.

“I’d better go,” he said. “Mom wants to eat dinner.”

“Okay,” I said. Now I saw her sitting there as well, glowering at him over a tray of gray meatloaf.

“She says hello,” my father said.

No, she doesn’t.

“Okay. Bye, dad,” I said.

“Love you, Reed.”

“You, too.”

I hung up the phone and took a moment to catch my breath. It was amazing how each phone call pulled me back there so entirely. To that misery, that fear, that darkness. Each time I spoke to my father, I had to recompose myself. Remind myself that I wasn’t there anymore. And then, just as I did every morning that I didn’t wake up to my mother shouting at me from her room to get up and bring her her morning pills, I would smile. My life was my own now. I was still getting used to it.

A rap on the glass door of the booth made me jump. Constance’s eager face looked down at me through the foggy glass.

“Come on! You’re missing it!” She waved maniacally for me to follow her, then ran. I sighed and hoisted myself up.

It was Sunday evening and all the girls on my floor had gathered in the common room to watch some random reality show. It was all they had talked about all day. I had never seen it before and that was the subject of at least half an hour of incredulous conversation after dinner. Now I was finally going to see what all the fuss was about.

Couldn’t wait. Really.

I plopped down on the loveseat next to Constance, who had saved me the space. As soon as the first commercial appeared, Lorna turned from her spot on the floor. She was seated on a pink silk pillow she had brought down from her room.

“So what do you do on Sunday nights?” she asked me. She had some kind of smelly blue mask smeared all over her face, and her curly hair was up in two buns at the top of her head. She looked like some kind of comic book villain. The Blue Terror.

“Read, mostly,” I said.

Missy scoffed and Lorna rolled her eyes. These were their two favorite affectations. At any given moment you could find one of them doing one or the other.

During subsequent commercials, Constance updated me on the backstory, but I only half-listened. I knew I should be back in my room or at the library, reading through the extra history texts I had yet to wade through. Or practicing French pronunciation. Or doing trig problems. Pretty much the only class I wasn’t feeling stressed about was my lit class, and that was only because I spent all my Sundays up until now reading. But as much work as I had to do, I wanted to be social. I needed to be.

Of course, I wished I was spending this time socializing with the Billings Girls, but that was not an option. I had spent my meals with them ever since Noelle had stolen my tray, running for their food and executing every other small errand that popped into their minds, but our contact had yet to extend outside the cafeteria.

“So, everyone going to the dance on Saturday?” Diana asked as the scene faded to black, then to a car commercial. Kiki sat next to her, head bobbing to her personal soundtrack as she flipped through the latest issue of In Touch.

“Of course,” Missy said. She pushed herself up from the floor where she had been painting her toenails and sat on the couch, capping her nail polish bottle. “I need to pick out my boyfriend.”

Like she was shopping for socks.

“We never had dances at my old school,” Constance said. “Well, unless you count charity events, but then all the parents were there. There’s no parents at this one, right?”

Missy answered with another eye roll.

“We’ll take that as a no,” I said.

“Then I’m definitely there,” Constance said. “What about you, Reed?”

I flushed at the very idea of attending a school dance. I had never shown my face at one in Croton. Only the cheerleaders and male jocks went to them and later they were always crashed by the burnout crowd and eventually closed down early by the cops. As a result, they had dwindled from four a year to exactly one—the prom—which was only for juniors and seniors. As a result, I had never danced with a boy in my life. Not once.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I actually have a lot of work to do.”

“You read on Sundays and you’re gonna do homework on a Saturday night?” Lorna said, cracking her mask as she pulled a face. “Back up, ladies—we have a party animal.”

“Don’t bother with the reverse psychology, Lorna. There’s no way she’ll go,” Missy said, going to work on her cuticles with a pair of cuticle scissors.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“It means, you’re a sheep,” she said, looking me in the eye. It was all I could do to keep from staring down the deep caverns of her nostrils. If I looked long enough, would I be able to spot the blackness of her heart? “There’s no way the Billings Girls are going to go, because they think they’re all above any and all school functions, and we all know that whatever they do, you’ll do. Isn’t that what sheep do? Follow the herd?”

Lorna snickered along with her friends. Constance bit her lip and glanced warily in my direction, wondering if I was going to explode.

There were about a million things I could have said. I could have pointed out the fact that she was just jealous that the Billings Girls knew I existed. I could have reminded her that she was the one who was so looking forward to being a Billings Girl next year, and if she so wanted to be one, why was she going to the dance? But I knew that whatever I said would come off as a defensive rant.

I wasn’t going to give Missy Thurber the satisfaction. Even though my blood was boiling hot enough to spew lava, I just stood up without saying anything and calmly walked back to my room, wondering why I had ever craved the friendship of other girls.



LIAR



“Are you going to talk to him?” Constance asked me breathlessly.

I stood against the wall of the great room, where Easton apparently held all their events from fundraisers to blood drives, staring across the room at Thomas, who was surrounded by people. Freshmen and sophomores mostly, since it seemed that most juniors and seniors had avoided this, the first school dance, including—as predicted—the Billings Girls. Missy was right. They were above events like this. Far too sophisticated, too cool, too blessed with thousands of better things to do. I had come for exactly three reasons: 1) because Constance had begged me to, and I knew she would never let it die until I said yes; 2) because Missy had publicly declared there was no way I would show; and 3) because I myself had nothing to hold me back other than a stack of homework the size of a Buick.

What I didn’t get was why Thomas was there. If the Billings Girls were too good to be here, he certainly was as well.

“I might,” I said.

If he wasn’t so clearly otherwise occupied.

I watched with a pang of jealousy as a pretty, petite brunette laughed at something he said. Ever since that look Thomas had given me outside the cafeteria, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him. Even though I knew he was probably trouble, I just felt a deep pull toward him and a sense of connection that was weirdly powerful considering how few times we’d actually spoken. But the heart wanted what it wanted. And tonight it definitely wanted Thomas.

All around the room, people kept to the walls, talking and laughing or staring out at the empty dance floor while the DJ spun random dance hits of the last ten years. A few teachers roamed the periphery, staring people down and looking generally peeved. It seemed as if Easton had tapped its sternest adults to chaperone the event, and I wondered if anyone would be dancing or at least having some kind of fun if these sentries of doom weren’t present. All in all, it probably would have been the lamest dance I had ever been to. If I had ever been to a dance before.

“Why don’t you just go ask him to dance?” Constance said.

“Uh, no one else is dancing,” I said.

“Well, then, at least go say hello,” Constance said. “C’mon. We need some romance around here and it can’t be me since I have, you know, Clint. I need to live vicariously through you.”

“Look, I never even said I liked the guy,” I said.

She scoffed. “Yeah, right. It’s, like, so obvious.”

Oh, God. Was it? How humiliating.

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Missy said, horning in on the conversation. “Go up to him already. He’s just a person.”

Right. Like you could do it.

“A person who’s coming over here,” Constance said under her breath.

What? I looked up. Slowly, Thomas was making his way across the room. He looked right into my eyes and smiled the whole way.

He stopped right in front of me and tucked his chin. “Where’s your entourage?” he asked.

“My entourage?”

“The Billings Girls,” he said. “I thought you didn’t leave home without them.”

Behind me, Missy snorted. Was this why he had come over here? To mock me?

“I do what I want to do,” I said, lifting my chin slightly.

“Good,” he replied. “You don’t need them anyway.”

Yes, I did. And if he didn’t realize that, he was a lot more clueless about this school of his than he knew.

“Well, someone should be dancing,” he said. “And I think that someone is Reed Brennan.” He smiled slowly and offered both his hands.

Damn.

“But . . . no one else is dancing,” I said.

“What’s the matter? You scared?” he asked.

I narrowed my eyes. “Please.”

I took his hands and he backed toward the dance floor, watching my eyes the whole way. Everyone in the room stared. The teachers looked almost disgusted that someone actually had the gall to dance at this dance. The guys seemed merely intrigued, but I could practically taste the jealousy radiating off the female population. The hottest guy there, the only guy with the guts to actually dance, had chosen to dance with me.

Thomas paused. My heart pounded in my every pore. Without a word, he lifted my arms and placed them around his neck. Then he slid his arms around my waist, his hands resting lightly just at the small of my back. His eyes never left mine. As we started to step from side to side, my breath grew short. Every inch of me ached to touch him. Arms and hands were not enough.

“What are you thinking?” he asked me, his voice sending reverbs through my chest.

I flushed. “Nothing.”

Thomas lifted one corner of his mouth, bringing out a small dimple. “Yes, you were. You were thinking something naughty.” My skin sizzled. He brought his cheek to mine and his stubble scratched my skin. His breath was hot on my ear. “Tell me your naughty thoughts, Reed Brennan.”

Oh, God. My palms were sweating. My head swam. My whole body throbbed.

“Do I make you nervous?” he asked.

I shook my head.

He pulled back slightly, looked me in the eye, and smiled. “Liar.”

And then he kissed me.



DANGEROUS?



I had been hoping that Thomas would actually show up on time for morning services, wanting to see me as much as I wanted to see him, but he sneaked in ten minutes late as usual and hunkered down in his seat with his sunglasses on. Result? I couldn’t even catch his eye. How he got away with that stuff, I had no idea, but no one seemed to bother him about it. He was just that type of guy.

I spent the morning “studying” out on the quad in the sun with Constance. I had to do something about my not-so-stellar academic record. When I presented my art history project earlier Friday morning—I had decided to do it on Frida Kahlo—Mrs. Treacle had critiqued it right away as she had all the others, calling it pedestrian and under-researched (unlike all the others). She gave me a C and told me to do better next time. An oral report in French didn’t go much better. Although my pronunciation had improved, Miss Krantz said I was still too hesitant and that my lack of confidence was distracting. And finally, there was the history quiz. I didn’t even want to think about the number of blanks I had left on that page.

I wanted to buckle down. I really did. But most of my time on the quad was actually spent scanning my surroundings, hoping for a glimpse of Thomas. All I could think about was that kiss. The way he had touched my face with his fingertips. I had never had a kiss like that before. And I wanted more. Now.

“You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?” Constance asked me during one of my many dazed-in-space jags.

“No. I was just . . . trying to figure out this equation,” I said, looking down at my trig book and blushing.

“Yeah, right. You’re so in love you can’t even stop smiling,” she said.

“I’m not in love,” I said flatly.

“Yes, you are!” she teased.

“Let’s just study,” I said.

Constance’s face fell and she went back to her work without a word. I instantly felt guilty for shutting her down, but didn’t know what to say. When was I going to learn?

I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate. I really did. But five seconds later, I was with Thomas again. I definitely had it bad.

Lunch hour could not come fast enough. Thomas always showed up for lunch, however briefly. I was salivating at the thought of seeing him.

I approached the Billings table uncertainly as I always did, waiting for them to tell me it was all a joke and to go away. When I slipped into my chair without incident, I let out a sigh of relief. Ariana looked up briefly from her book and gave me a wan smile.

“Hi, Reed!” Taylor said brightly, as she always did. She was the only one of the four who always seemed genuinely pleased to see me.

“Hi,” I replied.

I glanced at Kiran. She ignored my presence as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever occurred between us.

“How’s everything going? How are your classes?” Taylor asked. “Did you do anything interesting yesterday?”

“Fine, fine, and no. Not really,” I said lightly. I was getting used to Taylor’s questions and learning how to answer them as vaguely as possible.

“Yeah, right. I hear you and Thomas Pearson got nasty last night,” Noelle said, amused.

My mouth opened slightly, but nothing came out. How did she always know everything?

“Thomas Pearson?” Kiran said, raising one perfect eyebrow. “There’s a good idea.”

Right. Like your Dreck boy was such a wise choice.

“Did you know that the Pearsons donate two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to the school every year? That’s on top of his tuition,” Taylor offered.

Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars? Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars?! How rich were these people?

“Taylor. Really,” Ariana scolded. As if talking about money was just that wrong.

And as always, Taylor clammed up.

Just then the double doors opened and Thomas walked in with Dash, Gage, and Josh. My heart caught and immediately began racing. I was expecting to maybe catch him in the last ten minutes of the meal when he usually appeared, grabbed food, and bailed. But there he was, trailed by his friends. Right on time.

I told myself not to expect anything. Maybe the kiss meant nothing. Maybe he had forgotten I existed. Maybe he—

“Hey, new girl,” he said, sliding into the chair next to mine. He pushed my hair back from my face with his fingertips and when I turned to him, kissed me right on the lips. “I guess I should start calling you Reed now.”

Now. As in, ‘Now, because everything as changed.’ ‘Now, because you are my girlfriend.’ Whoa.

“Yo, Josh. You going up there?” he asked, resting his arm on the back of my chair. Shivers all over.

Josh hesitated in the aisle as Gage and Dash walked ahead. “Yeah.”

“Get me a sandwich, all right? I’m starving,” Thomas said. Then he brought his face to mine and kissed me again. I could feel Kiran and Taylor whispering across the table.

“Do I look like your butler?” Josh asked.

Thomas broke off and glared at him. “Yeah, actually, you do.”

Josh colored slightly, then rolled his eyes and walked off.

“So, Pearson. Found yourself a new victim?” Noelle asked.

My breath caught. What did that mean?

“Ironic statement, coming from you,” Thomas said.

Noelle reddened. “I’m surprised you know what ironic means.”

“Shut it, Lange,” Thomas snapped.

“Hey. Watch it, dude,” Dash said, returning to the table.

Thomas glared at him for a second, then laughed snarkily and kissed my cheek. What was that all about?

“What is up with the selection today?” Dash asked. “There’s no hot food.”

“Maybe because it’s ninety-five degrees outside?” Kiran suggested, checking her reflection in her ever-present compact.

“Think fast,” Josh called out.

I ducked out of the way as a cellophane-wrapped baguette sandwich zoomed past my face. Thomas grabbed it effortlessly.

“Premade? We’re so lucky to be the over privileged souls we are,” he joked.

My stomach shifted slightly. I wondered if he knew that I didn’t fall into that category. If any of them knew. If they’d care.

“I cannot wait for parents’ weekend,” Gage said, tearing into his own sandwich.

Thomas blew out a sigh and dropped back in his chair. Instant attitude shift.

“Why? What’s so great about parents’ weekend?” I asked. I was curious as to what went on, wondering if it was even remotely possible that my parents would fit in. And if I could possibly avoid them the entire time they were present.

“Gage is referring to the fact that it’s the best food of the year,” Noelle explained. “His world revolves around his stomach.”

“And areas slightly further south,” Gage added, laughing with his mouth open so that we could all see his half-chewed food.

“I just can’t wait to see my mom,” Ariana said.

“Ladies and gentlemen, here she is. The only girl who thinks the worst part of boarding school is being away from her parents,” Noelle announced.

Everyone laughed except Thomas. “Can we talk about something a little less boring please?” he asked.

“Touchy, touchy,” Kiran said as she continued studying herself from every angle.

“You just sound like a bunch of losers,” Thomas grumbled. “It’s a stupid tradition. I don’t know why they even bother anymore. If our parents want to send us shit, they can use the Internet. Why disrupt everything for an entire weekend?”

“Dude, chill. It’s not our fault your parents are assholes,” Dash said.

“Screw you, jackass,” Thomas snapped.

And the last of the mirth was obliterated. I flushed, shocked. Clearly Thomas had parental issues. He had grown blotchy around the neckline of his shirt and looked skittish, as if ready to bolt at the first loud noise.

“Are you all right?” I asked him.

“I’m fine,” he said, taking my hand. He looked at me with pleading eyes. “Let’s get out of here.”

I didn’t want to go, really. Meal times with the Billings Girls were the best parts of my day. But he looked desperate, and his foot was bouncing up and down under the table, and he wanted me to leave with him. Me.

“Sure,” I said.

He got up quickly and pulled me out of there so fast I barely had a chance to blurt a good-bye.



FAMILIAR



Thomas shoved through the cafeteria doors, stormed over to the closest tree, and slammed his fist into the bark.

“Thomas!” I shouted.

He didn’t even seem to hear me. He pulled back and smashed his fist into the tree trunk again. And again and again.

“Stop it!” I shouted, grabbing his arm.

He resisted me at first, but then stopped when he saw how scared I looked.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Pointless question. But my heart was pounding and I felt almost weak with fear and concern. I had to say something.

Thomas blew out a breath and dropped down on a stone bench facing the cafeteria. He threw his bag down on the ground. Overhead, clouds raced across the sky and a cool breeze sent chills down my back.

“Sorry. Sorry,” Thomas said, stuffing his damaged hand under his arm.

“It’s okay,” I told him. It wasn’t as if I’d never witnessed a meltdown before. “Just take a deep breath.”

He shot me a grateful glance and did as I said, looking away from me. Clearly he was holding back. Whatever the freak-out was about, he hadn’t gotten it out of his system.

“Dammit,” Thomas said under his breath.

I put my hand on his back, but he flinched away. My face felt hot. Did he want me to go? Should I go? I didn’t want to leave him alone. Just in case. In the midst of my self-contradiction, I heard someone whistling.

Perfect. One of the teachers strolled down the path toward us. I cursed under my breath.

“Don’t say anything,” Thomas pleaded, sounding very much like a little boy afraid of getting in trouble. My heart went out to him.

“Don’t worry.”

The elderly teacher paused and looked down at us. He wore a bowtie and a tweed wool jacket with a recently plucked wildflower sticking out of the buttonhole in the lapel. His white mustache twitched when he spoke. “Everything all right here, Mr. Pearson?”

“Fine. Fine, Mr. Cross,” Thomas replied.

“Shouldn’t you be in lunch now, Mr. Pearson?” he asked.

“My friend here was feeling a little nauseous so I brought her outside to get some air,” Thomas said. So composed you never would have known he’d thrown a hissy two seconds earlier. “This is Reed Brennan, Mr. Cross. She’s a sophomore.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Brennan,” the man said, tipping his head toward me. “Don’t stay out here too long.”

“We won’t,” I replied.

When he finally strolled off again, both Thomas and I were able to breathe.

“God, I detest them sometimes,” Thomas said.

“Who? Teachers?” I asked.

“No. Them,” he said, throwing his battered hand up toward the cafeteria. “Freakin’ Noelle and Dash. Who the hell does he think he is?”

“I don’t know. I . . .” What was I supposed to say here? I’d never seen anyone other than my own mother snap like Thomas just had. And there was never anything I could say to help her. “Are you okay?” I asked, glancing at his hand. His knuckles were bright red.

“Yeah. It’s fine,” he said. His breath seemed to be slowing and he leaned his elbow on the arm of the bench. “I’m sorry,” he said, chagrined. “I just get so pissed sometimes.”

I smiled slightly. “I know the feeling.”

“You do?” He seemed hopeful.

“Yeah. I normally take it out on a pillow, but . . .”

Thomas looked at me. “What do you have to be angry about?” His expression had softened.

I tensed up all over. I had never told a soul about my mother. Not one person. Not one word. But the way he was looking at me, so sweet and concerned, almost made me want to.

“You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine,” I said, stalling.

Thomas smiled slightly. Sadly. “Okay. If you really want to know.” He looked across at the cafeteria wall. “Where to begin . . . ? Dad’s a tremendous drunk and Mom is an insanely tremendous drunk. He gets loud and obnoxious, she gets quiet and snippy, and together they fuck up everything,” he said, warming quickly to his subject, like he was relishing getting it off his chest. “We’re talking birthdays, vacations, Christmases. At my eighth grade graduation, my father ended up falling asleep with the video camera in his hands and fell out of his chair into the aisle, then yelled at the headmaster for the faulty seats. That made for a stellar little piece of film nostalgia. And don’t even get me started on my mother.”

I felt my heart tighten in my chest. I recognized his tone. Fed up. Sad. Disappointed. Embarrassed.

“They come up here every year and the whole school kisses their asses because of their money. They get to act all high and mighty for two days and order me around and act the perfect parents and it just makes me sick,” Thomas said, blinking back tears. He looked up again and took a deep breath, blowing it out. “This place is mine, you know. And they come here and they just . . . they ruin it for me.” He sighed and stared past me.

I sat there for a moment, feeling for him. Feeling for me.

“Your turn,” he said.

Oh, God. I looked him in the eye. Hoped I could trust him. Here we go.

“For me it’s just my mom,” I said, then couldn’t believe I had actually said it. “Except she likes pills with her bourbon. Prescription ones. All kinds. So, depending on what color she’s popped that day, she’s either psychotic or passed out and dead to the world. Plus she hates me.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Thomas said automatically.

“No. It is,” I said, trying to make it sound like it was no big deal. “She hates me for being here, for having a life, for being young, for being healthy. She was in a car accident when I was eight and her back is all screwed up from it. Still. That’s when it all started. Anyway, one time, when she was on a particularly nasty bender, she actually told me all this. How she despises me.”

Thomas looked at me, deep into my eyes, and nodded. And that one tiny nod said everything. His eyes looked sad, but not because he was pitying me.

He understood.

After all this time of keeping it in, I’d finally told someone. My heart flooded with relief.

“What about your dad?”

“Oh, I love my dad. Dad’s the best,” I said. “But my mom, forget about it. If she comes here for parents’ weekend, she’ll humiliate me just for fun. It’ll be miserable.”

“So don’t ask them to come,” he said simply.

I laughed. “You don’t ask your parents to come.”

“Touché.” Thomas smiled slightly. Then he reached out and took my hand with his good one. “We’re pretty screwed up, huh?”

“We make a good pair,” I said.

“Have I told you I’m glad you came here?”

“No,” I replied, feeling a smile form on my face.

“I am. In fact, I think we should eat lunch together alone from now on,” he said. “Just you and me.”

My stomach twisted slightly. “But what about—”

“The Billings Girls?” he said. “Could someone please tell me what’s so great about the freakin’ Billings Girls?”

I raised my eyebrows.

“I’m just trying to make friends here,” I said quietly.

“So be friends with me,” he said, moving closer. He kissed me quickly on the lips and my whole body tingled. “Why do you need them when you’ve got me?”

Because they have everything I have ever wanted. Because they can teach me to be like them. Because if I’m with them I will have a future.

“A girl needs girlfriends,” I said simply.

He pulled back. “And you think they are your friends,” he said incredulously.

I squirmed. “They’ve always been nice to me.”

He scoffed. “Yeah, right.”

“They have!” I lied. “The girls on my floor are much worse, trust me.”

“I can’t believe you’d choose them over me,” he joked, shaking his head. “You disappoint me, Reed Brennan.”

“Come on!” I said, shoving him with my leg. “I think I can handle all of you.”

“If you say so,” he said with a blithe shrug. Then he looked me in the eye and grew serious. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

I was touched, and I smiled. What exactly did he think was going to happen to me? “Thanks. But I’ll be fine.”

Thomas smiled in return. “I should go get this cleaned up,” he said, raising his hand.

“Want me to go to the infirmary with you?” I asked.

“Can’t go there. The nurse will have to inform the parents about something like this, and that’s the last thing I need,” he said, standing. “You go inside. Go back to your precious ‘friends,’” he said, air-quoting with one hand.

I laughed and shook my head. But inside I was starting to feel uneasy. Could I date Thomas when the Billings Girls clearly disapproved of him? Could I hang out with the Billings Girls when Thomas clearly thought they were no good? Why did the two most important parts of my life here at Easton have to be at odds?

I looked up at Thomas. All I wanted to do was hug him and protect him and, of course, kiss him. A lot. Whenever humanly possible. There was no way I could give him up. Not now. Not when I finally found someone who understood.

But I also knew that I couldn’t endure another scene like today. Another tense lunch. Another smackdown with a tree trunk. I would just have to try to keep them separated. A girl had to make certain sacrifices if she wanted to have it all.

“I’ll see you later?” I said.

“Most definitely,” he replied. Then he leaned down, kissed my forehead, and was gone.



C IS THE NEW F



On Monday morning at the end of class, Mr. Barber handed back our quizzes from the previous Friday. He walked up and down the aisles, slapping the papers face down on each desk.

“As you may or may not know, I work on what some people call an unorthodox grading system,” he said as people grabbed up their quizzes and either groaned or grinned. “In my class there is no C. There is no D. There is only A for excellent, B for satisfactory, and F. You all know what F means. This means that, while quite a few of you have passed this quiz, several of you have failed,” he added. He paused by my desk and the pungent scent of stale coffee enveloped me. With a flourish, he handed me my paper, face up toward the room, for everyone around me to see. Red marks everywhere, topped by a big, fat F.

I took the paper from him, hot tears stinging my eyes. He looked disgusted as he turned away. “Those of you who have failed might want to consider spending a bit more time in the library this week. Friday’s quiz will feature double the questions.”

Mr. Barber sat down at his desk and jotted a few things in his notebook. “Good day,” he said, reaching for his coffee. And on cue the bell rang.

I stood up, staring down at the page, doing the math quickly in my head. Thirty-seven of fifty questions right. That was a 74. I had gotten a 74 and received an F. What kind of psycho school was this? How could the dean let Barber get away with this?

Missy scoffed as she walked by me. “Guess we’re not in PS 31 anymore, huh?”

One day I was going to shove something up her nostril. Seriously.

“Oooh, sorry,” Constance said, wincing as she fell into step with me on the way out the door. “Want to study with me next time? I have this whole flash card system that really works.”

I stared at Mr. Barber as she ushered me out of the room, wondering how sad and miserable a person you would have to be to torture innocent kids like this. He must have felt me watching him. Had to feel the heat of my glare. But he never looked up from his book. His refusal to acknowledge me just made me hate him more.

But by the end of the day, I started to wonder if Mr. Barber had been right to give me that F. Several of my teachers handed back grades from last week’s work and with each one my heart had sunk lower. Clearly, here at Easton, I was no longer an A student. But at least the other teachers were kind enough to stick to the traditional grading system.

Aside from the C on my art history oral, there was a C+ in French, a B- in Trig, and a C on an English paper I had written on Upton Sinclair. Apparently even a paper about one of my favorite authors, written for one of my favorite classes, wasn’t going to save me. My only A was on a biology lab that had been done in class with three partners, and I can’t say I contributed all that much, having stayed up late the night before, whispering with Thomas on the hall phone. I was not at all surprised when, upon receiving my mail that afternoon, there was a note from Ms. Naylor to come see her.

I had a feeling it was time to start packing my bags.



CHANCE ENCOUNTER



On my way to see Ms. Naylor before dinner, I scurried by Gwendolyn Hall, the old class building that had been closed up ten years ago due to problems with its “structural integrity.” I was surprised when a trio of guys stepped out from behind the back wall and hurried off toward the quad, but I kept walking. Until I heard his voice.

“Hey.”

My heart caught. It was Thomas. He leaned back against the stone wall with one knee crooked, his foot pressed into the rock behind him. He held out his hand to me.

“C’mere.”

A rush of warmth overcame me. I glanced over my shoulder at Hale Hall, which the students called “Hell Hall” since that was where the advisors and teachers kept their offices. If I hesitated for very long, I would be late. But not even my fear of Naylor could tear me from the mischievous longing in Thomas’s eyes.

I took his hand.

“Where’re we going?” I asked.

He said nothing. He pulled me around the corner and up a set of crumbling stairs, through an open stone doorway. On the other side was an outdoor room that was almost like a cave, the walls wet with dew. Somewhere nearby drops dripped a constant beat. Thomas sat down on a bench built into one of the side walls, pulling me onto his lap. Before I could catch my breath, he slipped his hand under my hair and pulled me into him, smothering me with his kiss.

“Thomas,” I gasped, pulling away. “I have to—“

He shook his head quickly and pulled me in again. My heart pounded. My fingers touched his face, his neck, grasped his shoulders. His hands ran down my back, over my stomach, grazed my breasts, and then returned to my face. I was overcome with heat and longing. I pressed myself closer and closer to him, knowing all the while that we could be caught at any moment, that I was making myself later and later for my meeting, that this was very, very wrong.

“This is all I think about,” Thomas said breathlessly, breaking away for the slightest second.

“Me too,” I said. I struggled to catch my breath. “But I have to go.”

“When I saw you come around the corner I thought I was seeing things,” he said, searching my eyes. “But you were really there.”

I giggled. “Yeah. I really was,” I said. “But I do have to go.”

Thomas kissed me again and I could feel his desperation to keep me there. Still, somehow, I slid away, groping for my bag on the damp stone floor.

“We have to do this again,” Thomas said, gazing up at me, his chest heaving up and down.

“Yeah,” I replied. “We most definitely do.”



THE FEAR



“Miss Brennan, when we first met and I told you I would be keeping a close eye on you, did it sound like I was making a joke?”

I tried to stop smiling. I really did. But after that encounter with Thomas, it was impossible.

“No.”

“Well then, I assume you were unaware that I receive weekly reports from every one of your teachers,” she said, the jowls shaking. They grazed the high collar of her silk purple shirt, leaving a nasty stain of makeup residue behind.

“Yes.” I blinked and shifted in my seat, pressing my lips together. Serious. This was serious. “I mean, I didn’t know that. No.”

Ms. Naylor narrowed her eyes at me. She clucked her tongue as she lifted a sheet of paper from her desk toward the dim light. “Unsatisfactory,” she read. She picked up another sheet, holding it the same way. “Minimal effort shown.” Another. “Little to no preparation for class and quizzes.”

I grew warmer with each comment she read and finally the giddiness was tempered. I tried to discern which teacher had said what, and therefore whom I now hated the most. Unfortunately, when I thought about it, I realized that any one of them could have said any of these things. They were all right. I had turned out to be an abysmal student.

“One more round of grades like this and you will be put on academic probation. Your scholarship will be reassessed and the Board of Directors might begin to wonder if it made a mistake in admitting you,” she said, lifting her chin imperiously. “Believe me when I tell you that the Board of Directors does not appreciate being shown that it has made a mistake.”

It was weird the way she referred to the board as an “it” instead of a “they.” Grammatically correct, maybe, but it made me think of a supercomputer behind a green curtain handing down verdicts from on high. It was effective, though. I officially had the fear.

“Now, what are we going to do about this, Miss Brennan?” Naylor asked, laying the papers down and lacing her bulbous fingers together on top of them.

I swallowed hard. “Study harder?” I suggested.

She stared as if waiting for me to tell her this was a joke.

“I suggest you stop spending so much time socializing with the women of Billings House and get yourself to the library,” she said finally. My jaw dropped. Her lips twitched and I could tell she was pleased with herself for shocking me. She tapped her fingertip to her temple near the corner of her heavily made-up eye. “I told you I would be watching. You should start taking both me and your education more seriously.”

Disturbing. Very disturbing.

“If you are no longer a student at Easton, then you won’t have your new friends or that Thomas Pearson to spend time with anymore, will you?”

Oh, God. Had she seen us? Why was she looking at me that way?

“Now, are you going to start taking your schooling more seriously?” she asked, her eyes gleaming in triumph.

“I . . . I will,” I said, trying to figure out where the school had hidden the secret surveillance cameras. Other than at morning services, I had never seen Ms. Naylor outside her cave. How did she know whom I was hanging out with?

“Very well, then. You’re excused.”

I scrambled out of my seat and her office, feeling her eyes on the back of my neck. Once outside, I took a deep breath and considered everything she had said. She may have been creepy and potentially voyeuristic, but the woman had a point. If I didn’t pull my grades up I was going to be booted, and then I wouldn’t have the Billings Girls or Thomas to distract me anymore. I would be on a Greyhound back to Croton before you could say “big fat failure.”



RESIDENT GENIUS



Outside it was a warm, sunny day, and on my way to lunch I saw Noelle, Ariana, Taylor, and Kiran all kicked out on the grass in the quad, soaking up the rays. Kiran’s shirt was pulled up to expose her stomach and her face was tipped toward the sky. Noelle was propped up on her elbows, debating something with Taylor, who picked at the grass. Ariana lay with her back on the ground and her feet up on a bench, her book lifted in front of her face. She had moved on from Anna Karenina and was now reading The Brothers Karamazov.

The other students trailed by the Billings Girls on their way to the cafeteria, casting sidelong glances in their direction. During the school day, we weren’t supposed to lounge anywhere unless we were sick, and then it was to the infirmary with us. I heaved a sigh as I walked by them.

“Problem, glass-licker?” Noelle asked.

I paused, uncertain, and hovered a few feet away, clasping the strap on my bag with both hands. It had been a long time since any one of these girls had acknowledged me outside the cafeteria. “No. I’m fine,” I said.

“No, you’re not. You just came from Ms. Naylor’s office,” Ariana said, never taking her eyes off her book. How did she know that? She turned the page lazily and continued reading.

Kiran slid her designer sunglasses down and looked at me over the top. “Oh, yeah. She’s got that look.”

“What look?” I asked.

“That ‘I just got my first grades at Easton and now I’m suicidal’ look,” Noelle said, casually crossing her legs at the ankles.

Taylor sucked air through her teeth. “That bad, huh?”

Sometimes I forgot how much these girls knew about this place. How integrated they were into the inner workings of Easton. A few years here and they knew everything that was going on. I wondered if I would ever have that kind of Easton wisdom. I wondered if I would even be here long enough to find out what next week’s Friday dinner special would be.

“I can handle it,” I said.

“Bullshit,” Noelle replied. “You look like the stick you just peed on turned blue. Get Taylor to help you.”

Taylor’s eyes brightened and she sat up. “I’ll totally help you.”

“Really?” I asked. I couldn’t believe the Billings Girls were actually offering their aid. They hadn’t forced me to run any overly heinous errands for them in days, either. Was it possible that the torture was over? Maybe they were finally accepting me.

“She helps all of us,” Noelle said, closing her eyes as she tilted her face toward the sun. “Why do you think we hang out with her?”

Taylor’s face dropped. Clearly this comment hit a little too close to home.

“Noelle,” Ariana said in a scolding way.

Noelle’s eyes widened and she sat up again. “What? She knows I’m kidding,” she said. “Taylor, you do know I’m kidding?”

Taylor managed to nod, but I could tell she was totally thrown.

“Don’t you have a ton of your own work to do?” I asked her.

Before Taylor could answer, Noelle scoffed. “Please. She’s already done all her coursework for the semester. Plus mine,” she added under her breath.

Kiran snickered and I wondered if this was actually true. For some reason, it wouldn’t have surprised me. Maybe this really was why Noelle kept Taylor around. It would explain why a girl of such amorphous attitude tolerated someone so steadfastly sweet.

“Really. It’s no problem,” Taylor told me.

“You’re so lazy, Lange,” Kiran said to Noelle, yawning. She turned over onto her stomach, readjusting her shirt for maximum back exposure. There was a black tattoo on the small of her back; it looked like an Egyptian sphinx. I wanted to ask her about it, but Noelle cut me off.

“Look who’s talking. I think your ass has grown exponentially since we got here,” Noelle said.

“I’m impressed you know the word ‘exponentially,’ ” Kiran shot back with a smirk.

“Girls,” Ariana said, shaking her head.

Noelle sighed and picked up her bag, pushing herself from the ground. “You should let her help you, glass-licker,” she said as everyone else scrambled to their feet, following her lead as always. “She may look and act like a dumb blonde, but she’s almost freakishly smart.”

Taylor turned pink, but said nothing. She smiled at me encouragingly, hugging her books to her chest.

“Okay,” I said finally. “If you really don’t mind.”

“Cool! When do you want to meet?”

She seemed inordinately psyched about helping me study, but it made me feel ten times better. And even better, the Billings Girls were extending a hand of friendship, and that hand could very well help me get my grades up and keep me here at Easton. This day was turning right around.



INTENSE



The next few days were a flurry of studying, soccer, and secret make-out sessions with Thomas. Every time I saw him he would find some way to touch me or tickle me or kiss me. We made out behind the landscaper’s cottage after breakfast one morning. On my way back from practice on a sunny afternoon he pulled me into the baseball dugout where I let him slide his hands under my shirt and under my bra for the first time, shaking with nerves and paranoia all the while.

But mostly we met up in our own secret place, inside the entryway to Gwendolyn Hall. There we were still on edge, but felt safer than anywhere else. I would sit on Thomas’s lap or he would lay me back on his jacket and we would touch and kiss and explore each other until the last possible second. Until we had to run off to class or dorm meetings or practices.

Still, each one of these encounters was rushed and panicked, with the two of us constantly listening for footfalls and checking over our shoulders for prying eyes. All of which made each meeting that much more exhilarating, made me that much more desperate to go further each time. Before we were caught. Before we were exposed.

One afternoon, I rushed from lunch to meet up with Thomas at Gwendolyn as planned, and was confused when I saw him walking toward me on the quad. His face was wan and his expression distracted, his eyes darting from face to face. I figured he was looking for me and lifted my hand to get his attention, but he blew right by me.

“Thomas?”

He stopped and turned around. Every movement was sharp and deliberate, his casual demeanor gone.

“What’s wrong?”

“I can’t talk right now,” he said.

“But I thought we—”

“I can’t,” he repeated firmly. Then he glanced around and took a couple steps closer to me. He lowered his voice. “You haven’t seen my phone, have you?”

“Your cell? No. Why?” I asked, baffled.

“What the hell could I have done with it?” he blurted, turning away. He covered his mouth with both hands set in a steeple and looked across the campus, racking his brain. “I have to find it,” he said, starting off again.

“I’ll help you,” I said, scurrying after him.

“No.”

His response was so harsh it made me stop in my tracks. Thomas saw my face and sighed. “This is my problem. Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Just go to class and I’ll . . . catch up with you later.”

I tried not to let the depth of my disappointment show in my eyes. I had been looking forward to hooking up with him all morning. But I could tell that he was clearly wigged about losing his phone. I wasn’t about to guilt him over it.

Besides, waiting would just make our next meeting that much more intense. I could cope with that.

“I hope you find it,” I said as he walked away.

He didn’t even seem to hear me.



INSIDER INFO



The entire Croton Municipal Library could have fit in the foyer of the Easton Library. Apparently Mitchell Easton, who founded the school with his brother Micah back in the day, was a huge bibliophile. He had traveled around the world gathering original texts to fill the shelves of his beloved library, the construction of which he had overseen himself. Or so I had read on the bronze plaque near the front door while I waited for Taylor to show up for our first study session that night. Upon arriving fifteen minutes late, Taylor had apologized, explaining that she had been on the phone with her little sister, pep-talking her for musical auditions at her school back in Indiana. Until that moment, I had no idea Taylor was from the Midwest and now I felt a definite kinship with her. I was not the only person around here who had not grown up in New York, Boston, Chicago, or L.A.

“Mr. Barber likes to think he has us all shaking in our shoes, but last year I figured out his pattern,” she whispered to me across the wide, gleaming, oak table we had commandeered in the stacks. The place was deathly quiet, the only sound the whirring of a far-off copy machine somewhere near the back wall.

“His pattern?” I whispered, leaning forward.

Taylor smiled mischievously and I realized she was in her element. She was a lot more confident, playful, and talkative here among the books than she was among her friends.

“Everyone thinks his weekly quizzes are killers, but I guarantee you I can predict almost every question he asks,” Taylor said, opening my history book to chapter six and turning it toward me on the table. “He takes all his questions from the third sentences of paragraphs within the required reading.” She used her pencil’s eraser as a pointer. “Here. ‘On July 12, 1812, General Hull and his troops crossed into Canada at Sandwich.’” She read upside down faster than I did right side up. “That’s the third sentence of a paragraph. You can forget about everything else after that. Just memorize that information and you’ll be fine.”

“No way,” I said, sliding the book toward me.

“Trust me. If you don’t get at least a ninety-two on his next quiz, you can take it out on me,” she said.

I smiled and opened up my notebook so I could start making lists. I felt as if someone had just handed me a limit-free charge card. That’s how excited I was to show Mr. Barber up.

“I think I might love you,” I told Taylor.

She laughed and was clearly pleased. “Get all that info down and then we’ll talk about how to impress Miss Krantz,” Taylor said, pulling a romance novel out of her bag. “Woman has a thing for oral reports about food. I have no idea why. I don’t think she’s eaten a real meal since the Clinton administration.”

I laughed.

“Aren’t you going to study?” I asked, eyeing her well-worn book.

“Remember what Noelle said about me having done the whole semester’s work?” she said.

I nodded.

“She wasn’t kidding.”

Damn.

I opened my notebook and was about to get to work when Taylor’s cell phone vibrated on the table. She glanced at it and rolled her eyes.

“It’s for you,” she said.

My brow creased, but I took the phone. The text message read: “smarter yet glasslicker?”

I snorted a laugh. I put my pen down and texted back “almost.”

The moment I placed the phone down, it vibrated again. Taylor shot it an irritated look. This time the text read: “y dont u have ur own phone? r u a loser?’

I flushed and texted back “not allowed.” More like “have no money.” But she didn’t need to know that.

The response was almost instantaneous: “have 2 fx that.”

Whatever that meant. I placed the phone down and it vibrated again. Taylor clucked her tongue and picked it up. She texted back furiously.

“What did you say?” I asked, hoping that whatever it was wouldn’t get Noelle mad at me.

“I just reminded her that if we didn’t get your grades up, they’d send you home. And she doesn’t want that to happen.”

Really? Well, that was . . . interesting. Hard to believe that Noelle could possibly care whether I was here or not, but good to hear.

I smiled, flattered and somewhat relieved. But a second later, the phone vibrated again. I grabbed it playfully before Taylor could get to it, then was appalled at my own audacity. This wasn’t my phone, and Noelle might be writing something private to Taylor. I was about to hand it back when I saw the text was not from Noelle. It was from Thomas. Apparently he had found his phone. My heart sunk. Why was Thomas texting Taylor? But in the next second I realized that this message, too, was for me.

“New grl: ketlar common room. 8pm. b there.” An invite to the guys’ dorm. From Thomas. This day just kept getting more and more interesting. Taylor must have noticed my elated expression because she grabbed the phone out of my hand. She glanced at the message, scoffed, and turned off the phone.

“You can play with your boyfriend when you’re done with your work,” she said in a faux-mom tone.

I snorted a laugh. She smiled. I could think about Noelle and her plans later. If I didn’t do this work now, I might never get the chance to find out what they were.

Of course, who knew if that would be a good thing or a bad thing?



KETLAR HOUSE



When I arrived at Ketlar that night, Thomas took my hand and led me right through the common room and down the hallway toward his dorm room. He opened the door and stood there, waiting for me to go in. Beyond the threshold, I saw two beds made with dark spreads. One side of the room was messy and covered with art supplies, an easel standing in the corner. The other side was almost pathologically neat with a variety of electronics glowing and whirring in the darkness. The only light came from a small, green desk lamp.

“What’re we doing?” I asked, my pulse racing with both trepidation and excitement.

“Go in,” Thomas said.

I hesitated. This was so very against the rules.

“Go in,” Thomas repeated, this time a touch more firmly. My pulse skipped and prodded me over the threshold. Thomas closed the door behind us and we were alone. In his room. I was alone in a boy’s dorm room with the door closed.

“What are we doing?’ I said again.

“I’m sorry I missed today,” he said, taking my hand and kissing it. “I wanted to make it up to you.”

My heart thumped, but I turned away. He wasn’t actually suggesting we hook up here. Now. In his room. A girl could get expelled for this type of thing. I picked up his cell from his desk, stalling for time.

“I see you found this,” I said. “Where was it?”

Just then, another cell phone bleeped. I glanced at Josh’s side of the room, but then Thomas whipped a second phone out of his pocket.

“Hang on,” he told me. He flipped the phone open and turned away from me. “Pearson.”

I stared down at the phone in my hand. He had two? Why did he have two? Wasn’t one extravagant enough? And if it was always with you, you would never need another.

“No. Yeah. That’s fine,” Thomas said quickly into the phone. “I’ll be there.”

Then he snapped the phone closed and sighed. “Sorry,” he said, tucking the second cell into the pocket of his suede jacket, which hung off his closet door. “That was Lawrence and Trina.”

I raised my eyebrows at him.

“The elder regents,” he explained. “They’re the only ones that have that number.”

“Because . . . ?”

“They pay for it. That was why I freaked when I lost it. I had to get a new one activated before they found out. My parents already think I’m irresponsible enough.”

Ah. So it was this other, parental phone that had gone missing. He leaned over and plucked the first cell from my fingers. “This one I pay for. This is the number all the important people get.”

He reached by me and placed it back on the desk. He was inches away. “I don’t need my parents checking out my bill and prying into my life,” he said, looking deep into my eyes. “It’s just easier this way.”

I felt sorry for him. That he had to go so far to separate himself from these people who were supposed to love him. Of course, I had to move hundreds of miles away for the same reason.

“Have you decided what to do? About parents’ weekend?” I asked, looking down at my fingers.

He took a deep breath and blew it out. “No. You?”

My heart hurt whenever I thought about my father. He had mentioned it on the phone once or twice since he’d first brought it up. That he’d received an invitation. That they were excited about it. Personally, I couldn’t imagine my mother being excited about anything, let alone anything that had to do with me. But the guilt whenever I thought about telling him to stay away was overwhelming.

“No,” I admitted.

“You know what? I don’t want to talk about this,” Thomas said lightly. “I asked you here because I knew you’d had a long day and I thought I’d help you destress.”

He smiled and stepped behind me. Slowly he slid my jacket off and let it fall to the ground. My breath caught in my throat as he placed his hands on my shoulders. Softly, he touched my neck with his lips and my eyes fluttered closed. A thrill of anticipation rushed through me. There was so much wrong with this that it made me want to be there even more.

Thomas tugged slightly on my shoulder and I turned around. We kissed deeply—slowly at first. I trembled as I grasped at the back of his shirt, holding on. I was all nerves and excitement and curiosity and I just wanted to keep touching him. He held me tightly in his arms and pulled me closer and closer into him until I heard a noise in the hallway and jumped away.

He stepped forward and took my hand, tugging me toward the neat-as-a-pin bed. “It’s okay,” he said. “No one’s coming down here. I promise.”

“How do you know?” I asked, my heart pounding in my throat.

“I have ways,” Thomas replied.

He pulled me down on his bed and my leg hooked over his. He slid his hands underneath my hair and pulled me to him. His kiss was urgent. Almost violent. And I knew for sure what he wanted. Why I was there.

He slid his hands under my shirt and my breath caught in anticipation. But to my surprise, his palms stopped on my stomach. He pulled back and looked into my eyes.

“You know I love you, right?” he whispered.

I was so shocked I almost laughed.

“You don’t have to say that,” I said.

Briefly, anger flashed through his eyes. “I’m not lying. I love you. I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t.”

Yeah, right.

Then I saw the sincerity in his eyes, and felt guilty for my disloyal thoughts. Okay. Did he want me to tell him I loved him back? Did I love him back? I had no idea. Should I say it if I wasn’t sure? Would he flip out if I didn’t?

“I—”

“Don’t say anything,” Thomas said. “It’s okay. I just want to be with you.”

I swallowed hard. In that moment I knew. I knew that I was going to give him what he wanted. I was going to give him everything.

“Okay,” I said.

And he smiled and kissed me, leaning me slowly backward onto his bed.



A GIFT



It was done. My virginity. Officially gone. Lost. Given away. As I walked up the hill to soccer practice the next day, I tried to wrap my brain around it. Tried to decide how I felt about it. In all my life I had never thought that I would be a person who just let it happen. I always thought there would be build-up, conversations, long, agonizing decisions. But instead, I had just gone with it. I had just made the decision in the moment and let it happen. In a way, I was proud of myself that I’d been so bold. But on the other hand, I knew it was perhaps not the wisest move in the world. Letting something that big just happen was very unlike me.

But whenever I thought of Thomas’s hands, his kiss, his scent, I smiled and shivered and wished I was with him again. Alone. In his room in the dark. And that was all I needed to make any misgivings fade to the background. Thomas and I had been together. He was my first. There was no going back now.

And I liked that idea.

Of course, there were a million things to consider now. Should I get birth control? Could I be the kind of girl who carried condoms around in her backpack? And where the hell would one even get that kind of thing in this cloistered place?

“What’s eating you, glass-licker?” Noelle asked, jogging to catch up with me.

I flinched, feeling as if I had just been caught. An answer. An answer. I needed an answer.

“It’s parents’ weekend,” I said.

Noelle laughed. “Thomas rubbing off on you?”

I flushed, thinking of Thomas’s room. Of his body. Of his skin against mine.

“No. It’s not that.” I looked up the hill at our teammates who were a good ten yards ahead, chatting and laughing. “I’m not looking forward to it either. It has nothing to do with him.”

“Oh. Trouble at home?” she asked facetiously, sticking out her bottom lip.

“Thanks a lot,” I said, with a little more venom than I intended.

Noelle’s eyes lit with surprise. “Look. If you don’t want your parents here, you don’t have to have them here. It’s your life. You don’t owe them anything.”

She was wrong. I owed my father everything. But I knew he wasn’t coming here without my mother. He clung to the idea that we could be a normal, happy family. Besides, she would grumble about the expense and inconvenience of taking the trip, but the fit she would throw if he tried to come without her would be level five all the way—even though she didn’t actually want to be here. The depth of my mother’s psychosis was staggering.

“I just don’t know how I would tell him . . .,” I said, thinking aloud, then flushing. Noelle looked at me expectantly. “Never mind.”

Another thing I wasn’t ready to do with Noelle was trust her with my secrets.

We reached the top of the hill and already most of our teammates were running drills on the field. Noelle dropped her bag at her feet. She swung her thick hair behind her shoulders and reached back to gather it up into a ponytail.

“If you want me to be there when you make the call, I will,” Noelle offered. “I’m usually good at bringing out the ass-kicker in people.”

My incredulousness must have shown, because she smirked.

“Don’t give me that,” she said. “I mean, if we daughters of fucked-up families can’t stick together, than where the hell will we be?”

I smiled. I had no idea what was screwed up about her family, but it made me feel better. If she was going to start telling me little bits about herself, maybe I could start to do the same. Maybe. Sometime.

“Oh. I almost forgot.” She crouched and reached into the side pocket on her bag. She pulled out a small, blue cell phone and held it up in the palm of her hand. “For you.”

“What?” I said, picking up the phone. On the screen were the words “Glass-licker’s Phone.”

No one had ever given me anything this expensive. Or this extravagant. Even if it did say “Glass-licker” instead of “Reed.”

“You’re kidding me,” I said.

“Do I look like I’m kidding?” she replied.

My mouth was hanging open. “There’s no way I can accept this.”

“You already have,” she said with a shrug.

“But what about the . . .uh . . .”

“The bill? Taken care of. I don’t give people presents they have to pay for.”

“Noelle—”

She stood and hoisted her bag. “Look, we can’t have you being unavailable, can we?” she said, walking backward toward the field.

I blinked. The foreboding was back. Was this part of whatever plan Noelle had in store for me? The plan Taylor almost mistakenly divulged? “What do you mean?”

“Who knows? There may be some kind of glass-licking emergency,” she said teasingly.

“Lange! Brennan! Get your butts out here!” Coach shouted, waving her arm at us.

Noelle grinned at me, then turned and strolled at her own leisurely pace toward the field.



ANGER



When Noelle arrived at my room that night, she spent ten minutes blatantly looking around, picking up books, studying posters, squinting at pictures. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had started opening drawers. And I probably would have let her. Privacy was not an issue. All I could think about as she conducted her search was whether or not everything would meet with her approval. Finally she sat down on Constance’s bed and regarded me with an open expression.

“Let’s do this,” she said.

I nodded and sat across from her. The cell phone was slippery from my palm sweat. Just dialing on the tiny buttons was difficult. My father answered on the second ring, sounding alert and paranoid. He always sounded this way when he answered the phone.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Dad. It’s me.”

“Reed! Hi, kiddo!” His voice completely changed and the rush of guilt was overwhelming. He sounded excited. Happy even. I glanced helplessly at Noelle. She gave me a stern look.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked.

“Actually, it’s about parents’ weekend,” I said.

I was going to die from this pain. I really was. I squirmed and clutched at my bedspread.

“Your mother and I are so looking forward to it,” he said.

Oh, God. Come on!

“Tell him!” Noelle whispered, kicking my foot.

I shot her a look of death. If I hadn’t been so overwrought already, that never would have happened. She simply stared back, urging me on.

“Well, that’s the thing,” I said. I squeezed my eyes shut. “I don’t think you should come.”

A laugh. Then a pause. “What? Why?”

Even in my guilt, I rolled my eyes. “You know why, Dad.”

“Reed, your mother wants to come,” he said. “She even bought a new outfit.”

I swallowed hard. The outfit was not for me. I knew the way her mind worked. She was all about appearances. She wanted the other parents to think she belonged. But her nature would win out over her facade. There was no way she would get through the weekend without showing her true colors—without spewing them all over me. Just the mental picture was all I needed to go on.

“It doesn’t matter, Dad. I don’t want her here,” I said.

“Now, Reed—”

“I’m not going to change my mind,” I told him, earning a resolute nod from Noelle. “She’ll ruin everything. We both know it. Besides, think of all the money you’ll save—”

I glanced at Noelle. Saw her register this. I had just shown her my cards. No going back now.

“Oh, Reed. It’s not about the money,” my father said. “Don’t do this—”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I said, ready to burst into tears for any number of reasons. “I don’t want you to come and I’m not gonna change my mind.”

There was a long pause. I imagined him in the kitchen, lowering his heavy frame onto one of the wooden chairs around the table. His slumped shoulders. His hand on his face. I was going to cry at any second.

“What am I going to tell your mother?” he said finally. “She’s been in so much pain lately. . . .”

And there it was. What it was all about. Her. How she would feel. How she would react. The terror and guilt she would rain down on all of us when she was disappointed. I was so sick of it. So sick of living in fear of her. The woman even had my father quaking in his boots.

“Tell her to call me,” I said sharply. “If that’s what she wants.”

“Reed. I was so looking forward to it,” he said. “To seeing you.”

My heart clenched. Not for the first time, I wished it were just my dad. That would make life so much easier. Maybe if I could just have him come. Maybe if there was a way . . .

I felt myself start to crumble and I glanced at Noelle. She must have seen the weakness in my eyes because hers grew dark.

“Don’t you cave,” she said through her teeth. “Do not cave.”

And that was all I needed. I couldn’t crumble in front of her.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I said honestly. “I can’t do it.”

“I wish you didn’t have so much anger,” he said, sounding sad and resigned.

You try growing up in that household and coming out all rainbows and unicorns.

“Yeah. Me too,” I said.

Noelle looked confused. I took a deep breath. This had gone on long enough. I needed to get off the phone. I needed to get off and hit something. “I have to go now, Dad. We have to go to dinner.”

“Okay. Reed, if you change your mind . . .,” he said hopefully. So hopefully it killed.

“Yeah, Dad. I know. I’ll talk to you soon.”

I hung up before he could even say good-bye.

“Nice work, glass-licker,” Noelle said, slapping me on the shoulder.

“Would you please stop calling me that?” I blurted.

Surprised anger flashed across her face and for a split second I thought she was going to explode. But then she smiled.

“All you had to do was ask.”



CLARITY



I split off from Noelle on the way to dinner, hoping to find Thomas before everyone got to the table. After my phone call with my father I was a jumble of warring emotions. At turns I was proud of myself, then guilty, then free, then miserable. I wanted to both laugh and burst into tears. I needed to talk to Thomas. I needed to talk to someone who would understand.

The weather had changed as if to match my mood. A light drizzle had started to fall just before we left Bradwell, matched with a chilly wind. I pulled my denim jacket tighter around me as I approached the cafeteria. Fall was definitely here. Students rushed by me, hustling to get inside before the sky opened up. When I saw Thomas standing outside the double doors I felt instantly relieved. He was, as always, surrounded by random students, some of whom I now knew and some of whom I had only seen around. Easton was small enough that by this time I had seen everyone around. Thomas caught my eye, said a few words to his entourage, and they all dispersed quickly. Sometimes I thought I was dating not only the most popular guy in school, but also the most powerful. People always seemed to listen and act on every word he said.

“Hey,” he said, wrapping his warm arms around me.

I sunk into him, breathing in his clean scent. So much better.

“Hey,” I replied. “So, I did it.”

“Did what?” he asked. He leaned back slightly to look into my eyes.

“I told my parents not to come.” Even as I said it, my heart clenched.

Thomas’s face lit up in a way I had never seen before. For the first time, I could clearly see what he had looked like as a little boy. A little boy who had just been given a shiny new bike. Or in Thomas’s case, perhaps a helicopter.

“This is perfect!” he said. “Now you can come to lunch with me and my parents.”

I looked at him, confused. “Since when are you so psyched about lunch with your parents?” Part of me had thought that since I had stood up to my dad, maybe he would be able to do the same. Apparently he wasn’t so inclined or inspired.

“Since you became available,” he replied, settling back into his cool demeanor. “They’re dying to meet you. And when they’re dying to meet someone, they’re usually on their best behavior.”

A bunch of girls from my floor walked by us in a clump, chatting loudly as they slipped into the cafeteria.

“Why are they dying to meet me?” I asked.

“I told them about you and they love that I have an actual girlfriend,” he said with a small smile. “Any sign of stability in my life sends them into ecstatic convulsions.”

“Wow. So, have you never had a girlfriend before?” I asked.

“Not one worth telling them about,” he replied. I flushed with pleasure as he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me closer to him. “So come. Please? It’ll make everything so much easier.”

I was flattered. Flattered and honored and just happy. Thomas wanted me to meet his parents. He practically needed me to. All the guilt I had been feeling over my own family was pushed aside. Noelle was right. This was my life now.

“Okay,” I said finally.

“Really?”

“Are you kidding?” I said with a playful smile. “Count me in. I can not wait to meet Lawrence and Trina.”



NEW TASK



I was just dozing off when my cell phone beeped. I jumped up, heart in my throat. I glanced at the digital clock on Constance’s desk: 12:01 a.m. Who the hell was texting me at 12:01? It beeped again and I scrambled through my bag for it, glancing over at Constance as I blindly searched. Her chest rose and fell in its normal rhythm without so much as a flinch. A sleep that deep could not be safe. But at least it was good for me.

The screen of my cell was alight with a text message. I lost all breath when I saw the words.

MEET BEHIND BILLINGS. U HAVE 3 MINS.

What the?

Okay. Apparently the slave portion of my relationship with the Billings Girls was not over.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to think. I jumped up, threw a sweatshirt on over my pajama pants, and jammed my bare feet into sneakers. I felt loud and awkward and clumsy as I tiptoed out of the room and closed the door behind me. I bypassed the elevator—which had a ping! that could wake the dead and was right next to Miss Ling’s room on the first floor—and headed for the stairs. My heart was in my throat all the way down the five flights and into the lobby. I held on to the heavy back door to Bradwell until it finally clicked closed, expecting at every second for Miss Ling to appear, fearing that I’d tripped some silent alarm. But nothing happened.

Thank God.

Outside, the air chilled my bones and the sky was as black as death. No moon. No stars. I tripped myself twice on the short run across to Billings and prayed the girls weren’t watching me fumbling and stumbling. About ten seconds later I found myself standing near the back wall of Billings, facing Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor. I gasped for breath.

“You were almost late,” Kiran said, her glossy lips pursed.

“Sorry,” I replied, trying to stand up straight.

“We need you to do something for us,” Noelle said.

Shocker. I didn’t actually think I was here for an appreciation party.

“What?” I asked.

“Ariana has a physics test tomorrow,” Taylor said. “We need you to get it for her.”

The ground dropped out from underneath me. “What?”

“I didn’t have time to study,” Ariana said blithely.

“And I didn’t have time to tutor her,” Taylor said.

I stared at her. Was this really the same girl who helped me so selflessly with my work? I had thought she was kind. Normal even. Now she was staring me down with the rest of them asking me to, what? Break into a teacher’s office?

“Don’t look so freaked,” Noelle said. “Dramble’s office is on the first floor of Hell Hall. It’s a piece of cake.”

“If it’s such a piece of cake, why aren’t you doing it?” I asked. Then immediately regretted it.

“Excuse me?” Kiran said, her brow creased in disbelief.

“I thought you’d want to help me, but if you’d rather I fail . . . ” Ariana said, playing the martyr.

“No. It’s fine,” I said, my throat dry. “How do I do it?”

“You’re a smart kid,” Noelle said, patting me on the shoulder. “You can figure it out.”

They weren’t even going to give me a hint? What the hell kind of people were they?

“Now go,” Noelle said. “If you’re not back here in fifteen minutes, we’ll be forced to report you to security.”

One look in her eye told me she was not kidding.

“Go,” she said again.

I thought about what they were asking me to do. I thought about what would happen if I got caught. I thought about my life back home and my life here and how everything I had ever wanted would be within my grasp, but only so long as I was connected to the Billings Girls.

Of course, I did all this thinking in two seconds flat. Then I turned around and ran.



SMOOTH CRIMINAL



One single light flickered above the arched entryway to Hell Hall. It was a thick wooden door with one long, pebbled-glass window in the center. I looked around and took the steps to the door two at a time, hoping for a miracle. One tug on the wrought-iron handle told me I had no such luck. The place was locked up tight.

“Shit,” I said under my breath.

Back down the stairs, I raced into the darkness along the side of the building and felt slightly safer. At least I was no longer right out in the open for all the world to see and expel. But as I inspected the cold stone walls I realized how very screwed I was. The first floor windows were set high above my head. I slid between two azalea bushes and stood on my toes, reaching for one of the windows. My fingertips just grazed the lower sill. There was absolutely no way I could get up there, even if one of them happened to be unlocked.

How in God’s name could anyone classify this mission as cake? This was impossible.

I glanced at my watch. Already four minutes had gone by since I left the Billings Girls. Were they really going to call security on me? If they did, I was out on my ass.

These could very well be my last moments at Easton.

No. There had to be another way in. There had to be. All I had to do was find it. And use it to get in. And find my way to Dramble’s office in the pitch black dark and . . .

I better get going.

I stepped backward and tripped over a spigot in the ground. My palm caught on a rough patch of wall as I went down and I flinched in pain. I was about to shove myself up again when I saw it. A small window set low in the ground. It was about a foot and a half tall and four feet wide and looked as if it were made of two sliding panes of glass. My heart took a hopeful leap. Basement windows. Of course. I had seen Kiran and her Dreck boy use one before. Apparently this was Easton’s weak link, probably one of those things everyone knew about at this school. At least if they had been here more than a few weeks.

I crawled over the cold dirt toward the window, the branches of the bushes that disguised them scratching at my face. I placed my hand flat against the glass, said a quick prayer, and tried to slide the pane aside. Nothing happened. I whimpered and tried again. Nothing. I dug my fingernails between the edge of the glass and the window frame and pulled with all my might, holding my breath.

Two seconds later I fell backward, nearly ripping three of my fingernails free. The pain was excruciating.

Screw them. Screw them and their test. Let Ariana fail. Let her see what it’s like.

But even as I thought it I knew I would never let them down. I held on to my fingers and bit back the tears. I had to keep trying.

Three feet away was another window. Once again I pressed my hand against it, held my breath, and closed my eyes. I pushed. And the window slid open.

Yes! I was saved.

I shoved my head inside the cool dankness of a basement storage room. Desks and chairs were stacked all around the perimeter and beneath the window was a long, metal desk. I turned around and went through backward. The metal slider rail of the window cut into my legs, then my stomach as I shimmied through, but I ignored the pain. I dangled for a second, then dropped onto the desk with a bang that reverberated throughout the world. I closed my eyes and nearly burst into tears. There was no way that had gone unnoticed.

Apparently I was unfit for a life of crime.

But it didn’t matter. I had to go. Somewhere on the first floor was Mr. Dramble’s office. I still had to find it, then find the test, then get the hell out of there and back to Billings.

I raced to the door and whipped it open, not even checking to see if there was anyone around. If they were, they were already on their way thanks to my spectacularly unstealthy entrance. May as well get as far as I could.

I found the stairwell at the back of the building and ran up to the first floor. The only light came from a red exit sign that cast the walls in a bloodlike hue. I ran along, checking the names on the brass plates next to each wood-and-glass door.

Ms. Johnson. Mr. Carter. Mr. Cross.

And then, finally, at the end of the hall, I found it. Mr. Dramble.

I grasped the handle and turned. It was, mercifully, unlocked. Perhaps, like the dorms, none of the teacher’s rooms were ever locked. There was, after all, an honor code around here. Perhaps the brass at Easton felt that was enough to keep people like me out.

Oh, well.

I fumbled through the office, slammed my foot into a chair, and eventually groped my way to the desk. As my eyes adjusted, I found a desk light and flicked it on. Dangerous, I know, but I was completely unfamiliar with my surroundings. Unless I wanted to break something or injure myself, I needed light. Dramble’s computer was on a low cart next to his desk. I pressed the on button and held my breath as the computer whirred to life. It took forever to boot up and I wished I had grabbed a watch on my way out. I had no idea how much time I was wasting here. Five minutes? Ten? It felt like five hours.

Finally the desktop appeared. A picture of a miniature schnauzer in the center. Various folder icons were lined up on the right side. My breath caught when I saw that one was marked “Senior Physics.”

Hands trembling, I grabbed the mouse and double-clicked the folder. There were at least two dozen files named “quiz_9_21,” “quiz 9_28” and “exam_1,” “exam_2.” And on and on. Which exam was it? Had they already taken one or was this their first? Crap. I would just have to print out a few.

I opened the first four exam files and sent them to the printer. When it creaked to life, I died a slow death. The printer was ancient and louder than an A-bomb. When it started printing, I actually squeezed out a tear of desperation. One page an hour, approximately.

As each page printed, I snatched it from the printer. My feet tapped. My hands quaked. My heart was executing an erratic beat that had to be unhealthy. Finally, finally, the last page came through. I lunged at the computer and shut it down; then, having no clue if the security detail was already in the building looking for me, I bolted.

In the hallway I paused for a millisecond. I listened for footsteps and heard nothing.

Maybe luck was on my side.

Knowing there was absolutely no way I could climb up the basement wall and back out through that tiny window, I headed for the front door. I ran as fast as I could down the hallway, rounded a corner, and skidded into the entryway hall. I was about to run for the door when everything dropped out from under me and I fell to the floor in horror.

There was a face in the window.



AN INVITATION



I heard the cackle of a laugh and slowly looked up. It was Noelle. Noelle was standing just outside the door.

“Reed Brennan! Come on out!” she sang quietly.

Shaking and cursing under my breath, I pushed myself to my feet and staggered for the door. As I shoved it open, Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor all moved aside. Noelle’s face had been distorted by the pebbling in the window, but if I hadn’t been in such a panic and if I’d had a second longer to take her in, I would have realized it was her. I felt like a total idiot. I had fallen to the floor right in front of her.

She grabbed my hand and pulled me, still laughing, into the shadows, the rest of the girls at our heels. I started to seethe.

“You should have seen your face,” Noelle whispered mirthfully once we were a safe distance from all buildings housing any adults.

“Sorry I missed it,” I said, whipping the test out and handing it to Ariana. “Here. Enjoy.”

“Oh! She’s upset!” Kiran teased.

“Calm down, Reed. It was just a joke,” Taylor said.

“Great. Funny. Can I go to bed now?” I asked.

Noelle paused. Her eyes darkened. “You keep up that attitude and you won’t get what you have coming to you.”

My heart skipped a distressed, curious beat. “What do you mean?”

“Well, we were going to have you over tomorrow if you got Ariana the test,” Kiran said. “But if you’re not interested . . .”

Have me over? As in over to Billings? As in me inside Billings House? In their inner sanctum?

“No. I’m interested,” I said.

“Figured as much,” Noelle replied.

“Good,” Ariana said with a small smile. “Kiran will come get you.”

All the tension and fear and anger melted away as I was overcome with hope. They were letting me in. They were finally letting me in.

“Oh. And you can have this back,” Ariana said, handing me the test. “I don’t even take physics.”

Then they sauntered off together, tossing their laughter back at me, as I stood in the middle of the dark campus, unable to so much as breathe.



INSIDE



Anticipation gripped my heart as I followed Kiran up the front walk toward Billings House. I stared up at the windows overhead, giddy as could be. Any moment now, I was going to see what was behind them. Any minute now, I would be privy to the secrets that this place held. I felt like I was being ushered into some secret society. Would I be greeted by girls in white robes and forced to sign some document in blood, swearing I would never repeat what I saw within these walls? Somehow that wouldn’t surprise me, especially after last night.

Kiran paused in front of the door and raised one eyebrow. “You ready for this?”

All I could do was nod. She smirked and pushed the door open. This was it.

I followed Kiran into the lobby and tried not to look too awed or intimidated.

“Here we are,” she said. “Home sweet home.”

“It’s nice,” I said. Understatement of the year. The Billings foyer was large yet cozy, with high ceilings crisscrossed by wooden beams. A stone fireplace took up one wall and the floor was hardwood, covered by a gorgeous handwoven rug. Framed photographs of Billings girls through the ages adorned the walls. In these photos I recognized a couple of politicians, one famous news anchor, and at least two groundbreaking authors. I would have studied them all more closely if I hadn’t thought it would make me look too eager.

Upstairs was all plush carpeting, bronze wall sconces, and artistic photos of the Easton grounds. I could hear music playing through someone’s wall. When we walked into the room Taylor and Kiran shared, Taylor was hanging backward off the end of her bed reading one of her romance novels upside down.

“Hi, Reed!” she said, flipping over. She closed her eyes against a head rush, then smiled.

“Do you ever study?” I asked her.

“She doesn’t have to. She just picks up her A’s like she’s picking up mail,” Kiran said, slinging her bag onto her own bed. “It’s so annoying.”

Their room was huge. Kiran’s bed, covered in a hundred shades of purple in satins and silk, stood near the bay window. Taylor’s, covered in red and pink, sat clear on the other side of the room with a dance floor’s worth of space in between. They also had their own fireplace, in which stood a dozen white candles of all shapes and sizes. Their desks were twice the size of those in Bradwell, and they had double dressers.

“It’s not my fault God gave me a photographic memory,” Taylor said. “Do you know what percentage of the population has a photographic memory?” she asked me.

“I kinda doubt she cares.” Kiran scoffed as she shrugged out of her velvet jacket. “I was hoping that living with her would make some of it transfer by osmosis, but so far, no luck.” She took the pins out of her bun and let her long hair tumble over her shoulders. “Make yourself comfortable. I need to use the facilities.”

She walked past Taylor’s bed and opened the door to what I had thought was a closet.

“Less than point-zero-five percent,” Taylor whispered proudly as soon as Kiran was gone. “Though some scientists maintain that it doesn’t actually exist.”

“Ah,” I said distractedly. I was too busy staring after Kiran. “Is that a bathroom?” I whispered.

“I know,” Taylor said, folding over the page on her book and tossing it on her desk. “This place is sick. Everyone wants to get in here. It’s the best dorm on campus.”

Yeah. No kidding. I was about to ask Taylor how exactly one wrangled an invite to Billings, but there was a flush and Kiran reemerged.

“So, you ready to get to work?”

My heart fell. Work? Did they have another task for me? Was that why I was really there?

At that moment the door opened and in walked Noelle and Ariana. I was half pleased, half miserable to see them.

“What? You haven’t even started yet?” Noelle asked, raising an eyebrow.

“We were waiting for you,” Taylor said.

Okay. This was sounding more and more frightening.

“How thoughtful,” Ariana said.

She walked over to a pair of double doors and slid them open.

“Reed Brennan, welcome to your reward,” Kiran said.

My eyes widened. The closet was bigger than any I had ever seen, and filled from end to end with lush sweaters, shimmering tops, silky skirts. The shoes alone were enough to send a girl reeling—even a girl who had never been all that big on fashion. Now I wondered if that had been by choice, or if I was actually a closet clothes hound who just never had the money to feed her habit.

“I think you’re a summer,” Kiran said, finger to chin as she studied her wardrobe. “That means blues, grays, silvers. Oooh. I have an idea.” She rubbed her hands together, then dove in, pulling clothes out and hooking the hangers over her fingers. Once she’d gathered half a dozen items, she walked over to her bed and started laying them out.

“She thinks I’m a genius; wait till you see her at work,” Taylor said quietly. “I always wished I was good with colors, but it’s very rare to have both academic and artistic genius. Of course, there was Leonardo DaVinci, Benjamin Franklin—”

“Taylor,” Noelle snapped.

Taylor reddened and pressed her lips together.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“We are giving your wardrobe a makeover,” Noelle said.

“You have gorgeous features, you know,” Kiran said. “You need to learn to play them up.”

I flushed as I watched her pull items from her closet. Suddenly this felt a lot like charity. “I’ve never been big on fashion.”

Kiran snorted. “We noticed.”

“You don’t have to take anything,” Ariana said, sitting on the end of Kiran’s bed. “But just try some things on. You might like them. You never know.”

I was touched by their offer even as I felt chagrined by the suggestion that I needed help.

Kiran placed a pair of gray pants below a blue ballet-neck sweater. A silver skirt was topped by a white short-sleeved turtleneck. She placed a few more outfits, then clucked her tongue and moved it all around.

“Here. Try this,” she said, shoving an aqua shell at me with a gray skirt. The fabric of the shell was softer than anything I had ever touched.

“Okay. Be right back,” I said, turning toward the bathroom.

“Aw, she’s shy,” Kiran teased.

“What?” I said.

“Just change,” Noelle said, impatiently. “You don’t have anything we haven’t seen before. At least I hope you don’t.”

I glanced at Taylor, who smiled encouragingly. Ariana simply stared with those eerie blue eyes. Feeling beyond self-conscious, I laid the clothes over Taylor’s desk chair, then unhooked my jeans and stepped out of them. The Billings Girls watched my every move. It wasn’t as if I had never changed in front of girls before, but I’d never had four people staring blatantly at me while I did it. I turned my back to them as I pulled off my T-shirt and quickly yanked on the shell. Even in my tense state I couldn’t help but notice how amazing the buttery softness felt against my skin. Then I stepped into the skirt, the satin lining swishing coolly up my legs. I fastened it quickly around my waist, covering up my cotton underpants as fast as possible.

I zipped the skirt and turned around, flushed and hot. I lifted my hair out and let it fall down my back. “What do you think?”

Everyone studied me. I tried to remember whether or not I had put deodorant on that morning. How embarrassing would it be if I handed back Kiran’s clothes and they were thick with BO?

Ever so slowly, Noelle smiled. “I think there’s hope for you yet.”

“Go look in the mirror,” Ariana said.

I stepped over to the full-length mirror in the corner and grinned at my reflection. It was a totally new Reed. I looked older. I looked like I had curves. I looked good.

If I could show up for lunch with Thomas’s parents wearing something like this, they might even think that I was good enough for their son.

“I can borrow these?” I said as Kiran stepped over with another outfit.

“Borrow? You can have them,” Kiran said.

My jaw dropped. “What?”

“Please. I get new stuff shipped in every week from Milan . . . New York . . . Paris,” she said. “It’s not like it’s a big deal.”

“Thank you so much!” I trilled. “This is exactly what I needed!”

“For what?” Ariana asked shrewdly.

I felt something sink inside of me and looked back at my reflection. “For my wardrobe,” I answered cagily. “You guys know I have nothing this nice.”

“Thus the reason you’re here,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s get on with it already.”

Kiran handed me the next outfit, even more amazing than the last, and I hid a pleased smile as I turned my back to the girls once again. Who cared anymore whether they had tricked me into getting that test for no reason? This was worth every last minute of torture. This made all of it worthwhile.



A IS THE NEW C



My heart pounded as Mr. Barber handed back our most recent quiz. It was the first test I had taken using Taylor’s new study method, and although I had felt like I knew all the answers when I was filling them in, I was still tense. I had to do well on this. Later in the day I’d be getting back more grades, and I felt like whatever I had scored on this one would set the tone for the rest of my classes. If all did not go well, my days were numbered. I thought of Billings and my afternoon with the girls. I thought of Thomas. I thought of all the things I would lose if I had somehow screwed this up.

Then I thought of my mother. Of the gray walls of Croton High. Of the nothingness I would have to go back to.

I could not go back.

I stared at the cover of my notebook as Barber walked up and down the aisles, using every ounce of willpower I had in me not to mark his progress.

And then his shadow fell across my desk. I held my breath.

“Miss Brennan,” he said.

I looked up. He was glaring down at the stapled pages in consternation. He flicked his gaze at me.

“Much improved,” he said.

My heart leapt as he placed the test face down on my desk. I fumbled with the pages and finally turned it over. There was a big, fat A right next to my name.

“Wow. Go you,” Constance said, leaning over.

I beamed, tingling with triumph. This was going to be a very good day.



A DOSE OF REALITY



“I aced it! All of it. Taylor, you saved my life.”

Taylor’s face shone with pride. We were on our way to dinner and a cool wind had kicked up, pulling the first yellow leaves from the trees. It sent Taylor’s golden curls dancing around her cheeks. “Really? You aced all of it?”

“Well, not art history,” I said. “I only got a B on that test. But I still think it was totally unfair.”

“But a B is great, Reed! You did it,” Taylor said, grabbing me up in a hug.

“Not without you, I couldn’t have,” I told her, grinning. “I’m so relieved, you have no idea. I mean, after my last meeting with Naylor I really thought I was out of here.”

“Have you told Thomas yet?”

My heart thumped. Apparently I hadn’t been that great at keeping the depth of my relationship with Thomas a secret. Of course, from the look of excitement on Taylor’s face she didn’t seem to mind as much as, say, Noelle might have.

“Not yet,” I said, my throat dry. “I haven’t seen him.”

“Well, come on. He’s always lurking around the cafeteria before dinner. Let’s tell him,” Taylor said, grabbing my hand.

I laughed as she pulled me across the quad. I felt weightless and free. I couldn’t stop smiling.

Thomas wasn’t near the door as he sometimes was, but this didn’t deter Taylor. She walked me right around the north side of the building and there he was, surrounded by his usual posse . . .

 . . . handing over a small bag containing half a dozen white pills. Taking a crisp, folded bill and slipping it into his pocket.

I stopped in my tracks. The ground tilted beneath me. I broke out into a cold sweat and all of the sudden I understood everything.

Thomas was dealing drugs? Thomas was dealing drugs. Right there in front of me. Right there in front of everyone. This was why he was so popular. So powerful. This was why he was always surrounded by students. They weren’t his friends. They were his clients.

“Oh, shit,” Thomas said, seeing my face.

I turned around, flinging Taylor’s hand from my arm, and ran.

“Reed! Wait!” Thomas shouted. “I’ll catch up with you guys later,” I heard him add to his clientele.

I flew around the corner and jogged off. Away from the cafeteria. Away from them all. Where I was going, I had no idea. I just had to go.

“Reed!”

Thomas grabbed my arm. I snatched it away.

“What’s the big deal?” he said.

I whirled on him. “What’s the big deal? Are you kidding me?”

He knew about my mother. Knew she took pills and knew what they did to her. What she did to me. How could he stand there and say this wasn’t a big deal?

Taylor hovered behind him, uncertain. She held the fingers of one hand with the fingertips of the other and tried not to stare.

“What?” Thomas said, having the gall to smile. “Someone has to supply this stuff. It’s just a way to make some spending money. Chill out.”

Like he needed a way to make some spending money. His watch was worth more than my car.

“Okay, Thomas, if it’s not a big deal, then why didn’t you tell me?” I asked him.

“Maybe because I knew you’d freak out,” he said, his expression darkening. “You’re so good, Reed. I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t.”

“Well, lying is really going to help your case there,” I said. Suddenly I realized this wasn’t the only thing he had lied to me about. “Your phone. The cell phone that you lost that you were so worried about. It’s not your parents’ phone, is it?”

His jaw clenched. “No. It’s not.”

My heart felt like it was going to beat itself to death. “It’s the phone they call you on, right? Your clients? And, what? Your suppliers, too? Is that why you were so freaked?”

His face said it all. “They’re not the nicest people in the world, Reed. They have to be able to get hold of me.”

“God, Thomas. What are you going to tell me next? That all the crap about your parents was made up too?” I asked.

“No. It’s not,” he said. “Reed, I wouldn’t lie to you about that. I wouldn’t lie to you about the important stuff.”

Because being a drug dealer was not important.

“I have to go.” I started to walk again. He grabbed me again. “Let go of me, Thomas.”

He stepped around me. Looked into my eyes. Somehow it hurt even more when he did that. He reached for my arms and I let him touch me.

“Reed, come on. You’re not mad,” he said, his palms cupping my upper arms. His hands were warm. “You’re not. You love me, right? If you love me, you have to love everything about me.”

I swallowed hard. I had never told him I loved him. He was standing there, in this awful moment, putting important words in my mouth. Throwing them around as a means to an end. How could he do this to me? I had given myself to him. Given him all of me. And he had been lying to me the entire time. Who the hell was this person? “Thomas—“

“What? You’re not . . .,” he scoffed, stepping backward. “You’re not breaking up with me over this.”

I looked at him, feeling desperate. Feeling used and dirty and stupid and wrong. I just wanted to get away from him. I just wanted to get away and think.

“I don’t know,” I said.

The defiance was gone instantly. I swear I saw fear in his eyes. “Reed, no. Please. You can’t leave me. You . . . you love me.”

“Thomas—“

“Reed, please,” he said.

That almost sucked me in. The begging.

“I . . . I need some time,” I told him.

“No,” he said, clutching my hand, keeping me in place.

“Thomas, please,” I said. “Let me go.”

He searched my eyes. I made myself hold steady. Finally he released his grip, pulling both his hands back as if he were under arrest. Then he put them behind his head for a second and bit his lip. He was trying to think of something to say. He looked like he was about to cry. I couldn’t take it anymore. I stepped around him and took off for Bradwell.

“Reed! Reed! Where are you going?” Taylor called, running to catch up with me. “Did you know about this?” I demanded, realizing she had known exactly where to find him.

“Well, yeah,” Taylor said with a shrug. “He supplies everyone in Billings. How could you not know that?”

I tasted bile in the back of my throat. I was going to be sick. I didn’t know anyone. I didn’t know anything. I was a naive, ridiculous, newbie sophomore.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I have to go,” I told her. Then I took off, sprinting into the oncoming darkness.



THE LAST STRAW



This time, I was wide awake, obsessing about Thomas, when my cell phone beeped. I had silenced the ringer hours ago after the twentieth angrily pleading message from Thomas, but had neglected to do the same with the text alert. I picked the phone up slowly and stared at the message.

MEET BEHIND BILLINGS. U HAVE 3 MINS.

I lay there for a long moment. I was not in the mood. Not after Thomas. Not after Taylor’s blithe dismissal of his dealings. Not now that I knew what I knew. I was in no mood to do anything for anyone. To trust anyone in the slightest. I was in no mood to move.

My pulse raced. I stared at the ceiling. I could ignore them. I could. I was my own person with my own thoughts and feelings. I would be fine.

Except that I wouldn’t. If I ignored them, I would have nothing. No Thomas. No Billings. Nothing. If I ignored them, I’d be just another nameless, faceless, struggling sophomore like Constance. I would always be the Reed Brennan who had arrived at this school all awkward and alone and clueless. I had come a long way since then. Could I really go back?

The phone beeped again. I checked the screen.

TWO MINS.

I whipped my covers aside, got dressed, and forced myself to walk at a leisurely pace all the way down the stairs, out the door, and over to the far side of Billings. I was so full of anger that my jaw hurt from clenching it and a headache had started to throb against my temples. Behind Billings, Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor all waited. The night was cool, and they were all bundled into lush sweaters and jackets.

“Are we infringing on your time or something?” Noelle asked.

“What do you want?” I said coolly.

“Oh, so we’re doing attitude again, then,” Kiran said.

“Kiran,” Taylor said in a warning tone. Everyone looked at her. Interesting. Scolding was usually Ariana’s job. Apparently Taylor was feeling sorry for me after witnessing my breakup and breakdown. Had she not told everyone else about what had happened, or did they just not care?

Noelle stepped forward and looked down her nose at me. “We have another job for you.”

I stared back at her in stoic silence.

“You know that Thermos that Mr. Barber is always carrying?” she said.

“Yeah.”

What did they want me to do? Steal that, too?

“Before class tomorrow, we want you to spike it with this,” Noelle said.

Ariana stepped forward with a bottle of vodka and held it out. I stared at it.

“What? Why?” I said.

“For fun,” Kiran said with a shrug. “He’ll probably spray the room with it.”

“And someone will smell it and report him and there will be an investigation . . .” Noelle said leadingly, tilting her head to the side.

Kiran snickered and Ariana smirked. Taylor looked down at her feet. They had to be kidding me.

“He could get fired,” I said.

“Now that would be fun,” Noelle said. And they all laughed.

My fingers curled into fists. I was already entirely on edge, but this was enough to send me over. They couldn’t mess with people’s lives like this. Okay, maybe I had let them mess with mine, but that was my decision. And at least everything I’d done for them in the past had benefited them in some way. Running for food, breaking up with guys, keeping Kiran’s secrets, stealing tests. . . . Well, except for that. But when they had asked me to do it, it had ostensibly been for their benefit. But there was no way I was going to help them get a man fired just for fun. No matter how much of an ass he was.

“No thanks,” I said, turning to go.

“What?” Kiran snapped.

“I thought you hated the guy,” Noelle said.

I paused and tipped my head back. “So what?” I asked the sky.

“So . . . why not get him booted?” Taylor said.

“He deserves it,” Ariana put in. “After what he did to you.”

“What he did to me?” I said, turning to face them.

“On the first day of classes,” Ariana said, staring through me.

“How do you know about that?” I demanded, letting my voice get dangerously loud. Not one of them seemed to notice or care.

“This is a small school,” Noelle said. “No one keeps secrets from us.”

I begged to differ. There were lots of secrets at this place. It was just that they were all being kept from me. I glanced at Kiran, who struggled not to look away. At least most secrets were being kept from me.

“I’m not doing this,” I said, backing away toward Bradwell.

“You sure about that?” Noelle asked.

“You do realize what you’re giving up,” Kiran said, crossing her slim arms over her chest.

I looked up at Billings, my breath making steam clouds in the cool air. I looked at the arched windows through which I had first spied Ariana on that first night. I recalled the longing I had felt. The need. The feeling that these girls could be the ones to save me. Rescue me from a life I never wanted to have.

I wanted it. I wanted it all so much. But a girl had to draw the line somewhere. This was the place.

“I’m not getting a man fired just because you guys feel like it,” I told them, looking each and every one of them in the eye, one by one. I could see the doubt in their eyes. The absolute belief that I would cave. It only made my conviction stronger. I was sick of them screwing with me. Of the Billings Girls and Thomas and everyone at this damn school thinking it was perfectly fine to mess with the new girl’s head. “There are certain things even I won’t do.”

My legs shook as I turned away from them. Turned away from the new life I was so close to winning. Turned back into the familiar darkness.



INTRIGUING DUO



Thursday morning in art history class, I stared out the window at the newly fallen leaves that skittered across the grass, as Ms. Treacle droned on. I didn’t even care if the old woman called on me about the reading, which I hadn’t done. I wasn’t even entirely sure where I was.

I had turned the Billings Girls down. I had said no. In the gray light of day, I started to wonder if I was not a little bit insane. What did I think I was going to do here without them? My relationship with Thomas was over. I had ostracized myself from all the girls in my own class. I had thought I was being all moral and admirable. Now I realized that all I had done was effectively demolished my one and only hope.

I would never be a Billings Girl. I would never be anything but poor little Reed Brennan with the blue-collar father and the addict mother. There was no escape.

Suddenly, as if conjured by my thoughts, one of the Billings Girls appeared in my line of sight. Leanne Shore was being led along one of the brick pathways by Mrs. Naylor. Leanne looked nervous and sick, like she was about to pee in her pants. Something was up, and I wasn’t the only one who noticed. I heard Missy and Lorna behind me, whispering as we followed the duo’s progress.

They turned up the pathway to the administration building and disappeared through the heavy wooden doors. My heart pounded in my ears.

“Somebody’s in trouble,” Missy sang under her breath.

There would be no concentrating for the rest of the day.



SECOND CHANCE



By dinner everyone had heard the news. Leanne had been accused of breaking the honor code. The dirt was she had cheated on an English exam. There was going to be an investigation and if she was found to be guilty, she would be expelled. Leanne didn’t show her face in the cafeteria that night, which was probably a wise idea, considering all anyone was waiting for was her arrival. I was dying to talk to the Billings Girls about it—to find out what they knew—but they hadn’t spoken to me all day. Hadn’t even looked in my direction when I passed them by in the quad. Knowing there was no way I could even attempt to sit with them, I had spent both breakfast and lunch in the infirmary and had planned to spend dinner there too, until my aching, empty stomach convinced me otherwise.

I stepped out of the line with my tray and glanced toward the Billings table, where everyone was huddled together whispering. In fact, everyone at every table was huddled together whispering, sharing the latest tidbits of gossip. I took a deep breath and started for Constance’s table, knowing that Missy and the others would get on my case for suddenly sitting with them again. It was just another pain I’d have to endure on my elaborate fall from grace.

I was halfway down the aisle when Thomas stood up from the end of a table and blocked my way. My heart flew into my throat. I hadn’t even noticed him there. His skin seemed translucent under the pale lights.

“I need to talk to you,” he said, his gaze intense.

I glanced right. Noelle and Ariana both looked away. They had been watching.

“Don’t look at them. Look at me,” Thomas said. He was being particularly loud.

“Thomas—”

“I called you a hundred times last night. Why are you avoiding me?” he asked, turning suddenly petulant.

“I think you know why,” I told him.

“Please, Reed. Just give me a chance to apologize,” he said. “You owe me at least one chance.”

I looked into his pleading eyes and felt myself start to crumble. Whether from the urge to get out of the spotlight or from an actual wish to hear him out, I was unsure. But I slipped into a chair at an empty table and he sat down across from me.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I should have told you. But I wanted to be with you and I knew that if you knew you’d think I was some huge loser.”

I stared at him.

“You’re not a loser,” I said automatically.

He pushed back and slumped in his chair. “Yes I am. I’m not good enough for you. I know I’m not.”

He looked so sad and small and sorry all of a sudden that, even as angry as I was—as disappointed—I felt the need to make him feel better about himself. I felt the need to protect him.

“Don’t say that.”

“No. It’s true,” he said. “But I can change, Reed. I can change for you.”

A lump welled up in my chest and traveled to my throat. No one had ever made me promises like this before. No one had ever counted me important enough. Not my mother, not anyone. But I was still wary. This person was a drug dealer, after all. A dangerous image was one thing. Actual danger was quite another.

“I want you back,” Thomas said, leaning forward and taking my hand. He held it on top of the table and stared at it like it was some kind of lifeline. “I’ll do anything to get you back.”

“Thomas—”

“You don’t have to answer right now,” he said, cutting me off. “But I want to talk to you some more. Can we at least keep talking?”

Talking wasn’t a promise of anything. It was just talking. And it didn’t even mean tonight or tomorrow or next week. It was all appealingly vague. “Sure,” I said finally.

His smile brightened the room. “Good. Listen, there’s this thing tonight. In the woods. Kind of a way to blow off steam before all the parents get here. Will you come?”

“What kind of thing?”

“Like a party,” he said. “We get together whatever alcohol we can find and we all meet up in this clearing—”

“And you supply the drugs . . .,” I said sarcastically.

“No!” he blurted. “Not tonight. I won’t. Not if you don’t want me to.”

I took a deep breath. What was I doing here? Did I really want to get involved in all this? But then, something he had said had intrigued me.

“Who’s ‘we all’?” I asked.

“Me and the guys and, of course, your little friends over there,” he said, tipping his head toward the Billings table. “Like Dash could go anywhere without Noelle stapled to his side.”

And then I started to salivate. Okay. Let’s think logically about this. An illegal party in the woods with Thomas and the Billings Girls could definitely get me booted right out of this school and back into the cesspool that was my hometown. But then going to this private little party would also give me a chance to corner Noelle and the others, to make them hear me out. And to show them that I wasn’t a total loss. If I could get a senior guy to invite me to an illicit party in the woods, that had to be worth something. Even if that senior boy was Thomas Pearson.

I would just have to use this party to my advantage.

I looked into Thomas’s hopeful, tired eyes and knew how much it would mean to him if I said yes. Even more important, I knew how much it could mean to me.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go.”



INTO THE WOODS



That night I lay in bed in flannel pants and a T-shirt, waiting until eleven o’clock, when I was to sneak out and meet Thomas behind Bradwell. I wondered if I was doing the right thing. What would the Billings Girls do when I crashed their party? Would they be angry? Would they turn me around and send me right back? The possibility made my stomach feel weak, but I had no alternatives.

The moment my digital alarm clock clicked over to eleven, I whipped my sheets off and stuffed my feet into my sneakers. I grabbed my denim jacket and the flashlight from the emergency kit my father had insisted I bring to school. Constance, deep sleeper that she was, didn’t even stir as I opened the door and tiptoed out.

Outside, the night air was cool and crisp. There wasn’t a sound on campus except for the thousands of crickets that blanketed the grounds. Thomas was nowhere to be seen.

I took a deep breath, held it, then whispered. “Thomas?”

Instantly a figure stepped out of the shadows. I nearly jumped out of my skin. Especially when I registered the awkward movement, the slightly bulky frame. This was not Thomas.

I reached for the door behind me and was about to run, but then the figure stepped into the light and I choked out a relieved sigh. It wasn’t some insane-asylum escapee. It was just Josh.

“Hey,” he said.

When he smiled, everything relaxed. How could I have thought this person was threatening, with his golden curls and baby face? He wore a long black coat over a hooded gray sweatshirt and jeans.

“You scared the hell out of me,” I said. “Where’s Thomas?”

“Sorry,” Josh said, lifting one shoulder. “Thomas sent me to get you. He wanted to get up to the party early.”

Nice. He sent his errand boy to come get me? What kind of maneuver was that from a person who was looking for forgiveness? Apparently he was so eager to drown his sorrows that he couldn’t even wait for me.

“We should get going,” Josh said. “You ready?”

A lump had formed in my throat.

“Yeah,” I said finally.

“Follow me,” Josh replied. “And stay close.”

Josh whipped up the hood on his gray sweatshirt, crouched low, and took off across the quad. I ducked and did the same, cursing myself for not thinking to wear a hat or hood as well. It made perfect sense. The more one was covered, the less likely one could be picked out of a lineup.

By the time we got to the edge of campus, I was out of breath. Not from the run, but from the certainty that at any second floodlights were going to flick on and the entire faculty and staff would be waiting to arrest us. But nothing happened. The campus was as quiet as a tomb.

“This way,” Josh whispered over his shoulder.

We stuck close to the tree line, walking up the hill and then along the end zone of the football field. Right behind the scoreboard, which loomed up against the star-filled sky, Josh hooked a left and cut into the woods. My heart pounded as I followed, and the practical side of me suddenly realized that I was following a strange guy I didn’t know into the woods in the dark of night. I wanted to say something to break the silence, to ease my tension, but what?

Hey, Josh? I know you look cute and innocent and all, but are you planning on raping me out here and leaving me for dead? Just curious.

I kept my mouth shut.

We followed a circuitous dirt path deeper into the woods. Every now and then the leaves would rustle overhead, sending my pulse into spasms. Just when I was about to buck caution and ask how much farther we were going to walk, I heard a boy’s whoop followed by a round of laughter. One more turn and we were standing in a clearing where a small fire had been lit in a much-used rock pit. Kiran, Ariana, and Taylor sat in a circle on a low, flat rock, drinking from a flask and whispering to each other. A half dozen guys stood around drinking from flasks and beer cans and cracking each other up, along with Noelle, who looked perfectly comfortable among the men. Thomas was, of course, in the center. I caught his eye and was surprised when he didn’t come right over. Surprised, but somewhat relieved.

I had other business to attend to.

“Want a beer or something?” Josh asked, touching the small of my back.

“No, thanks,” I said.

He smiled and loped off toward the fire. I turned toward Ariana and the others.

“Hi,” I said.

They looked up, noticing me for the first time.

“What’re you doing here?” Kiran said.

I rolled my shoulders back and steeled myself.

Kiran pushed herself up and faced me. She wore a gorgeous broadcloth coat that skimmed the ground. Elegant even in the middle of the woods.

“I . . . needed to talk to you,” I said. I glanced at Thomas over by the fire, hoping he would stay away—give me some time. He laughed at something Gage said, took a swig from his beer, and slung his arm over his friend’s shoulder. It was as if I weren’t even there.

“What about? Is everything okay?” Ariana asked, ever the mother figure. I was touched that she asked. Perhaps all was not lost.

“Yeah,” I said. “I just—”

Over Kiran’s shoulder, I saw Thomas drop an empty can on the ground and crush it with his foot. He walked toward us, staggering slightly.

“What?” Taylor asked, turning around just as Thomas arrived.

“Ladies,” he said with a smirk. My heart pounded. He was trashed out of his skull. He held out both hands to me and bent his fingers. “Come here.”

“We were talking,” Ariana said flatly.

“I invited her,” Thomas shot back.

He grabbed my hand and pulled. Too hard. I fell into him and he tripped back slightly. I reddened in embarrassment.

“Thomas, can this wait?” I said, glancing at the girls.

“No. It can’t,” he replied, laughing.

He tugged me across the clearing, dancing me backward until I was leaning against a huge tree. Then he pressed both my shoulders back with his hands and kissed me. He tasted of beer and smelled of ash from the fire.

“You forgive me, right?” he whispered, shoving my shoulders back against the tree so hard that I couldn’t move. “You forgive me now.”

“Thomas—”

He covered my mouth with his. I struggled, but he pressed against me. Holding me there. His hands moved to my waist. I felt him tug at my shirt. Felt his cool hands against my warm skin. Before I knew what was happening, his palms started to travel up toward my bra. I yanked my face away from him with some effort.

“Thomas, no,” I said.

“What?” he said blearily. Then he grinned. “Gimme a break.”

He lunged for my neck and started kissing me again, his hands groping.

“Hey, come on.” Hot tears sprang to my eyes. “Everyone’s watching.”

Thomas leered. “I know. I like it.”

I glanced toward Noelle, who had joined the others. Taylor looked sickened. Kiran smirked and took a swig of her drink. Ariana, as always, stared. Noelle just looked disappointed. This was not what was supposed to happen tonight.

Thomas pulled away for one second and that was all the window I needed. “Get off,” I said through my teeth. I raised my hands and shoved him as hard as I could.

Thomas staggered back and almost fell, but touched his fingers to the ground and righted himself, teetering back up to his feet. His chest heaved. Anger contorted his features. Silence fell.

Don’t. Don’t embarrass me. I begged him with my eyes.

“Why did you even come here?” Thomas spat. He was either to angry to care or too drunk to notice my silent plea.

“I—”

“Clearly it wasn’t for me,” he said.

I automatically looked over at the Billings Girls. Thomas followed my gaze and laughed maniacally. “Oh, of course! How could I have been so stupid!” he announced grandly. “She’s here to suck up to you!” he shouted at Noelle. “That’s what this is about, right, new girl? All you care about is getting in with them. I wanna be a Billings Girl! I wanna be a Billings Girl! They’re my friends! They’re so nice to me!” he fake-whined.

I couldn’t breathe. He was throwing my own words in my face. Words I spoke to him in private.

“Thomas—,” I said. It came out as a pathetic whisper.

“What’re you, using me now?” he shouted. Thomas stepped toward me. He was right in my face. “Using me to get to them?”

I was going to throw up. Or pass out. What was he doing? How could he treat me like this after everything that had happened?

“I—”

“Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I can’t be used,” he said. “And I no longer want you here.” He grabbed my shoulders and I gasped as he turned me around toward the path. “So go.”

I stood motionless.

“Go!” he shouted.

I stumbled forward, my eyes blurring with tears. And then all of the sudden the ground was rushing up at me. My knee crashed into a sharp rock, and as I grabbed for my leg, I tumbled completely and my temple slammed into the ground. I bit my tongue and tasted blood as every bone in my body jarred. Taylor gasped and I squeezed my eyes shut against a sudden onslaught of dizziness.

Through the confusion I felt Thomas kneel next to me. “Oh, my God. Are you okay?”

I flinched away from him and suddenly Noelle was between us.

“Back off, Thomas,” she said firmly.

They were watching. The Billings Girls. They saw all of it. The humiliation was far worse than the pain.

Thomas stood and staggered back a couple steps. He looked pale and shocked. “Are you all right?” Taylor asked, crouching next to me.

I tried to sit up. Thomas had shoved me to the ground. In front of all these people. In front of Noelle and Ariana and Kiran and Taylor. Why had I come here? What had I been thinking? All I had done was solidify my nonfuture.

But then Kiran was there, hooking her arm under mine, and hauling me up with Taylor’s help. Blearily, I looked around and saw that the Billings Girls, all of them, had gathered around me to face Thomas. I tried to breathe without choking a sob. Tried to wrap my brain around what was happening.

“Thomas, what the hell is wrong with you?” Ariana demanded.

“Come on! You all saw what happened!” Thomas said. “I just told her to go and she tripped! I didn’t even touch her.”

Noelle narrowed her eyes at him. That gaze turned on me would have cut me dead. “Dash?” she said.

“I’m on it,” her boyfriend replied, snapping to. “Dude. We need to talk,” he said, wrapping his thick arm around Thomas’s shoulders. He pulled him off toward the trees and my knees almost went out from under me. Luckily, Kiran and Taylor were still supporting me.

Supporting. Me.

Ariana stepped into my line of vision. “Are you all right?” she whispered, tucking my hair behind my ear.

“What just happened?” I heard myself say. I stared at the ground. At the rocks, the fire, my favorite jeans ripped at the knee. None of it was in focus, none of it made sense.

“Get the fuck off me!”

I flinched and we all turned around to find Thomas throwing Dash away from him. Dash, about twice Thomas’s size, nearly fell into the fire, but caught himself just in time. Thomas turned and stormed off into the woods in the opposite direction from the path. For a moment we all just stood there, stunned into silence.

The Billings Girls never left my side. But even with them rallying around me, I was beyond mortified. I couldn’t believe they had just witnessed all that. Thomas’s vehemence, his mocking. The things he had said about how much I wanted them to like me. What they must think of me now . . . I couldn’t even imagine. I had to get away from them.

“I’m going back,” I announced.

Noelle’s face grew serious. I averted my gaze, embarrassed.

“No. You’re not,” Kiran said. “Screw him. Stay and have fun.”

“I can’t,” I said, near breakdown. “I have to go.”

I turned around and staggered blindly into the path. I heard footsteps behind me, and then a voice. “Reed, wait. I’ll walk you back.” I turned around. Noelle.



A NEW BEGINNING



“That’s it. From now on you are staying away from Thomas Pearson,” Noelle said. Her footsteps were heavy and unforgiving as we stomped over the cool grass around the football field. “I don’t know why you ever got involved with him. New-girl mistake.”

With every step, my bloody knee twinged and I winced, feeling the humiliation and confusion anew. I was emotionally exhausted. Thomas had worn me down.

“He said he wanted to apologize,” I told her. “He said he wanted to be good enough for me.”

“Odd way of showing it,” Ariana said.

I hadn’t even noticed her there until she spoke, but now I realized that the two of them flanked me like a security detail. I wanted to say something to make myself look better. To erase Thomas’s pathetic illustration of me as some kind of loser who was dying for their approval. But I had a feeling that anything I said would just make it worse.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, hugging myself. “I just . . . don’t get it. What did I do?”

“You didn’t do anything,” Noelle said, her thick hair bouncing back from her face as we descended the hill toward the dorms, keeping close to the tree line. “He’s always been a mean drunk. Takes after his father.”

“So you think it was just the alcohol talking?” I asked. My heart actually fluttered with hope.

“Does it really matter?” Ariana asked quietly.

“No, it doesn’t,” Noelle said firmly.

She was right, of course. I never forgave my mother for all the insanity she spewed when she was on a drunken rampage. Why should I forgive Thomas?

“You do realize that you have to stay away from him now, right?” Noelle said. “The guy is asylum bound if you ask me.”

I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yeah. I think Thomas and I are officially over.”

“Good,” Ariana said.

“You’re better off,” Noelle added.

I almost smiled at her conviction. “Why are you guys being so nice to me?”

They both looked confused. “We’re always nice,” Ariana said, in a tone that made me think she actually believed it.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Noelle said simply.

“You guys . . . about the other night,” I said.

“We’re not talking about that now,” Noelle said firmly. I decided to keep my mouth shut the rest of the way.

We were just approaching the back of Billings House, which was right behind Bradwell, when we heard the sound of tires crunching over gravel. My heart hit my throat and Noelle yanked me roughly back against the stone wall of Billings. We all stood there, not moving, not breathing, the cold stone radiating chills straight through our clothes and into our bones. The wind rustled the leaves over an unintelligible voice, a muffled shout. Then headlights flashed between buildings and the sound of a car engine faded into the distance. Not until I was enveloped in absolute silence could I find the will to breathe again.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“Who knows?” Noelle said. She didn’t sound scared, but irritated that whoever it was had put her out for those thirty seconds. “Reed, listen to me. The good news is that Thomas showed his true colors up there, and now you know,” she said, casting her gaze up toward the hill. My heart was still catching up and I could hardly focus. “Do not let him back in, do you understand me? If I see you so much as talking to that jackass . . .”

“I won’t,” I told her, touched by the depth of her passion. Passion on my behalf. “I promise. I won’t.”

It was an easy choice to make now, between Thomas and the Billings Girls. Thomas had made it easy. For all his talk about not wanting to see me get hurt at the hands of the Billings Girls, it was he who had done the damage. I wasn’t going to let him do it again. No matter how much he begged. This time I would be strong.

“All clear,” Ariana said, checking around the side of the building.

“Let’s go,” Noelle said.

They walked me right past the safety of Billings and through the open quad, where they could have gotten snagged by any number of authority figures, making sure I got to my own dorm okay. We said good-bye and I crept quietly inside and up to the bathroom to clean up my wounded knee. With every wince I recalled Thomas’s face and told myself enough was enough. If he ever did beg for my forgiveness again, I just had to remember this pain.

Constance was out cold when I slipped in, but I didn’t undress, not wanting to risk waking her up and having to explain where I had been. I stepped out of my shoes and crawled under the covers fully clothed.

There was no chance of me falling asleep. I was too wired. I kept thinking about what Noelle and Ariana had said. How protective they had become. How much they clearly cared. I was back in with the Billings Girls. I still had a hope of a future.

And I had no one but Thomas Pearson and his psychotic temper to thank for it.



AN UNEXPECTED VISIT



I dressed quickly on Friday morning while Constance sang along to her stereo under her breath, bopping around the room as she put on earrings and fluffed her hair. I hadn’t slept at all. Not for one minute. I was exhausted, but exhilarated. Today I would be back at the Billings table. Today was a whole new start.

I pulled my pair of backup jeans on gingerly over my injured knee and had just fastened the button fly when there was a knock on the door.

Constance shot me an intrigued look. Mostly, the girls on our floor just walked into one another’s rooms with no preamble. She opened the door and froze when she saw Thomas standing there. I knew the feeling. The wind was knocked right out of me.

“Hey,” Thomas said to her.

He was wearing the same clothes he’d had on the night before and his eyes were bloodshot and watery.

“Can I come in?” he said to me.

My mouth opened, but nothing came out. Somehow he took that as an invitation.

Constance stepped mutely backward as he entered our room.

“You were just going to breakfast, right?” Thomas said to Constance, leaving no room for question.

“Oh. Uh . . .” Constance shot me a concerned look and I nodded at her to go. Whatever was about to happen, I didn’t need her seeing it and reporting it to the entire school. “Okay,” she said, snatching up her bag. “I’ll see you later,” she told me. She closed the door behind her as she fled, probably relieved to be out of the room so that she couldn’t be implicated if we were caught. I sank down onto my bed, feeling weak.

“What are you doing here?” I whispered.

I didn’t want to be alone with him. I felt trapped and cornered. I glanced at the door and wondered if he would try to stop me if I went to leave. I imagined him grabbing my wrist, holding me here, and stayed where I was.

“Reed, please. Just listen to me,” Thomas said, sitting at the end of my bed. I instantly curled into the corner. Thomas hung his head. He got up and sat down on Constance’s mattress. “Is this better?” he asked.

I let out a breath. “Slightly.”

He hung his head and sighed. “I guess I deserve that.”

You guess? You guess?!

He looked up at me, his brown eyes pleading. “I swear to God, Reed, I didn’t mean to yell at you like that. I didn’t know you were going to trip.”

I stared at him. What was I supposed to say to that? Oh, no problem?

“I don’t know what came over me last night, Reed. I—” He stopped and pushed his hands over his face and up into his hair. As always, it fell right back into place. “Well, that’s a lie. I do know what came over me,” he said.

I was half rapt with attention, half planning my escape route.

“I . . . I have a problem,” Thomas said, clasping his hands together. “With alcohol.”

For some reason, this announcement uncoiled some of my muscles.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” he asked.

“What do you want me to say?” I shot back. “Duh?”

Thomas blinked. Score one for Reed. I actually wished Noelle could have heard that one.

“I guess I deserve that, too,” he said with a smirk. And for some reason, I couldn’t help smirking in return. Slowly, I uncurled my legs and sat Indian style against the wall, watching him. It was amazing how different he was from last night. His body language entirely transformed. Not at all belligerent. He looked like Thomas. Regular Thomas. My Thomas.

But he was a drug dealer. A liar. A malicious drunk. I had to remember these things.

“It’s in my blood,” he continued. “Not that that’s an excuse. It’s not. I just . . . I know I have to get help. I know that. I mean, Christ, I’ve been wishing my parents would do it all these years, so what kind of hypocrite would I be if I didn’t do it myself?”

“So you’re . . . going to rehab?” I asked.

Thomas let out a wry laugh. “I would. I really would. But I can’t. Not without my parents finding out. I’m still a minor for another six months,” he said, looking me in the eye. “And I can’t tell them this. They’ll just laugh it off. They’ll just tell me to toughen up.” My heart went out to him in that moment. He looked so vulnerable. And scared. Like a little kid whose parents had just let him down for the ten millionth time. He wanted help, but he couldn’t even go to his parents for it. He must have seen the change in my expression because he moved back over to my bed. I didn’t flinch when he reached for my hands. For a moment he stared down at our fingers.

“I know you won’t forgive me,” he said. “But I need to figure this out and I don’t think I can do this without you, Reed,” he told me, looking me in the eye now. He swallowed hard. “I . . . I need your help. Please. If you’re not with me on this, I don’t . . . I don’t know what’ll happen to me.”

A tear spilled over and before I knew it, he was crying. Crying in earnest. He leaned toward me and I found myself reaching out to him. Holding him. Letting him sob against my shoulder. How could I have ever thought I could turn my back on him? He needed help.

“I’m so sorry, Reed. I swear I’d never hurt you,” Thomas said. “Please. You’ve got to believe me.”

He looked up at me, his gorgeous eyes rimmed in red. He seemed so helpless. So scared that I wouldn’t forgive him, that in that moment I was ashamed. Ashamed for being so disloyal. The way he’d acted toward me—it was an accident. A mistake. Everyone made mistakes. And besides, he loved me. I knew he did. I was all he had.

“Okay,” I said quietly, clinging to him. “I’ll help you. Whatever you need.”

“Thank you,” Thomas cried into my sweater.

As his sobs slowly quieted, I sat there and thought of Noelle. I knew what she would do in this situation. She would be strong. She would get up and tell him to go to hell. That she didn’t need this kind of crap in her life. But all I wanted was to keep holding him. I wanted both of us to feel that everything was going to be all right.

Eventually Thomas took a deep breath and sat up. He wiped under his eyes and shot me an embarrassed smile. But even with a red nose and a tear-streaked face, he was still beautiful. So incredibly, amazingly beautiful.

“Are you okay?” I asked, my heart heavy.

“I will be. Now.” He took another deep breath and blew it out. “Listen. There’s . . . one more thing. I know I have no right to ask this, but I’m hoping . . . I’m hoping you’ll still have brunch with us tomorrow,” he said. “My parents are expecting to meet you and I know they’ll love you.”

He was right. He didn’t have any right to be asking me this. But he was so sincere. So troubled and sad and penitent. He was laying his heart out on the line for me and I didn’t have it in me to crush him.

Not even with Noelle’s voice ringing in my ears. Telling me that if I ever spoke to him again . . .

“Okay,” I said, my throat dry. “I’ll be there.”

Thomas’s whole body relaxed. His grateful smile touched my heart and I knew right then that I would do anything for him. I did love him. Nothing that had happened had changed that. I was in for whatever was coming. The thought both excited and petrified me.

“Thank you,” he said, leaning forward to kiss my forehead. I closed my eyes and fought the urge to cry. He kissed me again, on the lips this time, then slipped out.



WALK OF SHAME



When I stepped out the back door of Bradwell alone fifteen minutes later, I was both emotionally and physically exhausted as well as completely unprepared for the sight that met me. A huge crowd of students had formed around Billings and the throng grew with each passing second. What had happened now? My blood pressure raced as I joined the confusion. I quickly found Constance, Diana, and Missy in the crowd.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Hey, are you all right?” Constance asked me pointedly.

It took me a second to realize she was talking about Thomas’s visit. Two seconds of intrigue and I’d forgotten all about him.

“Yeah. I’m fine,” I said. “What’s up?”

“They’re throwing her out. That girl from Billings,” Constance told me, her eyes wide.

My insides overturned and for a split second my mind went blank. For some reason the only Billings girls I could picture were Ariana and Noelle. “Who?” I asked.

Missy rolled her eyes. “Leanne Shore. Try to keep up, Brennan.”

I ignored her dig as relief washed over me. Of course. Leanne. Why had my brain gone anywhere else? I scanned the crowd for Ariana and the others, wondering where they were—what they thought of all this. I saw no sign of them.

“So, what happened? Did she confess?” Diana asked, standing on her tiptoes in a futile attempt to see over the dozens of kids in front of us.

“No! They found her crib sheets,” Constance said sagely. “I heard from one of the girls at The Chronicle.”

“Idiot wasn’t even smart enough to burn the evidence,” Missy said with mock sympathy, staring at the front door. “No wonder she had to cheat.”

“Do you think Noelle and the others are okay?” Constance asked me. “Do you think they’re upset?”

“Why?” I replied.

“Because, they’re all dorm-mates,” Constance said. “They must be freaking out.”

Missy snorted a laugh and, for once, I was right there with her. The last thing any of those girls was doing at this moment was freaking out. Noelle was probably doing a happy little dance somewhere.

“I don’t know. I don’t think they were that close,” I said diplomatically.

A hushed silence fell over crowd as the front doors of the dorm swung open. Constance instantly climbed up on the arm of the stone bench behind us, which was already packed with people, and hauled me up with her. I was appalled at her insatiability, but impressed by her tenacity. Together we balanced there with a perfect bird’s-eye view of the proceedings.

Leanne was the first to walk out, followed by two people I assumed to be her parents. Several members of the Easton staff trailed after them, toting bags and boxes. Leanne was as white as a ghost.

“Buh-bye, loser,” someone said. Someone who sounded a lot like Noelle. Quickly, I spotted her and the others front and center, and sure enough, Noelle was waving her fingers at Leanne.

A few people in the crowd snickered. Leanne’s gait changed ever so slightly and I knew she had heard. This was awful. As much as I couldn’t stand the girl myself, I would never have wished this on her or anyone. Why did they have to do this now, with everyone watching? Why wasn’t anyone out here dispersing the crowd, sending us off to breakfast?

“They want us to see this,” one of the girls on the bench said as if reading my thoughts. “They think that doing this will teach us a lesson or something.”

“Well, I know I’m never breaking the honor code,” her friend said. “So, well done, Dean Marcus.”

Just then there was a commotion at the front of the crowd. I saw Natasha weaving her way toward Noelle, pushing past a number of people along her way. Steam may as well have been shooting out of her ears. I jumped down from the bench and shoved through the throng to join my friends.

“Reed? Where’re you going?” Constance shouted.

“I’ll be right back,” I replied.

Natasha and I arrived at exactly the same time, me behind Taylor, Natasha right up in Noelle’s face.

“What the hell is going on, Noelle?” Natasha demanded, out of breath.

“Didn’t you hear? Your roommate is going home,” Noelle said innocently. “She broke the honor code.”

“Like hell she did,” Natasha said.

Noelle’s eyebrows went up. “I’m shocked at you, Miss Crenshaw! Are you suggesting that the Board of Directors has made a mistake?” she asked. “Because I would think twice about making that accusation if I were you.”

“I’m not accusing them. I’m accusing you,” Natasha spat.

I glanced at Taylor, but she hadn’t noticed me there. What the hell was this about?

“You might want to think twice about that, Natasha,” Kiran said, stepping up. Ariana touched her arm and shook her head as if confrontation was just too gauche.

For the first time, I saw uncertainty behind Natasha’s eyes. She glanced around at Kiran, Ariana, and Taylor. Then her eyes fell on me and she took me in as one with the others. As if I was part of whatever it was she was sizing up. Then she mustered a disgusted expression and finally—I thought, wisely—retreated.

When she was gone, my mind reeled with questions, but I kept my mouth shut. Soon Leanne was all packed into her car, on her way back to wherever she had come from. Once the onlookers started to disperse, I rallied the courage to ask.

“What was she taking about?” I asked.

Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor all turned around and looked at me, their expressions flat.

“Wouldn’t you like to know, glass-licker?” Noelle asked.

Kiran smirked. Ariana stared past me. Taylor quickly looked away.

“Wh . . . what?”

I had no idea what else to say. A cold finger of fear slid down my spine.

“I saw Thomas, Reed,” Ariana said. “I saw him leaving your dorm this morning.”

My heart squeezed down to the size of a rotten peach pit. “He was just—”

“I thought I told you never to talk to him again,” Noelle said. “Or was that just another thing you decided you were above doing?”

Oh, God. Oh God Oh God Oh God. So they hadn’t forgiven me for the Barber thing. Or they had, but now I’d screwed it all up again.

“I didn’t ask him to come over,” I blurted. “He just showed up. Noelle, I swear. I didn’t even want to talk to him.”

“So pathetic,” Kiran said. “She can’t stay away from him. I told you.”

My face burned with the knowledge that they had been discussing me. Talking about me and picking me apart about last night.

“You guys don’t understand,” I said.

Noelle narrowed her eyes into a look of sheer distaste. I was begging for my life here and she knew it. And she didn’t like it.

“I’m bored,” Kiran said with a sigh.

“So bored,” Taylor echoed.

“Ladies?” Noelle said.

“Noelle,” I said, overcome with desperation. My entire world was shifting before me. “Ariana, you can’t—”

But they ignored me, looking through me like I wasn’t even there. Noelle turned, and Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor all fell into ranks around her, moving off toward their upper-level classes. Just like that. Without me.



ALONE



That afternoon, each of my teachers started off with a lecture on not allowing the recent scandal to distract us, but the classrooms were still full of whispers. The instructors spent so much time reprimanding people for gossiping, they didn’t seem to notice me staring out the window, wondering where it had all gone wrong. Should I have thrown Thomas out of my room that morning? Probably. But then Ariana still might have seen him leaving and assumed I had spoken to him. Maybe if I could just get one of them—any one of them—alone, I could explain. If they just heard me out and realized that Thomas had cornered me, maybe I could still win them back.

But then, of course, there was the little issue of Thomas himself. I had told him I would help him. I had told him I would be there for him. I couldn’t have both him and the Billings Girls—that much had been made perfectly clear. So what was I going to do?

Just to make my solitude more complete, Thomas was MIA for the rest of the day. Normally I would see him in the halls between classes or lounging in the quad before the bell, but he was nowhere to be found. I checked my cell for messages every five minutes, but there was nothing. Even the sight of the blank screen depressed me, almost as much as the words “Glass-licker’s Phone,” which I hadn’t changed because it had started to feel like a personal joke between me and Noelle. Now it just seemed like a cruel joke.

Back at Bradwell after dinner, I kept my phone in my front pocket and listened for the ring of the hall phone, but everything was silent. Even the dorm was quieter than usual, with several of my floor-mates having gone out for dinner with their parents. Most of the families were arriving on Saturday for morning services followed by brunch, but some had come early to whisk their little darlings off to one of the quaint, candlelit restaurants in town. One might think this would make me regret my decision to shut my parents out, but it only made me feel more secure. If anything, we would have been chowing down at the Denny’s on the highway while my mother made her coffee Irish and berated me for thinking I was better than she was.

With a sigh, I pushed myself up from my bed and sat down on the window ledge. Ariana’s room was pitch black. Most of the windows in Billings were. More casualties of parents’ weekend. I pulled out my phone and stared at it, feeling desperate. I needed to talk to someone.

I took a deep breath and decided to start at the bottom. I would call Taylor. She was my best shot at a sympathetic ear. And maybe if she was out with her parents, she would be more inclined to be nice to me.

I was grasping at straws.

I hit speed dial four. Noelle had preprogrammed them for me. She was one. Ariana was two. Kiran, three. Taylor, four.

I held my breath as the phone rang once, twice, three times. Then the voice mail picked up. “Hi! You’ve reached Taylor’s phone! Please leave a message!”

I hung up before the beep. Emboldened, I tried Kiran. Another voice mail. “It’s Kiran,” she said, sounding bored. “If you don’t know what to do at the beep, I can’t help you.”

I hung up. A slight flicker of anger started to grow inside of me. How could they ignore me like this? Had they all made some pact not to pick up if I called? Shaking, I tried Ariana. Her voice mail flicked on instantly. I hung up before the recorded voice had finished uttering its first word and tossed my phone onto Constance’s bed, disgusted—with them, yes, but more so with myself.

Screw this.

I got up, grabbed the phone, and was about to dial Noelle when the door flew open, shooting my heart into my throat. Constance bounced in, all flushed.

“Hey! A bunch of us are gonna watch a DVD. Wanna come?” she asked.

No, I want to wallow.

“Thanks anyway,” I said. “I have some phone calls to make.”

“Come on, Reed. Lorna’s whipped out her entire Reese Witherspoon collection and they’re already starting to fight over what to watch,” Constance rambled.

“I can’t,” I told her. I itched for her to go away. The longer she stayed, the longer she prevented me from calling Noelle. From begging for my life.

“Come on!” Constance wheedled. “It’ll be fun! You can be the deciding vote!”

“I said no,” I snapped.

Instantly, I regretted it. Constance looked at me as if I’d just slapped her across the face. I may as well have. All she had done since we had arrived here was be bubbly and kind and solicitous. And all I’d done was ignore her.

“Constance—”

“No. It’s fine,” she said, grabbing a sweater off her bed. “You call your friends.”

She turned around and, for the first time since I’d known her, slammed the door.

And there I stood, alone in my room, clinging to my silent phone, listening to the laughter and conversation on the other side of the wall.



THE PEARSONS



At seven a.m. on Saturday I arrived at the end of the walk that led to Ketlar House, coiffed like I had never been coiffed before. I wasn’t sure if Kiran would still be okay with my wearing her clothes, but I had decided to risk it. In order to get through this day, I needed to be someone other than myself. And in this outfit I felt like a different person. Of course, my heart was still pounding nervously. I was about to meet Thomas’s parents, the infamous Lawrence and Trina. How could a girl not be afraid?

It was a gorgeous, crisp, clear autumn morning. All around me guys greeted their parents with handshakes and hugs before leading them off to morning services. I scanned the area for Thomas, but didn’t see him. I did, however, spot his parents. They couldn’t have been more obvious if their foreheads had been stamped “Pearson.” His father stood at the far side of the walk, the cuff of his pristine gray suit riding up each time he checked his Movado. He was the spitting image of Thomas with just a bit more weight and height, and a few wrinkles around the eyes. Thomas’s mother sat perched on a stone bench behind him, her face pinched and her dyed red hair pulled back in a chignon. She wore a pinstriped suit and perfect leather heels that matched her perfect leather bag. She looked, in a word, bored.

Thomas was clearly late. I could have killed him for putting me in this awkward situation. I had never been good at introducing myself to people, especially adults. For a few moments, I waited for them to spot me. After all, they knew that I was coming. Thomas must have described me to them. Wasn’t it the adult’s responsibility to approach the kid?

But the longer I waited, the more the area emptied out and soon I felt so conspicuous I couldn’t take it anymore. Thinking of Kiran’s easy sophistication, of Noelle’s self-assuredness, I plastered a smile across my face and turned to Thomas’s dad. Hey, I could still emulate them, even if they hated me.

“Hi! You must be Mr. Pearson,” I said, stepping toward him.

He looked me up and down, his brows drawing together. Behind him, his wife rose on unsteady feet. “Yes. And you are?”

“I’m Reed Brennan.”

No flicker of recognition. Not even a blink. My underarms prickled with heat.

“Thomas’s . . .”

The word caught in my throat. I found that with the infamous Pearsons staring me down, I couldn’t choke it out.

“Thomas’s what, dear?” Trina said, catching her husband’s arm in her grip.

“Thomas’s . . . friend,” I said finally. I want out of here. Now. “He didn’t . . . I thought he told you I would be having brunch with you.”

His father sighed. “No, he didn’t. But then, that’s Thomas. I’m not at all surprised.”

I couldn’t believe this. Thomas had told them all about me. I was the first girlfriend he wanted them to meet. They were excited to meet me. More lies. I stared at the door of Ketlar, willing Thomas to emerge. If he was in there, playing sick, leaving me alone to deal with these people who didn’t even know I existed, then he was the biggest coward ever to roam the earth.

But he wouldn’t do that to me. He wouldn’t. Not after everything. Not after his confession and apology. Something had to be wrong.

I whipped my cell phone out and speed-dialed Thomas. I smiled at his parents, then turned away. It went directly to voice mail and I snapped the phone shut. For the first time, I wished I had the number to his other phone. Anything to get hold of him.

“Where is Thomas, dear?” his mother asked, running her eyes over me. I tucked my phone away.

“I don’t know. He must be running late,” I said. I racked my brain for some kind of excuse. “He . . . uh . . . has this big paper due and I know he stayed up late last night working on it.”

“Thomas? Up late studying? That’s rich,” his father said.

My face burned. I was no good at this. I could barely handle my own parents. At that moment, the chapel bells rang out, signaling the start of morning services. I looked around. The entire quad was deserted.

The tone of the bell reverberated through my bones as I looked up to the high eaves of Ketlar House. I hadn’t talked to Thomas in almost twenty-four hours. Hadn’t even seen him since his visit yesterday morning. Somehow I knew that Thomas wasn’t inside those walls, looking out. I knew it in my soul.

“That’s it. I’m going in there and dragging him out if I have to,” Mr. Pearson said.

I wanted to protest. To say that I’d go. But he had already stormed like a bull halfway up the walk. Mrs. Pearson sighed grandly and I shot her an apologetic smile, which she completely ignored. The longer we stood there alone, the faster my heart pounded. Something was wrong here. Something was very, very wrong.

I half hoped Mr. Pearson would walk out holding Thomas by the scruff of his neck, still wearing his boxers or pajama pants or whatever the hell a guy like him slept in. But seconds later, when Mr. Pearson emerged, he was red with rage and completely alone.

Thomas was gone.



A MESSAGE



During morning services, I sat in chilled silence with Constance and her parents—a very large man with a very large head, and a diminutive woman whom he totally overshadowed. Constance hadn’t spoken to me all morning and had vacated the room to go meet her parents before I had even showered. But when I sat down next to her after chapel, she had taken in my outfit and given me an impressed glance. I took this as a good sign. Maybe the damage I had done last night was not irreversible.

While Mr. Talbot continuously leaned over to his daughter and asked questions about the service—at full volume—I spent half the time craning my neck around to see if Thomas had arrived yet. His parents stood in the back of the auditorium, looking sour and grim. Every now and then when I turned, I caught his mother staring me down. As if I was somehow responsible for her son’s slight. Each time I caught her eye I blanched and told myself not to look again. But I couldn’t stop. I kept looking until the dean’s final address.

Thomas never arrived.

When services were over, I dodged through the crowd, trying to catch up with Josh, but the wall of families closed in on me and I lost sight of him and his parents. Soon I found myself walking back to Bradwell alone, contemplating my next move. I had already tried every one of Thomas’s phone numbers a dozen times. What else could I do? Break into his room and toss it for clues? Where had he gone? And why hadn’t he told me he was going?

When I walked into Bradwell, I saw Constance and her parents waiting for the elevator. The last thing I wanted was to ride up in that claustrophobic space with a larger-than-life man and his could-be-mad-at-me daughter. It might send me over the edge. I turned around and shoved my way into the stairwell, taking the steps two at a time. Maybe Thomas had left a note on my door. Or maybe he was even hanging out in my room.

A girl could hope.

I arrived at our door, all sweaty and out of breath, at the same exact moment as Constance. She was alone. Thank God.

“Where are your parents?” I asked, heaving.

“Waiting in the common room,” she said. “What’s going on? Are you all right? We all saw Thomas’s parents at services. Did something happen to him?”

Hell if I know. But apparently my proximity to the newest gossip had erased her memory of last night’s slight.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” I lied.

I pushed open the door to our room and we both stopped in our tracks. My entire half of the room was bare. No books, no posters, no sheets, no pillows, no soccer ball. Nothing.

“What the . . . ?” Constance said.

“Oh, my God,” I blurted under my breath. I felt the room start to spin. “Oh, my God.”

“Okay, calm down,” Constance said, though she sounded anything but calm herself. We stared around at the bare bed, the desk that had been swept clean, the closet with its big empty space near the end. It was all gone. Like I had never even been there. “There has to be a reasonable explanation for this.”

“Like what?” I asked.

I felt like I was having a heart attack. First Thomas, now this. How much could one girl handle in one morning?

Constance looked at me and bit her lip. “Your grades have been better, right?”

For a second everything clouded over. “You think they kicked me out?”

“No! I don’t know!” Constance said desperately. “I just . . . where’s all your stuff?”

“I have to go,” I said, walking toward the door on shaky legs. I felt like I was in a dream. “I have to go find . . . someone.”

Naylor, maybe. The dean? Who the hell did people go to when all their things disappeared from their room? Had they kicked me out?

And then it hit me. The Billings Girls. Natasha’s accusation. Her insinuation that somehow Noelle had been responsible for Leanne. Had they gotten me expelled somehow? Would they really go that far just because I had forgiven Thomas? Could they really go that far?

A huge knot formed in my stomach. I was going to be sick. My life at Easton was over. My hopes, my dreams, my future. Everything. Gone.

“Do you want me to go with you?” Constance asked.

“No. Stay with your parents,” I said, somehow finding lucid thoughts. “I’ll . . . I’ll be back.”

I hope.

I staggered down the hall and rushed down the stairs on weakened knees, nearly upending myself at least three times. Outside, the sun blinded me and I paused for a second, disoriented. Where was I going? I had to talk to someone, but who? How could I possibly fix this?

Just then, my cell phone rang, scaring the life right out of me. My hands quaking, I fumbled the tiny phone out of my pocket and checked the caller ID. Restricted number. I hit the talk button, having no clue who it was or even who I wanted it to be.

“Hello?”

“What’re you doing out there all by yourself, glass-licker?”

My heart slammed into my ribcage. I whirled around and looked up at Billings. Heavy curtains were drawn over each and every window save for one. There, in the center pane, was Noelle gazing down at me. She smiled slowly and I felt an overwhelming chill of fear.

“If you want to know where your stuff is, you better get in here. Now.”

“You have my stuff?” I said.

But the line was already dead. I looked up at the window again and Noelle was still smiling. She lifted her hand and crooked her finger, beckoning me inside. And then, ever so slowly, the curtains fell closed.



WELCOME TO BILLINGS



The moment I stepped into Billings, my first instinct was to run. Fourteen girls stood in the foyer, forming a semicircle with Noelle right at the center. With the curtains drawn, the room was cast in shadow. Candles flickered on the mantle and every other available surface. Each of the girls held a black candle before her with both hands. I paused near the door, uncertain. Was this some kind of sacrificial ritual? Kill the new girl to expunge the shame she has brought upon them?

Noelle stepped forward. She handed me an unlit candle, took my arm in her iron grip, and led me to the center of the room. The girls closed into a tight circle around us, the flickering light contorting their faces.

Run. Get out now. Run and never look back.

Noelle took my hand that held the candle and forced me to hold it up. She tipped her candle toward mine and lit it. My fingers shook as I gripped the taper. My mouth was gummy and sour. Noelle stepped back and faced me. Her eyes were as flat as weathered stone. What were they going to do to me? Why was I here?

“The women of Billings House receive you, Reed Brennan, into our circle,” Noelle said.

My pulse raced ahead so fast I felt dizzy and faint. All the colors and faces in the room rushed together and I had to force myself to breathe.

Receive me into their circle? What did that mean? Did that mean . . . ?

I found Kiran in the dim light and her frank gaze solidified me. Next to her Taylor struggled to stifle a grin. That was when I knew for sure.

I was in. At Billings House. Somehow, someway, I had been chosen to live here. Yes, they had taken my things, but they had taken them and brought them here. I wasn’t expelled. I was, in fact, even more accepted than I had ever been.

I was now a Billings Girl.

It was happening. It was actually happening. Overcome with glee and relief, I searched the ring of faces for Ariana. My first friend. The one who had brought me in, who had started it all. I wanted to thank her with my eyes. Let her know how much this all meant. I owed it all to her.

But when I found her, she was staring right through me again, just like that first night when I had spotted her through the window at Bradwell. With the shadows from the candlelight dancing across her face, it was difficult to focus. With every moment her features morphed and changed. In her face, I recognized nothing, and my pulse pounded with uncertainty.

It’s just Ariana. What’s wrong with you?

Noelle stood next to me and faced the others. I stared at Ariana, transfixed, unable to look away. I was desperate for a glimpse of the girl I knew, but there was something wrong there. Something off.

“Ladies?” Noelle said.

“Welcome, Reed! To our circle!” they chorused.

Ariana’s flame finally held still and she came into sharp focus. My breath caught. As she looked through me, I saw through her. And all I saw was blackness.

Noelle leaned toward my ear. Her whisper so hushed, it was barely a breath.

“You’re one of us now.”

With that, the candles died as one and darkness consumed us all.
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WHITTAKER



It was a cold night. Cold and extremely dark, with no stars and no moon and a wind that ripped a deluge of leaves from the trees whenever it blew—leaves that were still wet from a morning drizzle. They felt slimy and foul when they happened to fall on exposed skin, so as another gust whipped through the hills, we all ducked and covered. I felt myself begin to shiver.

“Augh! There’s one on my neck!” Taylor Bell cried, doubling over with her shoulders to her ears. She clutched the bottle of vodka she’d been swigging from all night in one hand and slapped ineffectively at her back with the other. The large yellow maple leaf had sucked itself almost all the way around her neck, matting down the blond curls that had escaped from the back of her ponytail. “Get it off!”

Normally, Taylor was not the biggest drinker, but tonight she had been pounding straight alcohol like it was the nectar of the gods, perhaps because she, like many others, felt the need to expunge parents weekend—which had ended just hours ago with a ceremony in the Easton Academy chapel—from her memory. Taylor’s parents had seemed like nice people, though, and she had appeared to be at least comfortable in their presence. I wondered if something else could be bothering her.

“Get it off!” she whimpered again. “Guys!”

“Don’t look at me,” Kiran Hayes said, taking a ladylike swig from her silver flask. She pulled her long cashmere coat around her knees and held it there. “I just had a paraffin wrap.”

Kiran, the first actual model I had ever known and one of the more gorgeous girls I had ever seen in real life, had always just had something done. Highlights, lowlights, dermabrasion, seaweed thigh wrap, eyebrow threading. Most of it sounded like torture, but apparently it all worked.

Noelle Lange rolled her eyes and plucked the large wet leaf from Taylor’s skin. “Prima donnas,” she said derisively. She whipped the leaf at the ground, and it landed right in front of the long, flat rock on which Ariana Osgood sat. Ariana looked down at the leaf for a moment, studying it as if it held the meaning of life. A lighter breeze lifted her long, almost white-blond hair from her shoulders and she looked up into it, then closed her eyes in pleasure.

I pulled my third beer from the cooler across the clearing and watched this tableau unfold like I was an anthropologist studying some previously unclassified subset of human. I had been fascinated with the Billings Girls from the moment I had first seen them a month ago through the window of my sophomore dorm at Easton Academy—fascinated from afar, that is, with seemingly no hope of ever gaining up-close access. But that hadn’t been the case for long. The Billings Girls were now my friends. My dorm mates. The people with whom I partied illegally in the woods on the outskirts of campus on a regular basis.

If you could call “twice” a regular basis.

I was one of them now. I had ascended to greatness at Easton. Though if someone asked me to sit down and tell them how I had done it, I would be rendered speechless. Last I checked, I had pissed them all off by continuing to talk to my boyfriend, Thomas Pearson, of whom none of them approved. I thought I had lost them forever by going behind their backs and offering to stick with him and help him through his issues. Instead, I had apparently impressed them.

Somehow. And thank God I had, because with their help I might actually have a shot of leaving my past behind. Of not being one of the many Croton, PA, progeny who return to the hometown after two years of community college to take assistant management positions at Costco. With the Billings Girls behind me, I actually had a shot at a life. A future. A shot at being part of a world I had only ever dreamed of—a world of success. Of privilege. Of freedom.

“Are you all right over there, Reed?” Noelle asked, lifting her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “If you don’t want another beer I’m sure Kiran would be happy to mix up a Hayes Special for you.”

Her eyes danced with mischief and I knew she had noticed my state of contemplation. I didn’t want to appear ungrateful for having been invited here, for everything they had done for me. For the fact that I was getting a beer for myself, rather than running errands for them, as I had been doing pretty much nonstop since the first week of school. So I waved her off.

“That’s okay. I’m good with this,” I said, lifting the bottle.

I used the rusted bottle opener to pop the cap off and took a long drink, knowing she was still watching me. Earlier tonight I had my first beer ever. Now I was on my third one, which was going down more smoothly. The key, it seemed, was to take long drinks and not let it stay in my mouth long enough to touch my tongue. Yeah. Refreshing. I took a deep breath and let it out into another cold breeze, pulling my sweater closer to my goose-bumped skin. I was about to rejoin the girls, when a sudden conversation shift near the fire stopped me.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” Dash McCafferty said. “This is going to go down as one of the great disappearing acts of all time.”

“Maybe he’s at his grandmother’s in Boston,” Josh Hollis suggested.

Dash shrugged. “Eh, I’m sure they already raided the old bat’s place.”

Thomas. They were talking about Thomas. I couldn’t believe that the last time I was here, he was here as well. It had been approximately forty-eight hours since anyone had seen Thomas Pearson. He had disappeared from Easton without leaving so much as a note behind. And, according to his roommate Josh Hollis—who stood near the fire with the other guys just then, staring into the flames—Thomas had gone without packing one stitch of clothing, not even his favorite black T-shirt. On Friday morning Thomas had told me he loved me, had made me promise I would be there for him no matter what, and had then proceeded to vanish.

I wondered how much Josh knew—about me, about what Thomas and I had done together. Had Thomas told Josh what we had done in their dorm room? I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t known him long enough to find out. But now, every time I saw Josh, I wondered if he knew what I’d done and the thought made me squirm. I didn’t need half the school knowing I had lost my virginity to a guy who maybe meant well but was clearly too troubled to be in a healthy relationship. Lost my virginity to a guy who I now knew (even before he vanished) I probably should not be with, but who I still felt irresistably attached to anyway. Lost my virginity to Thomas Pearson, the most popular guy at Easton and also, as I’d recently discovered, the campus’s foremost drug supplier. I still couldn’t believe it.

Josh took a swig of his previously untouched beer. He had such a baby face that he looked out of place holding the green glass bottle. His blond curls danced in the breeze and he wore a long, striped scarf over a wrinkly, rust-colored T-shirt and brown corduroy jacket. He had that artsy, earnest, creative thing going. I liked that about him. I also liked the fact that he had a loud voice—loud enough for me to eavesdrop without letting on.

“What about their place in Vail?” he offered.

“Dude, Pearson is not holing up anywhere obvious. Believe me,” Dash said with an elaborate snarfle of phlegm. For an extraordinarily good-looking guy—chiseled, blond, Abercrombie-esque—he had some serious hygiene flaws. He spat into the fire and took a swig of his beer.

“Very attractive, Dash,” Noelle called across the clearing.

“Thanks, babe,” he replied, and then got back to the topic at hand. “I just can’t believe they called the local police in. It’s such a waste. If Pearson is crashing anywhere, he’s crashing in New York.”

“You think?” The hope in Josh’s voice gave life to my own.

“Are you kidding?” Gage Coolidge said. Gage was of the skinny, tall, metrosexual variety, with dark hair that stood straight up from his head—he looked like a member of some British pretty-boy band. “Thomas Pearson is pulling the biggest punk of all time right now. He’s got the entire eastern seaboard looking for him and he’s off somewhere partying himself sick.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Josh said, chewing on his inner cheek and staring at the fire.

“No maybe,” Dash told him. “Trust me. Halloween is in less than a month. And you know what that means.”

“The Legacy,” Josh said.

“Exactly.” Dash removed one finger from his beer bottle and pointed it at Josh. “Pearson is not going to miss that. If his ass isn’t there, I’ll give up the Lotus.”

“That’s serious, man,” Gage said.

“No shit.”

“It’s true,” Josh said, nodding. “Pearson is the Legacy.”

“Dude. If he’s there, we should drag his sorry ass back up here and collect our medals,” Gage said.

“Aw, yeah,” Dash replied, smacking hands with Gage over Josh’s head.

The Legacy? What the heck was the Legacy? I pushed myself away from the tree where I had been lounging, figuring Noelle and the others could clue me in, but before I could take a step, Natasha Crenshaw intercepted me.

“Reed! Where are you going?” she asked, slinging her arm around my neck.

I froze, wondering what the joke was. Natasha Crenshaw was my new roommate at Billings House. And the only reason she was my new roommate was because her best friend, Leanne Shore, had gotten kicked out for cheating in the biggest public scandal Easton had seen all year. Ever since I’d started to unpack my stuff yesterday morning, Natasha had been seething with resentment. It dripped from her very pores.

Thus my current state of confusion.

“You okay?” I asked her.

“I’m fine!” she said, her pearly whites nearly blinding me. Natasha was dark-skinned, dark-haired, and Tyra Banks bodacious. I could feel all the soft curves of her body as she pressed it closer to mine and it made me blush. As a woman of seriously boylike proportions, I had no idea how she walked around with all that stuff. “Listen. I just wanted to apologize if I’ve been less than welcoming the last couple of days,” she said, pulling me back away from the guys. “I’m still a little upset about Leanne and I think I’ve been taking it out on you. And that’s not cool. Do you forgive me?”

The other thing about Natasha was that she was always coming out with these frank, no-nonsense statements. Unlike every other girl I had ever known, she seemed to have nothing to hide. It was a foreign concept.

“Uh . . . sure,” I said uncertainly.

“Good! Because I really want us to be friends,” Natasha said, grasping my hand. “Good friends.”

Her expression was so earnest it made me smile, half in amusement, half in genuine pleasure.

“Okay. I’d like that too,” I said.

“Good!” Natasha cried. She produced a miniscule digital camera from the pocket of her black leather jacket and held it up with one hand, while hugging me to her with her other. “Smile!”

I did as told and the flash went off. I blinked at the floating purple spots.

“An instant classic,” Natasha declared, checking the tiny screen.

“Cool.” I glanced past her at Josh and the others, who were now conferencing in lower voices. I wondered if they were still talking about Thomas, and if they would tell me anything if they were. “I’ll . . . be right back.”

I was halfway across to the fire when suddenly all the guys looked up as one and shouted, right at me, “Whittaker!”

I nearly tripped. “What?”

“Gentlemen! Ladies! Ah, it warms my heart to see everyone gathered here, just like old times.”

Huh?

Walking up behind me was the largest specimen of a guy I had ever seen outside a college football game. He had to be at least six foot four and was well over 250 pounds, but he carried all that weight with dignity, his shoulders back, his stride confident. He had ruddy cheeks, round glasses, and a much older man’s haircut, the kind that stood up in the front about an inch and was matted down with gel in the back. He strode across the clearing, nodding to the Billings Girls like some aristocrat before reaching out a hand to smack palms with Dash, Gage, Josh, and the others.

“How are we all this fine evening?” he asked in his booming voice. He placed his hands over the fire, rubbed them together, and then held them out again.

Who was this guy? And why did he talk like he’d just stepped out of a Jane Austen novel?

“How was East Asia? Is Chinese food really better in China?” Gage joked, swigging his beer.

I missed Whittaker’s response due to another gust of wind, but all the guys laughed at whatever he had to say, gathering around and looking up at him with amused smiles and excited eyes. It was as if Santa Claus had just walked into a room full of kindergarteners. I found myself gravitating slowly toward Noelle and the others.

“Reed, I was starting to think you’d forgotten about us,” Noelle said flatly, taking a sip of her beer. She was the only Billings Girl who drank beer, which had been my motivation in choosing it. The rest opted for mixed drinks made from whatever bottles Kiran and the boys managed to procure. “What’re you, in love all over again?”

“Huh?”

“You can’t stop staring at Whittaker,” Kiran put in, her brown eyes gleaming. “Interesting choice.”

“Please. I’m not staring,” I said. “I’m just . . . Who is he?”

“Whittaker?” Noelle said. “He’s . . . Whittaker. He is a class unto himself.” She looked around at the other Billings Girls and slowly smiled. “In fact . . . you should meet him.”

She got up, grabbed my wrist, and started pulling me across the clearing, all in one motion—all before I could get out a word of protest.

“Whit! Hey, Whit!” Noelle shouted, gesturing with her bottle. “This is the girl I was telling you about.”

She used her tremendous arm strength to practically whip me at Whittaker. The sudden velocity took me by surprise and I stumbled, bracing my hands against his large chest to stop my fall. All the guys, of course, cracked up laughing. Whittaker put his hands gently on my elbows and steadied me.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

He had very warm brown eyes.

“Fine,” I said, embarrassed.

Wait a second. Had Noelle said I was the girl she had told him about? What the hell had she been saying?

“I’m Walt Whittaker,” he said, offering his hand. “But my friends call me Whittaker or Whit. Your preference.”

“Reed Brennan,” I said, shaking his hand. It was unbelievably soft and warm.

“So, Reed. You’re new to Easton, I understand. Welcome,” he said.

The timbre of his voice made my skin tingle in a pleasing, humming way. It was comforting. Familiar, somehow.

“You’re not?” I asked.

Again, everyone laughed. Even Whit. “No. No. My family has been a fixture here for generations,” he said. “I’ve just been on holiday with my parents. We did a tour of East Asia. China, Singapore, Hong Kong, the Philippines. . . . Do you travel, Reed?”

Not unless you count all those trips to Hershey Park back when I still wore pink sneakers.

“Not really,” I said.

He looked at me for a long moment, as if what I had just said did not compute. I started to grow warm under his scrutiny,

“That’s a shame,” he said finally. “You can’t truly know yourself until you’ve seen the world, you know?”

I was struggling to formulate an answer that wouldn’t make me sound naïve and unworldly when Gage slapped his hand down on Whittaker’s shoulder from behind.

“Dude! Get over here! We were just talking about the Legacy. You gotta tell us what you know.”

Whittaker smirked. “Ah, the Legacy. So it begins,” he said.

What was this Legacy thing? I wanted to ask, but it seemed like one of those things that all of them already knew about, so if I asked about it, I would just be making it abundantly clear that I knew nothing—thereby reminding them of what an outsider I was. I decided to keep my mouth shut and hope I’d be able to overhear all about it in time.

“Perhaps we can catch up later?” he said to me.

“Uh . . . sure,” I replied.

Gage pulled Whittaker off for a private confab with the boys and Noelle stepped up next to me.

“So? Work your spell on him yet?” Noelle asked.

“You told him about me?” I said.

“Yeah. I thought maybe you guys could get to know each other,” Noelle said with a shrug. “Whit could be good for you. He’s very . . . cultured.”

I ignored the implied insult in that statement.

“Noelle! I’m with Thomas, remember?” I said. I no longer cared that she didn’t want me to be with Thomas. The fact that he had mysteriously disappeared kind of negated all other concerns.

Her expression turned hard. “Right. And Thomas is . . . where?” she asked, looking around.

“I . . . I don’t know,” I said, my stomach responding with a clench. Over her shoulder, I watched Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor approaching, clearly interested in the topic of our private tête-à-tête.

“Exactly. Some boyfriend, bailing and not even telling you where he’s going. Or that he’s going,” she said. She rolled her eyes again and took another sip of beer, allowing this to sink in. “Look, Whit is a great guy. He’s a nice guy.”

“Unlike some people,” Kiran said snarkily.

Even with his mysterious disappearance they couldn’t let their disdain for Thomas go. They had never liked him. They never would.

“Plus, Whit can give you things,” Ariana put in. “Things you might not otherwise have access to.”

Give me things, huh? Well, color me curious.

Ariana gazed at Whit with her clear blue eyes and I wondered if he felt it. If it gave him the chills the way it always did me.

“Like what?” I said.

“Like a life,” Kiran said with a snort.

“Kiran!” Ariana scolded.

“Just go talk to him,” Noelle said. “You don’t have to marry the guy.”

I took a deep breath and drained the last dregs of my beer, all the while keeping an eye on Whit. He seemed nice. Polite and mature. Plus the guys clearly loved him. And yeah, maybe he was a little overweight, but who was I to judge?

“Bring him some of this,” Kiran said, handing over a spare flask of her Hayes Special. “Whittaker loves my recipes.”

The flask was ice cold and sleek to the touch. I held it in one hand, my beer in the other. Maybe it was time to give a Billings-sanctioned guy a chance. After all, I was a Billings Girl now too. It seemed high time I started acting like one.



SOMETHING TO IMPRESS



“It was eye opening, I have to say, living among the locals,” Whittaker said as we strolled away from the clearing. “They have nothing. Nothing but a wooden bowl and a cup of rice to eat, but they have spirit, you know? Such spirit.”

“So you slept in the village?” I asked, keeping my eyes trained on my feet. I was on the fourth beer now, and things were starting to get the slightest bit bleary. “That’s so cool.”

I couldn’t remember whose idea it had been for us to go off alone and get to know each other. His? Mine? Noelle’s?

“Oh, no. We went back to the hotel, of course,” Whit said. “Do you realize the number of diseases one can pick up in a place like that?”

I looked up waiting for him to acknowledge the irony. “But I thought you said you lived among them.” Just then, my foot hit a rock and slid, twisting my ankle inward. I stumbled and fell sideways into Whittaker. “Oh. Whoops!”

“Are you quite well?” he asked me, using both meaty arms to steady me.

I cleared my throat. Around me the trees tilted and swayed. “Yes. Quite,” I said, mimicking his tone. Who talked like this?

“Perhaps we should sit,” he suggested.

Now the ground tilted. Why did anyone ever say drinking was fun? This was actually quite nauseating. “Yes. Perhaps we should.”

Whittaker led me over to a thick log that had fallen sometime in the past century and was now overgrown with moss and vines. He lowered me down slowly until I was steadily seated, and only then did he let me go. I braced one hand on the cold, rough wood to keep from falling over and shook my hair back. Whittaker smiled as he sat next to me, studying my face.

“Noelle didn’t lie. You really are quite beautiful,” he said. “You have a classic look about you. Like Grace Kelly.”

“Grace who?” I asked.

Whittaker’s smile widened slightly. “She was an actress. And a princess. Actually, it was quite an incredible story. She started out as a poor farm girl, then became hugely famous in Hollywood, married a European prince—”

“Sounds good to me,” I said blearily, lifting my beer bottle in a toast.

“Then died in a fiery car crash,” Whittaker finished.

“Oh.” Nice. Thanks a lot.

Whittaker suddenly flushed and looked away, taking a drink from his flask. “Would you like some?” he asked.

Somewhere in my brain I knew it probably wasn’t a good idea to drink anything else, but I also knew that Kiran mixed some kind of juice into her special concoction. And somewhere else in my brain, something decided that it might be a good idea to consume juice. Since it had vitamins and all.

“Sure,” I said. “Why not?”

I placed my nearly empty beer bottle down on the ground and almost fell over. My palm hit the dirt and I pushed myself back up, trying to cover, but my equilibrium was shot. When I reached for the flask, I tipped over into Whittaker’s arms. My eyes closed in embarrassment and the ground shifted. Great. Now my brain was totally misfiring.

“Sorry,” I said.

“That’s all right,” he replied. “Here. Let me help.”

He placed one of his solid arms around me and I instantly felt more secure, less wobbly. I managed to get the top off the flask and took a long drink. Mmmmm. The Hayes Special was yummy. And Whittaker was so warm. I closed my eyes, savoring the moment, and tipped the flask back. Once again the ground shifted. I jerked and the liquid went down the wrong pipe. All airways closed off and I choked, spitting alcohol everywhere.

“Are you all right?” Whittaker asked.

“Fine! Fine!” I choked, doubling over. Whittaker fished out a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to me. I coughed into it and wiped my face. The handkerchief was soft, smelled of musk, and had his initials embroidered into it. Old school all the way. No one I knew even owned handkerchiefs, but somehow I was not surprised.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, finally catching my breath. I tried to hand the handkerchief back to him, but he closed his hand over mine, which closed over the cloth.

“Keep it. It’s yours,” he said.

I flushed. “You must think I’m a total loser,” I said.

“Quite the contrary,” he said, looking into my eyes. “I think you’re extraordinary.”

And then he was kissing me. Okay. Not good! I was not supposed to be kissing Walt Whittaker. I was supposed to be kissing Thomas. Thomas, my boyfriend. Thomas, the perfectly gorgeous guy who had taken my virginity. If only he were here. If only I knew where the hell he was.

Thoughts of Thomas flooded my mind. Thomas, Thomas, Thomas. Thomas’s lips, Thomas’s hands, Thomas’s fingers, Thomas’s tongue . . .

And suddenly, I was kissing him. His sweet, warm mouth; his strong, lean arms. Even with everything we had gone through in the past few days, I missed his touch. That was the one thing with Thomas that was never wrong.

Half delirious, I slipped my hands around Whit’s thick neck. The second I did he got confident. His mouth moved over mine in a rough, unpracticed, awkward back-and-forth motion, so fast it was as if he was trying to create fire with our lips.

Ugh. Very not Thomas. I grabbed his face between both my hands to stop the madness and he took it as a sign of enthusiasm. Suddenly his tongue was everywhere, parting my lips and darting between my teeth.

This poor kid. He had no idea what he was doing. I wanted to push him away, but I didn’t want to embarrass him. Instead I let him go and hoped he would either suddenly improve or get winded and stop.

Then his large hand fell right on top of my breast and squeezed. Hard. Like he was juicing an orange.

Just like that, Thomas was back. Right there in front of me. With his sexy smile and his practiced, gentle touch and his skin against mine. What the hell was I doing? Who was this person who was groping me like I was some kind of CPR doll?

My stomach lurched. I held my breath. Oh, God. I was going to throw up. I was going to barf in Walt Whittaker’s mouth.

My hands flew up and I shoved him away from me. He was just letting out a confused murmur when I turned around, keeled over, and retched all over the bed of leaves behind the log. My eyes stung; my throat burned; my stomach wrenched in pain. Whittaker stood up and moved away, turning his back to me to give me privacy. Thank God. The last thing I wanted was for the guy I had just kissed to watch me puke all over the place.

And then, finally, it was over.

“Are you all right?” Whittaker asked me.

It was like his refrain of the evening.

I nodded slowly, too mortified to speak.

“Can I walk you back to Billings?” he asked.

I nodded again. Whittaker held out his hands and helped me up. He wrapped his arm around me as we walked back to the clearing and I leaned in to him, mushy as overcooked pasta. Everyone stared at our arrival. I could only imagine what I looked like. For a fleeting moment my unfocused gaze fell on Josh. He looked as grim as death.

“Aw! Look at you two, all coupley,” Noelle said with a knowing smile.

I watched as Josh quickly looked away, swigging his beer.

“I’m going to walk her back,” Whittaker announced, sounding proud.

“Nice,” Dash said under his breath.

“Take care of our girl,” Noelle said, patting Whit on the back.

From somewhere deep inside of me, I summoned a trace of a smile. Even in my extraordinary state of queasy shame, I felt the warmth of Noelle’s approval. And though I knew it was totally spineless to bask in it, I did. Noelle’s approval was always a good thing.



CINDERELLA LIVES



The first thing I recognized was the dirty gutter taste in my dry-as-talc mouth. The second was the blinding pain in my skull. The third was the fact that I was freezing. The fourth was the banging.

The banging. The banging. The incessant banging.

“Wake up, new girl! It’s after six! You’re never going to get anywhere with this attitude!”

Each bang reverberated in my skull and shot a new stab of pain through my head.

I wrenched my eyes open, then blinked a couple hundred times against their painful dryness. In front of me was the cream-colored wall of my dorm. Below me was my mattress. Nothing else was right.

“That’s right, sleepyhead. Vacation’s over! Get your sorry ass out of bed!”

It was Noelle. Noelle was yelling over the banging. I flipped over onto my back, the pain in my head nearly blinding, and looked up. I had to swallow back a sudden influx of bile in my throat. Not just Noelle: Kiran, Taylor, Ariana, Natasha, and four other Billings Girls whose names I couldn’t remember in my current state of excruciating pain hovered over me. Kiran was pounding a red and black steel drum with the handle end of a pair of scissors. Noelle had folded something white and ruffly over her arm. Taylor held a DustBuster with grim determination, her eyes hollow and rimmed with hangover red. Natasha gripped my covers in her hands at the end of my bed—thus the goose bumps and shivers.

“What the hell are you guys doing?” I whimpered, squeezing my eyes closed. The banging, mercifully, had stopped. I pressed both palms into my forehead to keep my brain from gouging its way out.

“It’s chore time, new girl,” Noelle said.

As my brow screwed up in confusion, I felt another shock wave of pain through my temples. “What?”

She grabbed both my wrists and yanked me up into a seated position. My head exploded and I was seized by an overwhelming urge to heave. As I gasped for breath, sweating and praying that I wouldn’t puke in front of everyone, Noelle slipped her frilly something over my head, then tied it behind my back. When I was able to open my eyes again, I was wearing a white French maid–style apron over my pajamas. Pinned to the left strap was a big red button that read NEED HELP? JUST ASK! MY NAME IS GLASS-LICKER.

I groaned. It was about all I could summon the energy to do.

“You didn’t think you were done, did you?” Kiran asked. Her highlighted hair was piled atop her head and her dark skin shone against the white silk of her robe as if it had been polished. The girl had imbibed more than anyone last night and yet this morning she looked gorgeous enough to be photographed. “No, no, no, no, no. Why did you think we let you in here? Now we have access to you twenty-four seven. And that means that you get to do whatever we ask you to do twenty-four seven. That is how it works, isn’t it?” she asked with mock seriousness, looking around at her friends.

“Well, yes. I believe it is,” Ariana said, her light southern accent softening the betrayal of her words.

They had to be kidding me. They were really going to drag me out of bed in the middle of my first hangover to work? After everything I had done for them just to get in here, there was still more? I had thought this proving-myself thing was over. That I was officially one of them. Apparently the torture was just beginning.

Suddenly I felt hollow inside, which, on top of the excruciating head pain and the gut-clenching nausea, was not fun. But what was I going to do? Say no? Yeah, right. I’d be back in Bradwell and at Sophomore-Nothing status before you could say, “Suck it.”

“Here,” Taylor said, shoving the DustBuster at me. Her hangover had aged her normally nubile and chipper self at least ten years. “I haven’t dusted under my bed since I’ve been here. It’s starting to affect my sinuses.”

Dumbly, I took the contraption from her and held it against my chest, petrified of what might happen if I moved again. The detachment of my head from my body seemed likely.

“And when you’re done with that you can make all the beds,” Noelle said. “And vacuum the halls before breakfast. The real vacuum is in the hall supply closet.”

I stared up at them, my temples throbbing, hoping they would all laugh and tell me it was just a joke. They gazed back at me with impatience.

“You’re serious,” I croaked.

Noelle scrunched her nose, waving her hand in front of it. “I suggest you Listerine first,” she said. “I don’t want your toxic breath stinking up my room.”

“Glass-licker, huh? Still?” one of the nameless girls asked, tilting her head. “Don’t you think we should change the nickname to something more apropos? Like Glass-cleaner?”

“Or Glass-scrubber,” Taylor suggested.

“Glass-wiper?” Natasha added.

Noelle narrowed her eyes, considering. “Nah. They just don’t have the same ring. She’s Glass-licker all the way.”

I flinched as she patted my shoulder. Hard.

“Let’s go, ladies,” Noelle sang.

Together they all traipsed out. Everyone but Natasha, who dropped my sheets on the floor and stepped on them with her bare feet on her way to our shared bathroom. I wanted to get up. I did. But between the pain in my skull, the churning in my belly, and the dryness in my throat, it didn’t seem physically possible.

“Oh, and if you don’t get it all done before breakfast, you’ll be taking a toothbrush to the toilets tonight,” Noelle said, pausing by the door. “Your toothbrush.”

“I’m up!” I said, standing straight. Instantly the entire room caved in around me, crushing my cranium. I closed my eyes against a new wave of nausea.

“That’s my girl,” Noelle said.

Then she made a point of slamming the door.



INSIDE THE INSIDE



“I like my pillows fluffed,” Cheyenne Martin told me as she pinned her diamond studs through her ears. Studs she had chosen from an impressive collection of gorgeous, sparkling jewels she had tucked away in a velvet box inside her dresser. She turned toward the mirror and smoothed down her perfectly straight blond hair, giving herself an imperious once-over. Ever since I entered the suffocatingly flower-scented room she shared with Rose Sakowitz, she had been directing me, yet she hadn’t looked at me once. “And do the sheets nice and tight. I do not want to get into a wrinkly bed.”

I drew my hand over her raw silk comforter, evening out the lumps. All I wanted to do was fall into it. This was my fourteenth bed. Rose’s would be number fifteen. My own, sixteen. After the vacuuming. Unfortunately, I had a feeling I would never get to my bed as the vacuuming would strike me dead of an aneurysm. Death by Dyson.

“Did you hear me, Glass-licker?” she asked, gracing me with a corner-of-the-eye glance.

“Yes,” I told her in my new croaky voice. “Fluff the pillows. No wrinkles.”

She turned toward me and took a deep breath. How anyone breathed deeply in the perfumed air of this place was beyond me. “Exactly. I told the girls you’d be good at this,” she said, plucking at the cuffs on her pressed Ralph Lauren shirt. “You have that blue-collar air about you.”

I stopped short, my hands gripping one of her pillows. I was so stunned, I couldn’t even formulate a coherent thought. All I could think was . . . Kill. Kill. Kill.

“Cheyenne,” Rose scolded, lifting her large leather bag from her desk chair. Rose was a tiny, superskinny girl with chin-length red hair and an orangey tan that was just now starting to fade. I had no idea how that big bag of hers didn’t just pull her right down. “Don’t listen to her,” she told me.

I forced myself to smile at Rose, then melted Cheyenne’s fourth layer of Estée Lauder base with my eyes.

“What? I was just paying her a compliment!” Cheyenne said. “You knew that, right, Glass-licker?”

“Sure,” I said with a tight smile. “I’d rather have a blue collar than a silver spoon up my ass,” I whispered under my breath.

Cheyenne’s face clouded over, but she quickly recovered. “Someone has an attitude,” she said smoothly. “Whatever shall we do to teach her her place?”

She picked up a big pot of pink blush beads and turned them over on the white-and-green flowered area rug in the center of the hardwood floor. “Oh! Oops!”

“Cheyenne!” Rose cried.

She responded by lifting her heel and grinding the little pellets into the thick weave. Part of me wanted to grab her by her perfect hair and grind her face in there as well. But of course I did not.

“You can clean that up when you’re done, Glass-licker,” Cheyenne said. “Unless you want me to tell Noelle how clever you are.”

She turned and walked out. Rose sighed and hesitated by the door.

“You don’t have to worry about that now. There’s always tonight,” she said. “And don’t take too much time on my bed. Just throw the covers over it in case Noelle checks.”

“She checks?” I asked.

Rose looked at me pityingly. Clearly I was too naïve for words. “Good luck.”

She closed the door quietly behind her, and I listened as her footsteps disappeared down the hall. The dorm was silent as night now. I glanced at the clock. Half an hour to vacuum, shower, get dressed, and get to breakfast. Not that breakfast appealed, but I had to make an appearance or Noelle might put me on toilet duty later. I would have to forgo something to finish in time. Probably the shower.

With a sigh, I moved to Rose’s bed. She’d been nice, so I’d do better than just flipping the covers up. I straightened the sheets and comforter and then lifted the pillows. There was something jammed between the corner of the bed and the wall. I placed my knee in the center of the mattress and took a closer look. Whatever it was was kind of crumply and green and—“Oh, my God.”

My hand flew over my mouth. It was a piece of a muffin. An old, moldy corn muffin and its wrapper that Rose had obviously stuffed there after snacking on it one night. One night in early September from the looks of it. Apparently even the crème de la crème could be slobs. I turned around, stumbled into their bathroom, and slammed my kneecaps against the linoleum as I doubled over.

Nothing like a nice, long dry heave into the bowl to get the day started just right.



CRUDGE



By the time I arrived at the sun-drenched cafeteria, those girls who dared to risk their perfect figures were ready for seconds and it was my job to fill their orders. Although the last thing I wanted to do was look at food, I found myself piling two trays high with toast, doughnuts, fruit, and drinks.

“Eggs?” the man behind the counter offered, lifting a spoonful of yellow scrambled goo.

I winced. “No, thanks.”

I grabbed myself a bagel and added it to the growing pile, hoping I might be able to choke some of it down. Up ahead, a pair of freshman boys was chatting up a pretty freshman girl with dark, curly hair. She giggled and preened and I sneered. Oh, to be that carefree and awake. And clean.

“I heard that last year all the freshman girls who went came back with tattoos,” one of the boys said. “The virgins got V’s and the nonvirgins got lip prints. Right on their left cheeks,” he said, checking out the girl’s butt in her pleated mini.

“I thought no one came back from the Legacy a virgin,” she said, dipping her spoon into her yogurt then sucking on it teasingly as the line edged forward.

Instantly my ears perked up. The Legacy. Hadn’t Dash and those guys mentioned that last night? My memory of the previous evening was hazy, but I did remember them saying something about how Thomas would never miss it. How he’d be there no matter what. How did these kids know about it?

“Not that you have to worry about that, right, Gwen?” the other boy said, practically licking his lips.

“Maybe,” she said, lifting her tray and turning toward them. “Maybe not.”

She traipsed off, leaving the boys gaping behind her. “Dude, I am so gonna hit that at the Legacy. Just wait,” one of them said.

“I will,” the other said grumpily.

“Oh! That’s right! You won’t be there, will you, Mills!?” the first kid taunted. “Poor, poor frosh. Maybe your grandkids will get to go.”

With that, the kid laughed and sauntered toward his table, head thrown back all the way.

So the Legacy was an exclusive party. One that Gwen and Boy Toy #1 could go to but Boy Toy #2 could not. I would have to file this information away for later and try to process it when my brain was actually functioning again.

I took a deep breath and smelled the scent of fresh paint behind me an instant before I felt the warmth of a body. I turned around to find a bright-eyed Josh Hollis smiling down at me. Instantly my shoulder muscles coiled with tension. I couldn’t look at Josh without thinking of Thomas and wondering whether or not Josh had heard from him.

“Ouch. You look like crudge,” Josh said.

“Crudge?”

“I make up words when no existing terms seem fit to rise to the occasion,” Josh said. “Therefore, crudge.”

“Well, I’m honored to have inspired a new word,” I lied. Not that I could blame him. My dirty-ass hair was back in a slick-from-grease ponytail and I was sure there was a nice, green undertone to my waxy skin.

“Are you okay?” Josh asked as we moved forward in line. “I was a little worried about you last night.”

The dim memory of a stone-faced Josh flitted through my mind. One more thing I had forgotten about until now. Come to think of it, though, why would Josh be worried about me? We barely knew each other. A hopeful thought occurred to me in a rush.

“Did Thomas ask you to look out for me or something?” I asked.

Josh blinked. “No. Thomas didn’t say anything to me before he left, actually.”

“Oh. So you really have no idea where he is?” I asked.

“No. You?”

“No.”

I moved ahead, my heart pounding woefully.

“Typical Thomas,” Josh said under his breath.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. It’s just . . . you’d think he’d at least let you know where he’s going,” he said with major emphasis on the you. So he did know what Thomas and I had done. Or he suspected. Or maybe not. Maybe he just knew I meant a lot to Thomas. At least, I thought I did.

How was it that our relationship was even more confusing without him here than it was when he was around?

“But I should have known,” Josh continued. “He’s never been one for thinking of other people.”

I swallowed hard. This morning had already been too much for me to handle. I didn’t need to add “picking apart my missing boyfriend” to the list. “Let’s talk about something else,” I said.

“Right. Sorry,” he told me with an apologetic smile. “I’m sure he’ll call you. Eventually.”

Feeling warm and conspicuous, I glanced around for a new topic.

“So what’s all that?” I asked, gesturing at his tray. It was piled even higher than my own two. “Bulking up for winter?”

“Nah. Some of the guys were still hungry, so . . .” He shrugged.

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“Get what?” he asked, lifting a chocolate-chip muffin onto the tray.

“Why are you always doing stuff for them?” I said. “It’s not like you have to.”

Like some people.

“I have four younger brothers and sisters and only one older brother, who was allergic to helping out,” he replied, shoving his hand into the back pocket of his baggy, paint-stained jeans as he pushed his tray forward on the slide rail with the other. “I think doing stuff for people is hardwired into my brain.”

I picked up a bowl for cereal. “Ah.”

“Why do you do it?” he asked.

“Uh, they make me,” I said automatically.

Josh eyed me dubiously. “Huh?”

I blinked. He didn’t know? He didn’t know I was an indentured servant of Billings House? I thought this was public knowledge, this systematic hazing. At least the stuff I’d done before I had moved in had been noticed by others. Dash, in particular, had made it clear that he enjoyed my suffering. How could Josh not know?

“Wait. What’re they making you do?” he asked.

Red alert. Flashing lights. Yellow caution tape. If he didn’t know, maybe he wasn’t supposed to know.

Fuck.

“Oh, nothing,” I said with a shrug, my heartbeat pounding in my temples.

“Reed—”

“Josh,” I replied.

Suddenly, understanding lit his eyes. “You can’t tell me.” He smirked, trying to make light. “Or you could tell me, but then you’d have to kill me.”

I lifted both trays awkwardly from the slide rails and balanced them on my palms. “Don’t worry about it,” I told him.

“Well, if it’s bad you could always spit in their coffee,” he said.

I looked down at the steaming mugs on one of the trays. Damn that would be nice. “Uh, no,” I said.

“Well, just . . . be careful,” he said. “I mean, don’t let them make you do anything, you know—”

Crazy? Dangerous? Stupid? Done, done, and done.

“I won’t.” I paused as one of the coffee mugs teetered.

“Here. Let me help you,” Josh offered, reaching for the heavier of the trays.

“Thanks, but I—”

I glanced up at our table and instantly everything inside of me dropped. Walt Whittaker, big as a mountain on a clear day, sat at the end of the table. Flashes hit me like machine-gun fire to the skull.

My hands on his chest. Warm brown eyes. A handkerchief. Thick arms. Rough lips. Tongue, tongue, tongue. And—ow. A twinge in my chest.

Holy crap. Had I let that person feel me up?

“Hey! Watch it!” Josh said.

He grabbed the tray seconds before it went over. One of the doughnuts slid off the tray and plopped, icing side down, onto the floor.

“I gotta go,” I told him. Then I dropped the second tray on the nearest table and was out of there for my second dry heave of the day.



JUDGMENT DAY



I arrived for morning services seconds before the doors closed. All over the chapel, people were engaged in intense, hushed, conversation, and I heard Thomas’s name more than once. Dozens of eyes followed my progress up the aisle and the whispering intensified in my wake. Apparently, Thomas’s disappearance had become the topic of the moment, and since he wasn’t here to gawk at, it seemed I had been nominated for the job. The girlfriend. The one left behind. She who must be watched.

Suddenly I was glad that I’d had to heave and miss breakfast. If I’d stayed in the cafeteria, I might have been mobbed. At least here, no one could approach me. For the moment, I could regroup.

Ducking my head, I slid into a small space at the end of one of the sophomore pews, next to my least favorite person at Easton, Missy Thurber. Having spent the rest of the breakfast period sitting in the infirmary sipping apple juice, I was feeling just slightly more like myself. Then Missy started sniffing elaborately through her tunnel-like nostrils, sampling the air. She leaned toward me, sniffed again, and groaned.

“Ugh! Where did you sleep last night?” she asked, pinching her nose. “In the landscaper’s shed?”

I flushed scarlet as she got up, stepped over my former roommate, Constance Talbot, and forced her to slide over next to me.

“Hey,” Constance whispered uncertainly. I hadn’t seen much of her since I had deserted her for Billings two days earlier. Her curly red hair was twisted into two long braids. She already looked young for her age with her freckles and roundish face. Now she looked twelve. “How’s everything?” she asked.

“Fine.”

Except my boyfriend is AWOL, I drunkenly sucked face with a stranger, I have a hangover the size of Yugoslavia, and I’m about to starve to death.

“Everyone’s talking about Thomas. Have you heard from him?” she asked. She looked both concerned for me and hopeful that she might be granted an inside scoop.

“No,” I said. “How are you?” I asked, mostly to change the topic.

“Well, I have a single,” she said with a sad smile. Constance was a social being, not the type of person who would thrive in a single, and we both knew it. I wanted to say something to make her feel better about my total desertion, but I could think of nothing. It wasn’t like I was coming back. No matter how many chores the Billings Girls made me do, living in the most exclusive dorm on campus was still a huge improvement over living in Bradwell. All the girls who lived in Billings had perfect lives—they were popular, successful, straight-A students who went on to great things. That was going to be me now. If they didn’t work me to death first.

“Are you okay?” Constance asked, studying me closely.

“Yeah. Fine. Just a little tired.”

At the microphone, Dean Marcus cleared his throat, saving me from further questioning.

“Good morning, students,” he said, gripping both sides of the podium with his craggly fingers. “This morning I am going to dispense with the pleasantries, as we have a bit of serious business at hand. No doubt you all know by now that one of our own, Thomas Pearson, has gone missing from campus.”

My empty stomach turned and contracted. Murmurs rose to the rafters of the chapel as this most juicy rumor was finally authority-figure confirmed.

“Figures they’d wait till after all the parents are gone to actually bring this little tidbit up,” someone said behind me.

“Silence, please!” Dean Marcus called out, raising one hand.

And silence instantly fell.

“This is a not a matter we are taking lightly,” he continued. “As no one has come forward with any information as to Mr. Pearson’s whereabouts, I have asked the chief of Easton Township police, Chief Sheridan, to speak to you. Please give the chief your undivided attention.”

He turned to a gray-haired gentleman in a stiff blue suit who was seated behind him. “Chief Sheridan?”

Pews creaked all over the chapel as everyone strained for a good look at the chief. He towered over Dean Marcus as he approached the microphone, his shoulders as square as his jaw. When he swallowed I could see his large Adam’s apple bob, even from rows back.

“Thank you, Dean Marcus,” the chief said, his voice grave. He looked out at all of us with steely blue eyes and I could see the displeasure he was feeling as he addressed us. I wondered if he resented the school for being nestled within his jurisdiction, if Thomas’s disappearance was a headache with which he’d rather not cope. Or if it was on some level exciting for him. My guess was that not much happened around this sleepy, upscale town. Maybe he was eager to solve an actual case.

“I’m sorry to have to come here under such grave circumstances,” the chief began. “Now, this is a big school. I’m sure that some of you know Thomas Pearson, while some of you do not.”

I felt a warm hand cover mine. I looked down to find Constance’s fingers gripping my own in a comforting way. My first instinct was to slide my hand away, but I didn’t. She was trying to be a good friend. I needed all the friendliness I could get these days.

“But this week we will be interviewing all of you,” the chief said.

Another wave of whispers met this announcement. The vibe in the room was almost excited. What was wrong with these people? Didn’t they realize the implications of this? The police thought something bad had happened to Thomas. They thought one of us might have something to do with it. How did that translate into excitement?

“Please, when we come to get you out of class, do not be nervous,” the chief continued. “Understand that we are not treating any of you as suspects. All we care about right now is finding your classmate and returning him to his parents safely.”

So they can browbeat him into submission and ship him off to military school, no doubt.

“There will be no judgments,” he added. “But we will be grateful for any light you can shed on the situation.”

His eyes fell on me as he said this and I sank a bit lower in my seat. Why look at me? Why?

He’s not. He’s just looking in this general direction. Get a grip.

“I thank you in advance for your cooperation.”

The chief pushed himself away from the podium and leaned down to whisper something to the dean. It was all the pause the student body needed before breaking into full pandemonium.

“Do you think he bailed?”

“Maybe he was kidnapped.”

“I bet that freak Marco knows where he is. You think the police have talked to him yet?”

“Why would they? No one in the administration knows where he got his shit. They’re so oblivious.”

Marco? Who the hell is Marco?

I squirmed, trying to ignore all the voices around me. I tried even harder to ignore the implications of what they were saying—that it seemed that these random girls might actually know more about Thomas than I did.

“Please. I bet the kid just scored some tainted shit and is lying in a pool of his own vomit somewhere.”

Okay. That was it. Suddenly, all the morbid thoughts I had been trying to keep at bay for the past two days hit my already fragile skull with the force of a freight train. In that moment, the feeble hope that Thomas was fine was all but obliterated. My heart pounded shallowly and, panicked, I leaned forward to press my forehead into the cool back rail of the pew in front of mine. The sour taste in my mouth intensified.

Breathe. Just breathe.

I could sense everyone looking at me. Could feel their curious, intrigued stares.

“Reed. Are you okay? Do you want me to take you to the infirmary?” Constance asked, laying her hand on my back.

“Take her to a shower first,” Missy suggested helpfully.

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

Kidnapped. Tainted. Vomit.

Where the hell was Thomas? Where the hell had he gone?



THE GIRLFRIEND



The whispers followed me out of the pew and all the way back down the aisle after services. I crossed my arms over my stomach and held on tight, trying to keep all the nervousness and fear and total conspicuousness I felt from bursting out of me in all directions. Thomas was missing. Thomas was missing and the police were looking at all of us like we were suspects. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, now the entire school was watching me too.

Why couldn’t he just come back? If Thomas could just show his face for five seconds on campus, all of this would go away. I just wanted it to go away.

Ariana and Taylor stepped away from the arched doorway to the chapel as I approached and I was relieved to see friendly faces, even if they were the same faces that had dragged me out of bed and into an apron that morning. My grip on my own elbows even loosened a bit.

But then Taylor whispered something quickly to Ariana, cast me an almost skittish look, ducked her head, and speed-walked off across the quad. I wondered if she was feeling guilty about what she and her friends had done to me earlier. She had, after all, always displayed a tad more of a conscience than the rest of the Billings Girls.

“But I heard they broke up. . . .”

“I know, but they got back together, like, the day he disappeared. . . .”

I glared over my shoulder and two sophomore girls I recognized from class quickly blushed scarlet and hurried away. Ariana fell into step next to me and I was glad to have her there. My gossip buffer.

“Everything all right?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said, feigning nonchalance. Something told me Ariana would appreciate the show of strength. “What’s with Taylor?”

“Oh, she’s still not feeling well,” Ariana replied.

“Hangover?” I whispered.

“Among other things.” Ariana sighed. “Taylor gets strep every fall and then is sick on and off all the way through the winter until spring finally springs again. She spends half her time studying in the infirmary. Better get used to it.” She stared off after Taylor’s retreating form. “Weak constitution on that girl,” she said almost wistfully. “It’s a shame.”

“Oh.” I stared at the ground. Being sick and infirmary-bound seemed like a fine option to me just then. Maybe I should get Taylor to breathe on me, I thought.

“You okay?” Ariana asked me.

“I guess,” I replied.

Even though I wasn’t. Even though my body, heart, and soul all ached with a vengeance. Even though I felt as if I could break apart from frustration and confusion. Why couldn’t Thomas just call me? Or Josh? Or anyone? Why was he doing this to us?

Was it because the whispers were right? Had something horrible actually happened to him? A chill raced down my back and I squirmed, moving my shoulders around, trying to shake it. Ariana watched every move I made as if each one held the key to my soul.

“So. What are you going to tell them?” Ariana asked, her piercing blue eyes full of pointed concern.

“Who?”

“The police,” Ariana said in a low voice.

I paused. “What do you mean?”

Ariana turned and stepped so close to me I could have counted the pores on her nose if she’d had any. Her skin was as perfect as porcelain.

Porcelain. Toilets. Bile. Ugh.

“I mean, you’re Thomas’s girlfriend. They’re definitely going to ask you a lot of questions,” Ariana said. “You’d better know what you’re going to say before you go in there.”

My throat went dry. For a moment I felt like I was completely outside my body. She could not mean what I thought she meant. A cool breeze lifted her white-blond hair and caused her scarf to dance. Behind her some guy shouted at another. Ariana didn’t move or flinch or blink.

“Ariana . . . I don’t know where Thomas is,” I said finally.

Ariana stared into my eyes, searching. Searching so thoroughly that heat started to prickle all over my body. So thoroughly that I found myself wondering if I did have something to hide.

The moment I thought that, Ariana smiled.

“Okay,” she said finally.

“What?”

“Nothing. But if you do want to talk before you go in there, just let me know.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Slowly, Ariana backed away. “I’d better get to class.”

She lifted one shoulder and gave me a small, knowing glance before turning and strolling off. Left alone again, I couldn’t help but notice all the stares. Whenever my eyes fell on someone else, they quickly looked away. Whenever I got near anyone, they instantly stopped talking. Was this what it was going to be like for me now? Everyone talking about me all the time and watching my every move? I had known from the moment I arrived at Easton that I didn’t just want to disappear among the nobodies, but I had never wanted this.

I checked my watch as I headed across the quad. Ten minutes left before class. I needed a friendly ear. Someone who could calm me down and remind me why I was here. I dropped onto the nearest bench, pulled out my cell, and dialed my brother, who was miles upon miles away at Penn State. He picked up on the fifth ring.

“Hello?”

“Scott? It’s Reed. Did I wake you up?”

“No! No! I don’t have a class for another three hours, but hey, I’m wide awake,” he said.

I smirked. A group of girls was watching me from a few feet away so I stared back at them until they were shamed into looking away.

“How’s everything there?” I asked.

“Fine. How’s everything at Eat Me Academy?” he asked.

“Ha ha. So glad I got all the intelligence in the family.”

“At least I got the stunning good looks,” he said. “So what’s wrong?”

“Something has to be wrong?”

“In this family, yes,” he said.

I blew out a sigh. “It’s gotten really weird around here,” I told him. “This . . . well, this guy has gone missing and the cops are all over the place now. They’re gonna interview everyone.”

“Missing? Like kidnapped or something?” Scott asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, swallowing hard.

“Do you know this guy?” he asked.

“Kind of.” Like in the biblical sense. “He’s a friend.”

“Wow. That sucks. But I’m sure he’ll show up,” he said. “I bet people disappear from that place all the time, then turn up on exotic cruise ships or something.”

I laughed.

“What? Isn’t that what rich people do? I remember Felicia saying something about some dude inviting the entire senior class to his palatial estate in Turks and Caicos or something.”

Felicia. Right. My older brother’s older and cooler girlfriend. How had I forgotten that Scott knew someone who had gone here? She was the whole reason I had looked into Easton in the first place. She had spent her junior and senior years here at Easton before graduating and heading off to Dartmouth. Which meant, of course, that she knew everything about this place.

“Hey, speaking of Felicia,” I said, settling in, “did she ever mention anything to you about the Legacy?”

“The Legacy? No. Doesn’t sound familiar. What is it?”

“Some party, I think. I don’t know. Everyone’s talking about it, though.”

“So why don’t you ask someone about it?” Scott asked.

“I don’t want to look like a loser,” I told him. It was a relief to actually say it. A relief to talk to someone I could be honest with.

“Too late,” he joked.

“You’re funny,” I told him flatly.

“Whatever. Look, I better go. I’m annoying Todd,” he said. I imagined my brother’s roommate groaning and pulling a pillow over his head. “But listen, you should call Dad later.”

Instantly, guilt twisted at my heart. I hadn’t called my father in days.

“Why? So he can make me feel guilty without even trying?”

“I got news for you. I’ve been taking psych. Apparently we get to feel guilty for the rest of our lives. Might as well get used to it.”

I sighed. “Fine. I’ll call him.”

“He misses you. So does Mom, in her own sick and twisted way,” Scott said.

Suddenly all I wanted to do was get off the phone. But he’d done his job. He’d reminded me full force of why I was here—of who I was running away from.

“Whatever. Go back to sleep,” I told him, getting up. “I’ll talk to you later.”

“Later,” he said.

And the line went dead.

I sighed and turned my steps toward class, ignoring the murmurs that followed my path. Better get used to those, too. Better get used to a lot of things.



MEAN GIRLS



“So, what are you wearing to the Legacy this year?”

I paused on my way out of the campus bookstore, clutching the box of pens I had just purchased. It seemed that when the entire campus wasn’t talking about me it was talking about the Legacy. Maybe it wouldn’t be too hard to find out about it on my own.

“I don’t know. I was thinking the black Chanel.”

Sitting on a bench just a few feet away were two girls I recognized from Bradwell—two glossy-haired, skinny chicks whose cell phones were permanently attached to their ears. Even as they spoke, one of them held her phone to her ear, the mouthpiece away from her mouth, while the other one texted on her own sleek number. I dropped to the ground and pretended to tie my shoe.

“Didn’t you wear that to, like, your mother’s wedding last year?” the blonder girl asked the less blond girl.

“Yeah. So?”

“So? You were photographed!” Blonder said. “You cannot wear a dress in which you were already photographed to the Legacy. It is just not done.”

Less Blond nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. What was I thinking?”

Then Blonder’s slate eyes fell on me. “Uh, excuse me? Do we amuse?”

“Sorry,” I replied, standing. “What exactly is the Legacy?”

The two girls exchanged an incredulous look. “No place we’ll ever see you,” Less Blond said, dialing her phone. “Even if you are in Billings.”

“Dana! You’re so bad!” Blonder said, shoving Less Blond’s arm.

My face turned pink. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It means,” Less Blond said, “don’t act like just because Billings took you in you’re somehow better than the rest of us. We all know where you came from, scholarship girl.”

“Don’t worry, somebody might take pity on you and bring you to the Legacy. You know, since your boyfriend’s all MIA.”

I swallowed back the huge lump that had formed in my throat. Would it be wrong to actually beat these girls down? I’d never actually gotten into a fist fight before, but with all the psychotic emotions roiling around inside my chest, they had picked the wrong time to mess with me. The thought of jumping Less Blond actually crossed my incoherent mind. I could even hear the exact pitch of her surprised screech, see her cell phone flying into the air and cracking on the stone path. It was not an unamusing visual.

I stood up straight, not entirely sure what I was going to do. They both looked up at me. I could tell Blonder was about to say something even snarkier, but then both of them blanched. Had I just sprung horns or something?

“I have to go,” Blonder said.

It wasn’t until they had both gotten up and scurried off that I felt a presence behind me. Somehow I wasn’t surprised when I turned around and saw Noelle just coming to a stop.

“Oh. Did I scare off your little friends?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Apparently,” I said. “Thanks for that.”

“Anytime,” she told me. “Girls have to learn their place.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my heart still pounding.

“I mean they don’t get to mess with you, Glass-licker,” she said, slinging her arm over my shoulder. “That’s my job.”

I actually managed a laugh.

“So. How are you holding up?” Noelle asked. “You must be so sick of all this Pearson crap already.”

My heart turned over, as it did at every mention of Thomas. “Aren’t you worried about him at all?” I asked.

Noelle slipped away from me and looked me in the eye. As always, she was nearly impossible to read. “Reed, Thomas Pearson has a way of always landing on his feet.”

“If you say so,” I replied.

“You cannot listen to what all the little idiots with no lives around here are saying,” she said adamantly. “Look at Dash and Gage. They’ve known Pearson their entire lives and they’re not worried. Why? Because they know him. And they know that he’s out there somewhere having a big fat laugh at our expense.”

I smirked sadly at the thought. “You think?”

“I know,” Noelle replied, hooking her arm through mine. “Stop worrying about him. Because sooner or later he’s going to show up here like it’s one big joke and then you are going to be so pissed you wasted your time.”

I took a deep breath and let her words sink in. Thomas was fine. All his friends—the people who knew him best—believed he was fine. They even believed he was going to show up at that Legacy thing all ready to party. Who was I to doubt their certainty?

“So. Ready for a little kick-ass soccer practice?” Noelle asked. “I promise I won’t lay you out today. Wait. Actually, I don’t.”

I laughed as we headed off toward Billings to change. A little kick-ass soccer practice was exactly what I needed.

“What were you crazy kids talking about anyway?” Noelle asked. “Looked serious.”

For a split second I considered asking her about the Legacy. But I wasn’t yet desperate enough to remind Noelle that I knew so little about the inner workings of this place. I’d just have to keep trying to find out on my own.

“Oh, you know, the latest in Vera Wang,” I said blithely as we turned up the path to Billings.

Noelle laughed for a long time. “That’s what I like about you, Reed,” she said between gasps for air. “Sometimes you really slay me.”



DEAR REED



“Ugh! I just cannot take this sweater one more second,” London Simmons said, pulling a creamy white cashmere sweater over her head and tossing it at her silver garbage can. Her dark brown hair grazed her bare back, falling into perfect waves.

“London! You cannot just throw away cashmere,” her roommate, Vienna Clark, replied.

London and Vienna, or “the Twin Cities,” as the rest of Billings called them, were two very buxom, very big-haired socialites who had apparently been friends forever. They had summoned me to their room the moment I had gotten back from dinner because they needed some help “feng shui–ing,” as London had put it, which actually meant they wanted me to organize their shoes by color, then by heel height. At the moment, I was on the floor, doing exactly that.

“At least donate it or something,” Vienna suggested.

London, who was admiring her double-D’s in the mirror, turned to look at me.

“Sorry,” she said, plucking the sweater out of the can. “Did you want this?”

Her brown eyes were completely innocent. She blinked, waiting for my excited reply.

“Uh, no thanks,” I said flatly.

“Not to her! To the needy!” Vienna said, rolling her eyes as she picked up her nail file and walked over. “Don’t mind her, Glass-licker,” she told me, pulling the sweater out of London’s fingers. “The skinnier she gets, the dumber she gets.”

I smirked.

“Omigosh! You’re just jealous!” London said, swiping at Vienna.

They both settled back on their beds again to continue their primping rituals. I yanked another pair of red shoes out of the back of the closet and lined them up with all the other red shoes, comparing heel heights. I was almost done. Then I could finally, finally get back to my room and shower.

“I saw Walt Whittaker on campus today,” London said casually.

Instantly, all the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Somehow I had managed to avoid Whit all day. Every time he saw me he blushed and looked away. Apparently he was just as embarrassed by our encounter as I was. He’d spent most of our mealtimes chatting with professors over at their tables, something I’d never seen a single student do before, and outside the caf I hadn’t seen him at all. But did the Twin Cities know that we had hooked up?

“V, I am so going to make him mine.”

Apparently not.

Vienna snorted a laugh. “Please. Every other girl on this campus is gonna be after Whittaker in the next couple of weeks.”

Wha-huh? Why?

“So? You don’t think I can get him?” London asked incredulously.

“You’ve got as good a shot as anyone else,” Vienna replied. “But no one knows what goes on inside that thick head. Personally, I’ve always thought he was gay.”

I stifled a laugh and shoved the last pair of red shoes into place. If he was gay it would certainly account for his lack of skills in the feeling-up department.

“Just because he’s gay doesn’t mean I can’t use him,” London said.

Then they both laughed. I pushed myself up and slapped my hands on my apron. Part of me was dying to know what London wanted to use Whit for. Money? Doubtful. Everyone around here had more than they knew what to do with. But an even bigger part of me was dying to get the hell out of there. Plus I had a feeling they wouldn’t tell me anyway.

“All done,” I said.

“You’re excused,” London said dismissively.

I shot her a look of death that she didn’t even notice, then turned and walked out. I practically ran down the dimly lit hall to my room, blowing by all the black-and-white framed photos of Billings “Through the Ages.” At some point I had appreciated the beautiful touches of Billings, the gleaming woodwork, the thick carpeting, the bronze wall sconces, the French windows at either end of each hallway. But now all I saw was more stuff to clean, more to scrub, more to wax. I couldn’t get back to my room and away from it all fast enough. My hand was on the doorknob when I heard someone enter the hall behind me.

“Miss Brennan.”

I stopped and closed my eyes. So close.

Mrs. Lattimer, the middle-aged house mother of Billings House, approached me at a broken pace, her stride hindered by her skinny pencil skirt. Her dark hair was pulled back in a bun and her white shirt was, as always, buttoned all the way up, with three strands of pearls sitting on top. Mrs. Lattimer was skinny and pointy; her skin was rough as leather. She was never seen without a thick layer of eyeliner and mascara, as if she thought drawing attention to her watery eyes would cause the average person to miss the rather large birthmark on her chin. I had met her on my first night at Billings and she had looked me over as if confused by my very existence. I had avoided her ever since.

“Miss Brennan, I understand that you made all the beds this morning,” she said, her craggly hands clasped in front of her.

Wait a minute. She knew about that?

“You somehow, however, overlooked my own,” she said, lifting her chin. “I would appreciate it if you afforded me the same courtesy you have the other women of this dorm.”

She was kidding. She had to be kidding. Not only did she know about this hazing ritual, but she condoned it? She wanted in on it?

“Do I make myself clear?” she asked.

“Uh . . . sure,” I said.

“Good,” she said with a nod. We both stood there for a long moment. “Well. Go about your business,” she said, shooing me with her hand.

“Right. Okay.”

I shoved the door open, closed it behind me, and leaned back against it, wishing there was a lock. A bolt. Some kind of alarm system that could alert me to approaching heiresses. I couldn’t believe our house mother was in on this. As if I didn’t have enough to do already, enough to worry about.

Taking a deep breath, I sank down a bit, unable to move another muscle. My nerves were fried. All day I had been waiting for my classroom doors to open, waiting to be called to Hell Hall to talk to the police. I was completely unable to concentrate and had managed to shred no fewer than ten sheets of loose-leaf into tiny squares. But nothing had happened. The day had ended without a single interruption and now a rumor was floating around that the police were starting with the senior class and working their way down, that they might not even get to us lowly sophomores until late in the week.

Personally, I wanted to get it over with. I felt like my blood had been replaced with pure caffeine. Why didn’t they at least come get me? Hadn’t the crack investigators found out yet that Thomas had a girlfriend?

I pushed away from the door and dropped down on my bed, looking blankly around my new room. My new room. In all the insanity I’d had yet to have the time to fully appreciate the space. It was at least three times bigger than my old room in Bradwell, with a huge arched window overlooking the quad. My desk was immense, with a built-in bulletin board and study lamp, and the double dresser near the wall actually dwarfed the smallish bed. It was also only half full and completely devoid of pictures, jewelry boxes, and knickknacks, unlike every other dresser in this place—which, by the way, were that much more difficult to dust and polish.

Yes, my side of the room was pathetically bare compared to Natasha’s, which was replete with posters hung at exact right angles, perfectly organized books and papers, a clear plastic tackle-style box keeping each piece of her incredibly expensive jewelry separate from all the others. But it was home. My home in Billings. I had to remember that. I was here. And all the chores they could throw at me were worth it.

I think.

Finally I shoved myself away from the wall and trudged over to my desk. Some of my books were still in a crate on the floor from when the Billings Girls had gathered them and brought them over. Might as well unpack now while I still had a sliver of energy left in me. I picked up a few of my extra history tomes, which had been assigned to me the first day of school, and lifted them onto the shelf above the desk. The middle one slipped out and fell with a thud to the floor, and try as I might to grab the others, they all slipped and slid and followed, one landing right on my toes.

“Dammit,” I said under my breath, dropping to my knees.

I leaned my back into the side of my bed and sighed as several bones cracked and a few muscles uncoiled. Wow, was it nice to be sitting. Maybe the unpacking could wait.

Using a minimal amount of effort, I slid a couple of the books toward me and stacked them in my lap. In doing so, I uncovered a small piece of white paper, folded up tightly, sitting on the hardwood floor. Huh. Where had that come from?

I picked it up and turned it over in my hand. Unfamiliar. Had it fallen out of one of my books? They had all been taken out of the library the first week of school. Maybe it was an old love letter someone had left in there. Intrigued, I unfolded the page. My eye went directly to the signature. The note was computer printed but signed in ink.

By Thomas.

“What?” I said out loud.

Instantly my pulse started to pound in my ears. In my fingertips. In my eyes. I pulled my knees up to my chest, scattering the books to the floor, and read, the page trembling in my hands.

Dear Reed,

I’m leaving tonight. I don’t know what else to do. A friend of mine knows of this holistic treatment thing where they don’t require parental permission. I’m not going to tell you where it is, because I don’t want you or anyone else trying to find me. I want to get better. And I don’t think I can do that if I stay in touch with the people in my life.

Please don’t be mad. It’s better for you this way. You’re too good for me. I’m shit for you. You know I am. I love you. I do. But you deserve better than me. So much better.

I just need some time. Some time on my own, away from my parents and all the insanity. You understand. I know you do. You know me better than anyone.

I love you so much, Reed. And I’ll miss you. More than you’ll ever know.

Love,

Thomas

Relief flooded through me so quickly and with such force that my eyes blurred with tears. I wiped them away, and read the note again. And again. Thomas was all right. He was fine! He wasn’t lying in a pool of his own vomit somewhere; he had gone to get help. He was out there trying to get well. He was, in fact, better than he’d ever been.

I took a deep, shaky breath and read the note one more time. Suddenly a new emotion poisoned the relief, causing the muscles in my neck to tense. Thomas had broken up with me. In a note. After I’d promised to help him in any way I could, he’d taken off without so much as a good-bye and hidden a breakup note in my stuff. What kind of person did that?

Even worse, how could he leave a note in some book and just trust I would find it? I might have returned this thing to the library and never seen the note that was tucked away inside. I might have just gone on worrying forever. He could have just called. Just a five-second call and he could have told me the same thing. Did he not realize the torture he’d put me through?

“Asshole,” I groaned, mashing the paper into a ball and throwing it across the room. Who the hell did he think he was, just deciding we were over? Not letting me have a say in anything. Disappearing and making all of us worry. The boy needed help. Serious, professional help.

At least he was getting it.

Two seconds after tossing the note away, I got up and grabbed it from the floor. It wasn’t as if I could leave it around for Natasha to find. I flattened it out on my desk and read it one more time.

That was when a new, even more torturous thought occurred to me.

The police. Should I tell the police about this note? Show it to them? Clearly Thomas didn’t want me to. He said right there that he was leaving to get away from the insanity—from his parents—and if I told, they would track him down and he would never get the time he needed to get better. But not showing the cops would be like lying. It would be withholding evidence. I could get in serious, serious trouble.

God, I just wished I could talk to him. See him. Hold him. Talk some sense into him. Maybe if I could talk to him I could get him to take responsibility for what he had done. Didn’t he realize how much trouble he had caused? Was he that scared of his parents that he thought this was the only way?

I imagined Thomas out there somewhere, alone, trying to deal with his issues, trying to make himself well, and my heart swelled so fast I thought it might pop. I was angry at him, yes, but I also missed him. I also worried about him. I just wished that I could see him and tell him that everything was going to be okay.

And then, yeah, maybe smack him upside the head for doing this to me.

It really is amazing, how closely hate and love are aligned.

“Screw this,” I said. I couldn’t think about it now. I was too tired. Too emotional. Too inclined to violence. I folded the note, stuffed it in the very back of my desk drawer, and slammed it closed.

Okay. Deep breath. At least I knew Thomas was all right now. At least I knew he was out there somewhere. And if he had any sort of conscience, he’d have to call me eventually. This note was not enough. We needed to talk. Big time.



MORAL CENTER



After a long shower, and an equally long think, I felt monumentally better. Thomas’s note, while it had opened up a huge can of worms, had actually absolved me from a couple of things I had been stressing over. First, he had broken up with me days ago, which technically meant that what I had done in the woods with Whittaker wasn’t cheating, which made me feel much better. Second, he was gone from school indefinitely, which meant that I wouldn’t have to worry about keeping him and the Billings Girls in separate corners. I wouldn’t have to worry about that anyway, since he had broken up with me.

Yes. I could be very practical about this. Level-headed Reed. That was going to be my new, internal nickname.

That was part one of the plan. Part two of the plan was finding out more about this Legacy thing and getting my ass there so that I could track down Thomas, yell at him for about an hour, and then give him a chance to explain. A very brief chance. After all, Dash had said Thomas would be there no matter what. That Thomas was the Legacy. If that was the case, I was sure he wasn’t going to let a little holistic treatment get in his way.

I mean, okay, Thomas wasn’t good for me. He was probably right about that. Technically, after the first week or so of total bliss, all he’d caused me was confusion, pain, and embarrassment. But that bliss part? That had been really good. So good that I had slept with him. And I couldn’t just forget about that. He couldn’t just take my virginity and slink off into the night leaving nothing but a note. What we had done meant a lot to me, and Thomas needed to know that. He needed to know that I wasn’t just going to forget him. That I would never forget him, even if we weren’t ever going to be together again. I cared about him. And that was that.

I slipped into my terry-cloth robe and cinched it, then grabbed a towel and started rubbing at my hair hard, as if I could rub out all the confusion as well. My head was tipped forward as I walked out of the steamy bathroom, so I didn’t see Natasha standing there until I had walked right into her.

“Oh! God! Sorry,” I said, jumping back. My free hand flew to my chest and I laughed. “You scared the crap outta me.”

Natasha didn’t crack a smile. She didn’t move. Her stare had “doom” written all over it.

“What?” I said nervously. Had she found the note? Oh, God, had she somehow found the note?

“We need to talk,” she said gravely.

“Okay,” I said, trying to egg her into a smile with my own. No such luck.

She walked over to her laptop and flipped it open. “Sit,” she said, pulling out her desk chair for me.

I shot her a quizzical look but did as I was told. “What’re we doing?”

“Just a little slide show,” Natasha told me.

She leaned over me, her breast grazing my shoulder and making me flush with embarrassment, and clicked open a window on her computer. What I saw on the screen at first made no sense to me. It was a photograph of what looked like a tongue. A very up-close shot of a tongue being stuck out at the camera. Then suddenly the view went wide and my heart dropped.

It was a tongue. My tongue. It was me. And my eyes were half-closed. And I was laughing.

“When did you take this?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder.

“Just watch,” she said.

So I did. The next picture featured me chugging a beer in the woods. The next, me with my hands on Whittaker’s chest. Me and Whittaker walking away from the clearing together. Me with my arms around Whittaker, my mouth hanging open sloppily, a flask of liquor in my hand. Whittaker with his mouth pressed to mine as I held his face with my hands. Then Whittaker’s hand on my breast.

Dread and shame overwhelmed me as I stared at my own face. My head was tipped back and it looked like I was moaning in pleasure, when in fact I had been about to throw up. It made me look like a slut, like a drunken whore who had lured some guy out to the woods.

“Why . . . why are you showing these to me?” I asked, as the slideshow started up all over again. I turned my face away, from her, from the screen, from the truth of what I’d done.

“Because I want you to understand how very serious I am about what I am about to propose,” Natasha said. She grabbed the chair and spun it around on its wheels so that I had to face her. Bracing her hands on its arms, she leaned forward and looked me dead in the eye. “You do know what these pictures mean, right? You do realize that if I choose to do so, I can get you booted out of here so fast your head will spin.”

Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes. She was right, of course. She had photographic evidence of me breaking some very serious school rules. Even worse, it looked as if Whittaker and I had done it all alone. Even though there had been close to a dozen other people in the woods that night, not a single one of them appeared in these pictures.

“Why are you doing this?”

What was wrong with me? I had believed her when she told me she wanted to be my friend. When had I become so gullible?

“Because there’s something I need you to do for me,” she said, standing up straight.

“What?” I was already her indentured servant. Did we need twisted espionage in our relationship?

“Noelle Lange and her friends are responsible for getting Leanne kicked out of school,” Natasha said. “They set her up.”

Her accusation did not surprise me. On the day that Natasha’s roommate, Leanne Shore, had been escorted from school grounds after being found guilty of breaking the Easton honor code by cheating, Natasha had accused Noelle of having had something to do with it. I had been there, in the quad, when she had gotten right up in Noelle’s face. But I had thought Natasha was basically insane.

“How . . . how do you know?” I asked.

“I just know,” Natasha said. “The problem is, I have no proof. That’s where you come in.”

Oh, God, no. No, no, no. Please tell me she isn’t going to make me—

“Now that you’re our new scrub girl, you have unlimited access to their rooms,” Natasha said. “I want you to find the evidence I need. I want you to go through everything they own. They have to have kept something. They’re big on trophies. Find me what I need to nail their asses to the wall.”

I stared up at her, my hair dripping cold as ice down my neck. “I . . . I can’t do that,” I said.

I would lose everything. They would find out and they would kick me out of Billings. They would never speak to me again. Everything I had worked for would be gone in an instant.

Plus Noelle would kill me. There was always that.

“Oh, but you can,” she said with a smirk. “Unless you want that e-mailed to the dean and the board and every single student and teacher at this school.”

I glanced up at the screen again. Whittaker’s tongue was down my throat. I tasted bile. I tried to swallow but couldn’t. Tears stung my eyes all over again. These pictures represented the end of me. The end of my life, my future. Didn’t she see that?

“I thought we were friends,” I said blankly. Maybe guilt would work. I was grasping at straws.

“Aw! That’s so sweet!” Natasha trilled. “So, do we have an understanding?”

I stared at her, hard. There wasn’t a trace of regret or uncertainty in her eyes. This was so wrong. Natasha was supposed to be the moral center of Easton. At least, that was what Noelle had once called her, and Natasha had seemed proud of the moniker. Now here she was taking secret soft-core porn shots of her supposed friends and blackmailing people with them. Where was the morality in that?

Of course, she was also president of the Young Republicans club. From everything I’d read and heard my entire life, this was a maneuver of which any politician would be proud.

“Reed? I asked you a question.”

My hands were trembling. I couldn’t do this. Not after everything Noelle had done for me. Not with everything she could take away.

But Natasha could take away more. And I was looking at the proof of that.

The situation was a perfect lose-lose.

“Yeah. We have an understanding,” I said.

“Good. Now get to bed,” Natasha told me, mercifully shutting down the slide show. “You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you.”



THIS



The next morning I methodically moved through my chores, my mind on ten million other things. For some reason, everyone was up and out of their rooms early, and I was able to make the beds without having to endure snide comments or detailed direction. The entire time I was in Noelle and Ariana’s room, Natasha’s voice played like a skipping CD in my mind.

Nail their asses to the wall . . . nail their asses to the wall . . . nail their asses to the wall . . .

I stared at Noelle’s dresser. It taunted me, begging me to rifle through its drawers. No one was around. It would only take a few minutes. If Natasha made good on her threats, it would mean a one-way ticket back to Croton, Pennsylvania, and my prescription-drug-addict mother and my depressed father. It would mean the end of everything.

And yeah, if I found the proof she was looking for, not only would Noelle and the others hate me, but they would also get thrown out of school. They would be gone and I would still be here, in Billings. Even without them, I would still have a chance, right? They might have been the most powerful of the Billings Girls, but I would still have the Billings name behind me. That had to count for something. Didn’t it?

So, really, what did I have to lose?

I started for the dresser, but the moment I did, a sickening dread came over me. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t look through their private things. I couldn’t help Natasha rat out Noelle and Ariana—the only people who had shown any real concern for me since Thomas left. Yeah, they made me do chores, but they were also my friends. Sort of. And besides, it was just wrong. So I told myself I didn’t have time—that I would deal with it later—and I moved on.

After my shower I pulled my damp hair back into a ponytail, grabbed my books, and rushed out. That was when I heard the party.

“Omigod! Look at this luggage! This is divine!”

“Open the big one! The big one!”

A champagne bottle popped and a bunch of girls squealed. What was going on downstairs? It sounded like a bad episode of The Bachelor. I slowly walked down the carpeted steps and paused. The entire entry room was filled with white helium balloons. All the girls of Billings were gathered around a pile of elaborately decorated gifts in the center of the floor, while already-opened boxes had been flung against the walls. Wrapping paper littered the room and ribbons had been strung from the banister and the wall hangings. I saw Kiran slip a silk scarf around her neck and tip a glass of champagne down her throat.

It was seven thirty in the morning.

“What’s going on?” I asked, arriving at the bottom stair.

“Glass-licker! Just the girl I was looking for!” Kiran trilled. She grabbed a small box and handed it to me with a flourish. “For you!”

It was an iPod. A limited-edition sequined aqua iPod.

“What? Why?”

Everyone laughed.

“It’s Kiran’s birthday!” Taylor announced, looking more rosy-cheeked than she had in days. Everyone whooped and hollered.

“It is? Happy birthday!” I told her with a smile.

“And on Kiran’s birthday, we all get gifts,” Vienna told me, sipping her champagne.

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“Every year it’s the same thing,” Kiran said, rolling her eyes. “All these presents roll in from designers and photographers and magazine editors and stylists. So much crap I can’t even fit it all in my room.”

“And there are always tons of duplicates,” Noelle said, fingering a Louis Vuitton purse.

“So I give it all away,” Kiran said, throwing her hands up with a smile. “Or most of it, anyway. I think I’m keeping the luggage.”

“Oh,” Rose said, pouting. She had clearly been coveting the five-bag set, hovering over it ever since I arrived.

“So that’s for you,” Kiran said, gesturing at me with her champagne glass.

“Really? Even Cinderella gets a gift?” I joked.

Kiran and Noelle looked at each other and laughed. “Even Cinderella,” Noelle said.

Ah. So that was it. No one else wanted it, so I got it. Still, I couldn’t complain. I was impressed that they had thought of me at all.

“Get over here!” Kiran said, throwing her arm around me and pulling me toward the gift pile. “There has to be some more good stuff that hasn’t been claimed. Everyone clear out! Let Glass-licker pick something!”

There were a few grumbles, but the girls backed off. I eyed the pile of designer tags, little blue boxes with white bows, big black boxes with gold ribbon. These were Kiran’s gifts. Kiran’s things. And she was offering to share it all. With me. No strings attached.

“Here! This color would look amazing on you, Reed,” Taylor said, holding up a silky red dress.

“Take the suede jacket. Every girl needs a little suede,” Ariana said, handing over a box.

“We’ll make a fashionista out of you yet,” Kiran told me, offering a champagne flute.

“Wow. This is incredible, Kiran. Thanks,” I said.

“Well,” she said, stepping in front of me and looking me in the eye. “What are friends for?”

My insides squeezed with guilt and I took a slug of the champagne. Friends, huh? What would she think if she knew that a few minutes ago I had been considering pawing through her stuff? And Noelle’s and Ariana’s and Taylor’s? Would she still call me a friend then? Not likely.

I shook my head and tried to clear the negativity. I hadn’t done it. I hadn’t betrayed them. Not yet anyway. But for the first time, as I looked around at their eager, happy faces, I suddenly realized what I had to lose if I went through with Natasha’s plan. It was this. If I went through with it, these girls would all be gone from this place, gone from my life.

I had this to lose.



PERFECT GENTLEMAN



All throughout my morning classes, I was in a daze. If my art teacher had called on me during her lecture about French Impressionism, I probably would have muttered an answer like, “The ratio of the height to the hypotenuse.” I had no idea where I was.

To spy or not to spy? That was the question. And when that wasn’t the question, there was always that other infinitesimal issue: When were the police going to come get me? And when they did, was I or was I not going to tell them about Thomas’s note?

I had a few more pressing things on my mind than whether or not Claude Monet could be considered a revolutionary.

When I was finally released from my fourth class of the day, I was the first one out the door. I practically jogged down the hallway, in desperate need of oxygen. I had to clear my head. I had to go somewhere and think. I had no idea what any of my teachers had said all morning long. If I didn’t figure all this out soon, Natasha’s blackmail would be a moot point. I would flunk out before she could get me expelled.

As I shoved open the door of the classroom building and emerged into the sun, I took a nice deep breath of the crisp autumn air. This was what I needed. I would stroll at a leisurely pace across campus to the cafeteria. I would take a second to breathe and regroup. A few minutes of alone time were just what the shrink ordered.

“Hello, Reed.”

Walt Whittaker was leaning up against the stone pillar at the bottom of the stairs. Instantly Natasha’s nasty slide show replayed itself in my brain. Lips, hands, tongues. Ugh. Apparently he had finally decided it was time to talk to me. The boy officially had my nomination for the Worst Timing Award.

“Hi,” I said, walking right by him.

As always, a few gossiping girls were watching me and I was hoping he would be embarrassed in front of them and take the hint. I physically shuddered as I passed him. What should have been a quickly forgotten, detail-fuzzy hookup had now turned into a messy encounter that was permanently burned into my brain.

“I was hoping we could talk.”

With his long legs, he had caught up to me in two simple strides.

I took a deep breath and let it out audibly. Okay. This was not his fault. He wasn’t the one blackmailing me. As far as I knew he didn’t even have a clue that those pictures existed. And it wasn’t as if I could avoid the guy forever. Might as well get this over with, I thought. At least it would be one less thing to think about. I stepped off the cobbled path and under the shade of a golden maple.

I tried not to cringe when I looked at him.

“How are you?” Whittaker asked me, his brown eyes full of concern.

“Fine,” I told him. “You?”

“I’m well. Thank you for asking. Listen, about the other night,” he began, causing my insides to squirm. “I wanted to apologize. I was a tad over my limit and I think you may have been as well.” He looked at me for confirmation.

“A tad.”

Understatement of the millennium.

“Well, I think I may have taken advantage,” he said, looking down briefly at his loafers. “And for that I am truly sorry.”

Wow. A guy approximately my own age who was actually a gentleman. My shoulder muscles uncoiled slightly. Clearly I had been right about Whit from the beginning, even though my original judgment had been made in the midst of an alcohol blitz. This was a genuinely nice guy. I couldn’t take Natasha’s evilness out on him.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“No. It’s not. I—”

“Really, Whittaker,” I said. “I was there too. I knew what I was doing.” At least I thought I knew. Until last night, when I found out what it actually looked like. “It’s not all on you.”

Whittaker smiled his thanks. “Still, you are a lady. You deserve to be treated like one.”

Oh, I am so not a lady.

“Thank you,” I said, trying to smile.

“So,” he said, then laughed. “Now that the awkward part is over, shall we agree to be . . . friends?”

Friends? Yes. Oh, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

“Sure,” I said.

“Good. Friends it is,” Whittaker said. Then he caught my hand in his, lifted it, and kissed it lightly.

Right. None of my other friends did that, but okay.

“I have a meeting with the dean now, but I’ll see you at dinner?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

“See ya then,” I replied.

As he turned and strolled away, I wondered if he was telling the truth about this friends thing, but I decided not to dwell on it. I had too many other things to dwell on. For now, I’d take the gentleman at his word. And later, if need be, I’d hold him to it.



SKELETONS



The more people the police interviewed, the more the Easton Academy rumor mill took on a life of its own. If Leanne’s expulsion had been an eight, then Thomas’s disappearance was a ten-plus. Everywhere I went, everyone was asking everyone else what they knew, what they’d heard—and yet, no one seemed to know anything. It was all very frustrating. The longer we all went without a clue, the more panicked the vibe became, until I felt as if the kinetic energy of the student body might actually cause a nuclear meltdown.

“So, have you heard anything?” Constance asked me, sliding into the seat next to mine in trig class, our last of the day.

“No. You?” I asked.

“I heard they kept Dash McCafferty in there for over an hour,” Constance said breathlessly. “And apparently Taylor Bell came out in tears.”

“What? No,” I said. “Why would Taylor be crying?”

“Who knows?” Constance said. “Maybe she has a secret crush on Thomas or something.”

Taylor? Not possible. Or was it? I had never seen her look twice at Thomas, and that was hard to keep from doing. More likely she had just gotten overwrought by the whole situation. Or someone had just made this whole crying thing up.

I remembered Noelle’s theory and wondered if Thomas really was out there having a big laugh at the drama he was causing. Was that the real reason he hadn’t told anyone where he was going? I wished for the ten millionth time that I could just see him, just ask him what the hell he was thinking. But there was a way. If I could just find out more about this Legacy thing and score an invite, I might have a chance to finally, finally track him down.

“Hey, let me ask you a question. Do you know anything about this thing called the Legacy?” I asked.

Constance snorted derisively and sank down in her seat. “Yeah. It’s pretty much all anyone can talk about. Besides you, of course.”

“Right. What is it?” I asked.

“It’s some huge party in the city or something,” Constance said. “It’s all very hush-hush. At least from people like us.”

I blinked. “People like us?” Other than our both being sophomores, Constance and I had pretty much zero in common.

“Non-legacies,” Constance said. “Only people who come from, like, a long line of private-school people are invited. So not people like us.”

Now it was my turn to sink into my seat. So that was what those girls had meant when they’d said they’d never see me there. “Oh. Really?”

“Yeah. Sucks, huh?” Constance said. “It sounds like it’s gonna be incredible. Missy Thurber said that last year every guy who went got a platinum Rolex and every girl got a limited-edition Harry Winston necklace. I’d kill for a Harry Winston anything. My mom won’t let me have any good jewelry until I’m eighteen. She thinks I’ll lose it.”

“Bummer,” I said, my hopes of seeing Thomas slipping away before my eyes.

“But, hey, you’re in Billings now, so maybe you’ll get to go anyway.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You know. The Billings Girls get everything,” Constance said, like it was so obvious. “You probably get an automatic invite or something.”

I considered this theory for a moment. It wasn’t a bad one, actually. Everyone at Easton knew that the Billings Girls were never left out of anything unless they chose to leave themselves out. Maybe this would be my first chance to exercise my automatic in. And see Thomas. God, I hoped so.

“Omigod! There he is!” Constance said suddenly, grabbing my arm.

My heart completely stopped. I looked out the window. “Thomas?”

“No! Walt Whittaker,” Constance whispered, pulling her desk closer to mine. “I heard he was back from his trip.”

Instantly, every single part of me drooped. Nice tease. I turned around and sure enough, standing in the hallway outside the classroom talking to our trig teacher, was none other than Whit himself. The Twin Cities, London and Vienna, hovered nearby, clutching their books, clearly waiting for him to finish his conversation. Apparently, whatever London was planning on using Whit for, the campaign had begun.

“You know him?” I asked.

“Know him? Our parents are totally old friends,” Constance said, still gripping my arm. “They’re the ones who actually suggested I apply here. Omigod, look at him. He is so hot.”

Internal alarm. I sat up a bit straighter. “What?”

“Wow. He’s totally lost weight,” Constance said, all starry-eyed. “He must be working out.”

Lost weight? Really? Huh. What had he been tipping the scales at before? Three bills?

“Wait a minute, wait a minute. Do you . . . like him?” I asked.

Constance ripped her gaze away from Whit for the first time and looked at me. She might as well have been one of those blissed-out fans in the front row at some pop concert.

“I’ve had a crush on him since I was about ten,” she said. “Of course, he barely even knows I exist, but I—”

“What about Clint?” I asked. She did, after all, have a boyfriend back in New York.

Constance scoffed. “Omigod, if Walt Whittaker showed any interest in me at all, I would dump Clint like that.” She added a finger snap to show just how quickly.

“Wow. I had no idea,” I said, sliding down in my seat again.

I could hardly believe that a guy like Whit could inspire such ardor in a girl, but it just went to show there was someone for everyone. And it turned out that Constance’s someone just happened to be the same someone who had stuck his tongue down my throat just a couple of nights ago.

“Oh, no one does. I keep it completely on the DL,” Constance said, then gasped. “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t.”

Just like I won’t be telling you about a certain illicit encounter with a certain someone in the woods Sunday night.

Just what I needed. More secrets from more people. Pretty soon it was going to get tough keeping them all straight.



FRIENDS WITH BENEFITS



Another night passed. Then another. There was no word of Thomas. Every hour of every day was occupied with either chores, class, or avoiding Natasha, which wasn’t easy, considering we shared a room. I hadn’t searched Noelle’s room or anyone else’s. Hadn’t so much as opened a drawer. The longer Natasha went without mentioning it, the more I hoped she might just forget about it.

A girl could dream.

Still, all the work and worry and stealth maneuvering to avoid her took their toll. I couldn’t sleep, could hardly eat, and was still waiting for the police to come talk to me. By the end of the week, I felt like a shadow of my former self.

On Friday at lunch I placed my overloaded tray at the end of the Billings table and handed out the food I had been told to procure. Then I dropped down into one of two empty seats and pulled out my trig text with a sigh. I had a quiz that afternoon. I couldn’t even remember what chapter it was supposed to cover.

Listlessly, I flipped through the pages, noticing my raw, irritated fingertips, red from cleaning products and chapped from too much washing. My knuckles were cracked as well and there were little nicks and cuts all over my hands. I was truly becoming a hard laborer.

A shadow fell over my book just as I decided on a chapter to read through. Or more likely, one sentence to read through over and over and over again without absorbing a thing. Someone cleared his throat. Finally I looked up.

Whit hovered over me, his hands behind his back, a mischievous smile on his face. He wore a green sweater with a tiny hound’s-tooth pattern that on him looked like way too many hound’s teeth.

“Hello, Reed,” he said, near giddy.

“Hi . . . ?”

I looked around at the others. A few of them watched with interest. London, who sat at the next table just behind Noelle, seemed especially intrigued. She actually stopped grooming and turned around.

“What’s up?” I said.

“I have something for you,” Whit told me. “Nothing big. Don’t worry. I just . . . I saw them and I thought of you.”

Big gulp.

“Them?” I said.

Whittaker produced a small box from behind his back. It was gray and shiny and had gold lettering. I stared at it.

Whatever was in that box, I had a feeling it was not “just friends” appropriate. In fact, no random gift on a random day would be “just friends” appropriate. This was not good.

I glanced around. A few people at adjacent tables were starting to take notice. London glared at me with obvious envy and Vienna looked, in a word, stunned. I glimpsed Constance just entering the lunch line at the back of the room. Apparently she hadn’t seen.

“Go ahead. Open it,” Whittaker said.

If I made a big stink about this, we would only draw more attention. And right now, the one person who really didn’t need to see this was hidden from view.

“God, Reed, what’s the hesitation?” Kiran asked. “It’s jewelry.”

“You’re giving her jewelry?” Josh asked, looking annoyed.

“It’s not a big deal,” Whittaker said. “Just open it, Reed.”

I smiled at Whittaker, embarrassed for both of us, and took the box. I quickly lifted the lid and removed the small black velvet box inside. My hands trembled as I struggled to crack it open. Finally it popped wide with a creak, startling me. The whole thing almost slipped out of my fingers, but I caught it just in time.

“Holy crap,” I blurted.

Everyone laughed. Sitting against the black satin were two large, square diamonds. Earrings. More expensive than anything I had ever owned, or would ever own, in my lifetime probably. Taylor and Kiran both stood on their toes to see into the box. London and Vienna both knelt on their chairs and turned around, nearly knocking each other over to get a look.

“What the hell?” London blurted, earning an admonishing whack from Vienna. London dropped back into her chair and sulked.

“Wow. Nice choice, Whit,” Kiran said. “You have a good eye.”

Whittaker beamed at the praise. “I was in town for dinner with my grandmother last night and I saw them in a shop window and I just knew you had to have them,” he said. “What do you think? Do you like them?”

Diamond earrings. My very own diamond earrings. All the other girls at the table had similar pairs. Whenever they wore them I tried not to stare, not to covet. But now I had my own. I had no idea what to say. Except why, why, why was he giving these to me?

“They’re . . . they’re gorgeous,” I told him. Then I screwed up every ounce of strength in my soul to add, “But I can’t accept them.”

“Sure you can,” Whittaker said, without missing a beat.

“They’re too much,” I said.

“Reed,” Noelle said through her teeth. “Don’t be rude.”

I glanced around at the girls. They were all giving me the same admonishing look. Was that what I would be doing if I didn’t take these earrings that probably could have paid for my entire tuition? If I got him back that money so that he wouldn’t be wasting it on someone who was not now, nor would ever be, attracted to him? If I refused to lead him on, would that be rude in their world?

From the death glares I was currently fielding, apparently so.

I looked up at Whit. He looked so hopeful and happy. The last thing I wanted to do was humiliate him in front of everyone. And besides, Constance would be re-emerging from the lunch line at any second. I couldn’t let her see this. Unless I wanted to crush her.

“Thank you, Whit. This was really . . . sweet of you,” I said finally. I closed the box and placed it back inside the larger one.

“It was my pleasure,” he said with a self-satisfied grin.

Then he glanced over my shoulder. “Oh! There’s Mrs. Solerno. I haven’t seen her yet. My grandmother would kill me if I didn’t say hello.”

Who was this grandmother? And how could I get her to stop taking him into town and letting him blow his wad on ill-advised gifts?

“I’ll be right back,” he said.

Then he squeezed my shoulder and walked off.

“Wow. I guess Whit really likes you,” Ariana said the second he was gone.

“Good for Whit,” Dash said, like a proud papa.

“Moving on already, huh, Reed?” Josh asked.

My cheeks burned and everyone fell silent for a long moment. Josh’s face flushed too, as if he had just realized how hurtful his words were, and he averted his eyes.

“First of all, Hollis, Reed’s personal life is none of your business,” Noelle snapped. “Second, your little buddy bailed without so much as a warning. She has every right to move on.”

“Sorry,” Josh said. He crumpled up his napkin and threw it down. “I gotta go.”

He shoved himself up from the table, shot me an apologetic look, and walked off. For some reason, I couldn’t swallow for a solid minute. Everyone watched me and waited.

“Uh, hate to burst your bubble, everyone,” I said finally, tremulously. “But Whittaker and I are just friends.” I quickly stashed the earrings in the bottom of my bag.

“Shyah, right,” Gage said, sucking on his soup spoon. “ ’Cause I buy all my friends five-thousand-dollar earrings for no reason.”

My mind spun. Five thousand dollars. Five thousand dollars.

“Come on, new girl. Give the poor guy a shot,” Dash wheedled, popping a few grapes into his mouth. “He deserves to get a little.”

Noelle whacked his arm with the back of her hand and all the guys snickered.

“Ha ha,” I said, pretending to focus again on my book. “Sorry to disappoint, but we really are just friends. It was his idea to be just friends.”

“Uh-huh,” Natasha said under her breath. Her voice gave me chills. “You just keep telling yourself that.”



TRUE COLORS



“Reed.”

I kept walking, ducking my head into the wind. I couldn’t hear her. The wind was too loud. Let her believe that I couldn’t hear her.

“Reed! Reed, I know you can hear me.”

I stopped walking and turned around to face Natasha. Her curls danced around her head in the wind, giving her a very Medusa look.

“I know you’ve been avoiding me,” she said, hugging a couple of notebooks to her chest. “And I’ve let you because I was giving you time to do your job. So tell me. What have you found?”

“Nothing,” I replied.

Her eyebrows shot up. “Nothing?”

I sighed and looked at my feet. “I’ve kind of had other things on my mind, Natasha,” I said, trying to sound annoyed. Annoyed and unaffected and not scared. “You know . . . school, soccer, missing boyfriend?”

Take pity. Come on. You know you want to take pity.

“Weren’t thinking about the missing boyfriend much when you were crawling all over Whittaker, were you?” she said. “Thomas is on that e-mail list, too, you know. Do you want him to come back and find out what you really are?”

My face burned with anger. “And what’s that?”

Natasha took a step closer to me. Her eyes were amused. “A cheating, drunken slut who’s too weak to stand up and take care of herself. Maybe he’d like to know about those little baubles in your bag as well. Accepting gifts from another guy,” she said, clucking her tongue. “Yeah. You sure are the faithful, concerned girlfriend.”

I could have hit her. I could have smacked her right then and there. And I might have, if several teachers and police officers hadn’t been milling around the quad at that very moment.

“You don’t owe them anything, Reed,” Natasha said. “Do what’s right. Or you know what I’m going to have to do.”

She turned and strolled off, carefree, as if we’d been discussing the weather. When I turned around, I was face-to-face with Josh. My hand flew to my chest. I really didn’t think I could take much more of this.

“Sorry,” he said, adjusting the strap on his backpack. “I scared you.”

“It’s fine,” I said, pushing past him. I didn’t have any room for more of his jabs.

“Reed! Can I just apologize?” he asked.

I stopped and blew out a breath. Then I turned to face him.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded.

He looked almost desperate as he stepped toward me. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. It just came out.”

“Well, Noelle was right. It’s really none of your business what I do,” I told him.

“Reed, come on. Don’t say that,” he said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because. I was hoping we could be . . . I don’t know . . . friends,” he said, lifting his shoulders. “You’re one of the only normal people at this school and I . . . I like you.”

It was such a simple, sweet statement that I felt my tension start to ebb. “You do?”

Josh smiled. He had a perfect, boyish smile. “Yeah. I do.”

“Then why did you say that?” I asked him. “It kind of stung, you know.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I can be judgmental sometimes. It’s a flaw,” he said. “I will work on it, though. If you’ll forgive me.”

Somehow, I found myself grinning. “Okay, fine. You’re forgiven.”

“Really? Thank you. I really am sorry—”

I held up a hand. “Let’s just not talk about it anymore, okay?”

“Fair enough. Well, better get to class.”

Right. Class. Somehow that supposedly important aspect of being here at Easton had dropped fairly low on my priority list.

“See you later?” he asked.

“Definitely,” I replied.

Then I turned and walked off smiling toward my class building. Unbelievable. In two seconds Josh Hollis had actually almost made me forget entirely about Natasha’s threats.

Almost.



ACCUSATION



My foot bounced up and down under my desk as I sat in trig class before the bell, trying to cram in some last-minute information. I shot a pathetic smile at Constance as she dropped into the seat next to mine.

“Ready for the quiz?” I asked.

“Yeah. So I have a question.” Her voice was unnaturally high-pitched. She laced her fingers together on her desk as she turned to me. “Why is Walt Whittaker giving you gifts?”

My stomach turned. This was not what I needed right now.

“You saw that?” I asked, rubbing at a sudden headache that had just sprung up between my eyes.

“No. Missy and Lorna did,” she replied. “I don’t believe this. Yesterday I’m pouring my heart out to you about my feelings for him,” she said under her breath. “And the whole time you two have a thing going on. I’m such an idiot.”

“No, Constance. It is so not like that,” I said. “We do not have a thing going on. There is no thing.”

“Yeah, right,” she said. “Wonder what Thomas would say if he knew about this.”

I swallowed against a dry throat. People around here really did know how to hit a girl where it hurt.

“Nothing. He would say nothing because it’s nothing.” I took a deep breath as Constance stared resolutely at the blackboard. Around us our classmates steadily filled in the empty seats. “Look, Whit may have a tiny crush on me, but that’s it. And he’s gonna get over it really fast because I swear I have no feelings for him.”

How could I when this thing with Thomas was still so unresolved? I thought of Josh’s accusation in the cafeteria and my insides squirmed.

But then I realized how all this looked. They had no idea that all I wanted was to see Thomas again so that I could make sure he was all right, so that I could get a little closure. How could I blame them for thinking the worst of me?

Constance sighed and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “You swear?”

“I swear,” I said.

The ramrod-straight posture she’d been working since beginning her tirade relaxed slightly and she leaned back in her seat. Outside the door I saw our trig professor, Mr. Crandle, chatting with another teacher.

“Listen, if you like him so much, you should talk to him,” I whispered. “Maybe you guys can get together.”

Constance’s cheeks turned pink and she looked down at her polished nails. Under her desk, she crossed her legs demurely at the ankles.

“He doesn’t even know I exist,” she said.

“I doubt that’s true. Whit doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d forget an old family friend,” I said.

“Maybe,” Constance said, biting her lip. “I don’t know. But what if he doesn’t remember me? I’d feel like such a moron.” Suddenly her entire face lit up and she lifted her head. “Wait! Maybe you could talk to him for me. Mention me and see what he says?”

She was too cute. Really. So cute it almost made me want to wrap her up in a pink bow and stick her in a cat carrier.

“Sure,” I told her. “I can do that.”

“Really?” she squealed, reaching over to grab my hand. “That would be so amazing.”

Not really. Because if I talked up Constance to Whittaker and he ended up going for her then it would exponentially benefit me. The Billings Girls might be disappointed that I didn’t land the guy who could “give me things,” but they couldn’t fault me if he fell for someone else. Plus Whit would be happy, and then I wouldn’t have to hang out with him so much and constantly be reminded of those disgusting pictures. I would be able to concentrate on what really mattered—namely, figuring out what to do about Natasha, keeping my ass in school, and finding out how to get to this Legacy thing so I could see Thomas. It was win, win, win, really. For me, Whittaker, and Constance.

“It’s not a problem,” I told her, adopting a benevolent smile.

“Thank you so much.”

Just then Mr. Crandle walked in, the other teacher trailing behind him. I hadn’t seen this guy around before and as whispers started to run rampant around the room, my heart started to pound with fear.

This was no teacher.

“Miss Brennan, this is Detective Hauer,” Mr. Crandle said. “He’d like to speak to you. Please gather your things and go with him.”

Everyone turned to gape at me as if we hadn’t all known this was coming. My hands trembled as I reached for my books. I glanced at Detective Hauer, a short, stocky man in a wrinkled shirt and cotton tie who stood at the front of the room with his hands behind his back, his razor-sharp brown eyes watching my every move.

Guilty. That was how I felt under his gaze. Guilty. But of what? Of finding a note from my ex-boyfriend? Smack on the shackles and take me to the guillotine.

I managed to rise out of my seat without my knees knocking together too much and joined the detective.

“Hello, Reed,” he said. His voice was so deep it made my bones rumble.

“Hello.”

I even sounded guilty.

He raised a hand to usher me out of the room ahead of him.

“You can make up the quiz tomorrow, Miss Brennan,” Mr. Crandle said helpfully as I reached the door.

Right. Because that was what I was really concerned about.



DENIAL



Just tell them.

No, don’t. Thomas will be so mad.

So what? You’re already mad at him. Besides, it’s the law. Can they arrest me for not telling?

Don’t do it. His parents will be on him like peanut butter on jelly. It’s a betrayal.

But didn’t he betray me by breaking up with me in a note?

Just do it.

Don’t.

Come on.

No.

No, no, no.

“You know, there’s nothing to be nervous about, Reed,” Detective Hauer said.

I stopped chewing on the end of the hood string on my sweatshirt and sat up. “I’m not nervous.”

Yeah. That was very convincing. The high octave and the spittle were especially compelling.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked.

“No, thanks. I’m fine.”

I smiled at the detective, who sat behind Dean Marcus’s wide desk. Then I flashed the same grin at Chief Sheridan, who hovered in the corner near one of the sky-high bookshelves. Behind me, in a cushy chair, was my advisor, Ms. Naylor. Apparently she was there to act as a student advocate, which meant, I supposed, that if they tried to beat me with a telephone book, she was required to ask them politely to stop.

Whether or not she would actually do that was another story. I never got the impression that Ms. Naylor relished my presence at Easton that much or her involvement in my life.

“So, we understand you and Mr. Pearson have been dating,” the detective said, glancing at a piece of paper in front of him.

“Yes.” I sat up a little straighter, trying to see what the paper had to say.

“For how long?” the detective asked. He pulled the page closer to him. The chief shifted, bringing one arm across his stomach and resting his other elbow on it, hand under chin.

“Since the third week of school,” I said, endeavoring to swallow. “So not long at all.”

“I see,” the detective said. “Is it serious?”

I cleared my throat. “Depends on your definition of serious.”

The detective smiled indulgently. “How well do you know him?”

“Pretty well, I guess,” I said. “But then, everybody has secrets, right?”

His eyebrows popped up. “Do they?”

Oh, God. Why did I say that? Why, why, why?

“Did Thomas share any secrets with you, Miss Brennan?” he asked. “Where he might be going, for example?”

Yes. Yes, he did. He did, did, did.

“No,” I said. “No, he didn’t.”

The detective eyed me as if he was trying to see inside my brain. It made me feel all hot and prickly. He looked down again.

“Is it true that last week the two of you fought outside the cafeteria?”

My face heated up like a black slate in the sun. “How did you—”

“Several witnesses have mentioned it,” the detective said.

Nice. Real nice. Had everyone in school come in here and pointed their fingers directly at me?

“Yes, we fought,” I said.

“About what?”

About the fact that he’s a drug dealer and he supplies the whole school.

“Uh . . . I’d rather not say,” I replied.

Both the chief and Detective Hauer blinked in the exact same incredulous way. So they’d never heard of an evasive teenager before?

“We’d rather you did, Miss Brennan,” the chief said, speaking for the first time. “All we’re trying to do here is find out where Thomas might have gone. Sometimes people miss the significance of small things. We’re just trying to discern whether you happen to know something that might help us. That’s all.”

“Oh. Okay. Well, I . . . I found out he was lying to me,” I said.

“About what?”

“He told me that he’d told his parents about me, but I found out that he hadn’t,” I said. Not a total fabrication. I had found that out as well, just days later. “So I was angry. We broke up.”

“You did?” the detective said, raising his eyebrows.

“Yes. But then we got back together,” I said. “You know how it is.”

I giggled. The detective rubbed his temples and blew out a sigh. I sounded flighty. Flighty and stupid and nervous.

“When did you get back together?” the detective asked finally, making a note on his paper.

“Friday morning,” I said definitively.

Confidence, Reed. This wasn’t so bad. I could answer their questions. I had nothing to hide.

“Friday morning?”

They seemed very intrigued by this fact.

“Yes.”

“So the morning of the day that Thomas disappeared,” the detective said.

I cleared my throat. Why did I clear my throat? “Sorry,” I said, coughing. “Yes.”

“When did you last see Mr. Pearson?” the detective asked.

“Then. I mean, that morning. In my—”

No. Can’t say that. Can’t have boys in the dorm room, stupid. Say that and you get thrown out of school before you can say, “Natasha Crenshaw.” Ms. Naylor’s eyes gouged caverns in the back of my skull.

“That is, behind my dorm. Bradwell,” I told them. “Before breakfast. But I don’t live there anymore. In Bradwell, I mean. I live in Billings now. In case you need to know for your . . . whatever.”

Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up!

“And you didn’t see him for the rest of the day,” they said.

I cleared my throat again. Apparently I was becoming my grandfather. “No. I tried to call him a few times, but I kept getting his voice mail.”

“Miss Brennan, has Thomas Pearson contacted you in any way since you last saw him?” the detective asked.

Well. There it was. He’d finally gotten to it.

“Miss Brennan? Has Thomas Pearson contacted you?”

Yes, he has.

No, he hasn’t.

Yes. He has.

“No,” I replied.

“You haven’t heard from him at all.”

Well, not technically. You haven’t heard anything. You’ve read something, but you haven’t heard anything.

“Reed?”

“No. I haven’t,” I said.

Could they get a search warrant for a minor’s dorm room? Maybe they didn’t even need one. Maybe they were searching it right now. Maybe they were just keeping me here while their goon squad tossed my stuff. I had to burn the note. I had to get back and burn the note now.

“I haven’t.”

The detective and the chief stared at me for a long, long moment. Long enough for me to remember Ariana’s advice that I should be prepared for this, that I should know what I was going to say. Long enough for me to start to sweat. Long enough to imagine what it might feel like to be loaded into the back of a police cruiser and taken downtown for further questioning.

Was this the reason for her warning? Was she just trying to make this experience easier on me? Maybe she didn’t suspect me of anything. Maybe she was just trying to be nice.

Damn. Why didn’t I listen to her?

“You’re sure.”

“I haven’t.”

They were the only two words I could think or say.

I haven’t. I haven’t, I haven’t, I haven’t. If I made myself believe it, maybe they would too.

“Okay, then, Miss Brennan,” the chief said finally. “Thank you for your time.”



MODEL FRIEND



When I walked out of the office I felt hollow. I felt like I had been used up, wrung dry, and tossed aside. I felt like I needed a nap. I shut the door behind me, leaned back against the cool brick wall, and let out a breath. I looked up at the ceiling, where a frosted-glass light fixture hummed.

Dear God, please let Thomas come back soon. Or call someone. Anything. I just want this to be over.

“You okay?”

Kiran stood up from the wooden bench directly across the hall, unfolding her long legs and snapping her compact closed. Her makeup was freshly applied, with a new coat of shimmering lip balm and ten miles of lengthening mascara. As always, she looked as if she’d just stepped off a runway in Milan, whereas I probably looked like I’d just been run over by a jumbo jet on a whole different kind of runway. In Detroit.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, my heart in my throat. I had thought I was alone.

She looked at me as if I had just suggested she switch to Cover Girl. “I wanted to see if you were okay. God. Sorry for the intrusion.”

“You wanted to see if I was okay?” I asked, stupefied.

“Yes. I heard you were next up on the list and I thought, you know, that this might be . . . difficult for you,” she said, almost reluctantly. “But if you want to be alone . . .”

She flicked her bangs away from her eyes and turned down the hall. I stopped her with a hand on her arm. The velvet of her jacket was so soft I instantly withdrew, afraid I might damage it.

“No. That’s okay,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

Of all the Billings Girls, I would have thought Kiran would be the last one to publicly display any kind of affection. For me, anyway.

She looked me up and down and flashed a hint of a smile. “No problem. Come on. Before Naylor catches me outside of class. Woman has been trying to snag me all year.”

Together we speed-walked down the hall and into the back stairwell. The very same stairwell I had raced through on the night she and her friends had ordered me to steal them a physics test from one of the downstairs offices.

The good old days. I had been so stressed out about that particular task I had almost lost it. Now I would have stolen a test every night if all this other crap would have just gone away.

Kiran led me down to the ground floor and pushed open the exit doors to the back of the building.

“Do you have to go back to class?” she asked me, slipping on her Gucci shades.

“No, they said I could spend the rest of the day in the library,” I said, taking out my yellow pass.

“Good,” Kiran said with a nod.

She started off along the winding path that led to the library. I had about a dozen questions for her. Like how she had found out my name was up and how she had gotten out of class. What she meant when she’d said Naylor had been trying to snag her all year. But I didn’t ask any of them.

“So, how did it go?” Kiran asked, looking straight ahead. She crossed her arms over her chest and held herself tightly as she walked. Her high-heeled boots click-clacked against the flagstone path.

“It was okay. Nerve-wracking,” I said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. You did it already, right?” I said.

She nodded.

“Don’t you hate the way they look at you? Like you’re guilty of something?”

“They didn’t look at me that way,” Kiran said.

Oh. That made me feel so much better.

“Besides, it’s not like it was the first time I’ve ever been interviewed by police,” she said in a bored tone.

“Really?”

“I’ve had stalkers,” she told me matter-of-factly. “They’re always asking me questions, as if I did something to provoke it. As if it’s my fault these psychos spend hours in front of their computers violating themselves to my picture.”

All right then.

“What did they ask you?” she said.

I took a deep breath and tried to erase the mental image of some fat, balding guy in a wife-beater sitting in front of a glowing screen. . . .

Ugh. Mental note: Never be famous.

“Probably the same stuff they asked you and everyone else,” I replied.

“I doubt it,” Kiran said with a laugh. Then, noticing my surprised glance, she added, “You’re the girlfriend.”

“I guess. I don’t know,” I said, trudging along, kicking at fallen leaves. “They asked me what my relationship status with Thomas was, when was the last time I saw him . . .”

“And what did you say?”

“The truth,” I told her. “That I saw him on Friday morning.”

“And that’s it?” she asked. “I mean, I’m just curious.”

“Well, they also asked if I’d heard from him, of course,” I said, wanting to flinch even now.

“Right . . . ,” she said.

“And I told them I haven’t,” I said. She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, like, Yeah, right. “Well, I haven’t!” I said. “Why is that so hard for everyone to believe?”

Are you all psychic?

“Probably because if he’d gotten in touch with anyone, it would have been you,” Kiran said flatly. “Thomas is notorious for making his girlfriends the primary relationships in his life. He’s a totally whipped boy. Like, with anyone and everyone he decides to date.”

“Girlfriends?”

Kiran tucked her chin and looked at me over the top of her sunglasses. “Please. You thought you were the first? What Greyhound bus did you fall off of?”

Wha—who? Had I met them? Were they here at Easton? Who were they? “No,” I said, and scoffed. “It’s just . . . he didn’t have that problem with me, that’s all.”

“So you think,” Kiran said.

We arrived at the library door. Kiran paused and took off her sunglasses. She looked at me with those stunning eyes and I actually felt honored that she deigned to train them on me.

“Listen, don’t worry about the police,” she said. “At least it’s over. You told them everything you know and now you don’t have to worry about it anymore.”

I felt comforted for a split second, probably because Kiran was bothering to try to comfort me. That gesture in and of itself made me feel better. Maybe we were actually becoming friends. But what she didn’t know was that I hadn’t told the police everything. Not remotely.

“I mean, it’s not like you did anything,” she added.

“Thanks,” I said. “Really. Thanks for coming to meet me.”

Kiran clucked her tongue. “Don’t do that. I don’t do sappy.”

I smirked. “Got it.”

Kiran slipped her sunglasses back on, whipped open the library door, and slipped into the comforting, musty silence ahead of me.

“Love the library,” she said sarcastically.

“Yeah,” I replied with a scoff.

Personally, I was looking forward to the next hour of peace and quiet more than I’d looked forward to anything else all year.



THE PERFECT WEAPON



After Kiran’s surprising gesture, I realized there was no way I could spy on her and the other girls. No way in hell. These were my friends we were talking about here. Natasha had to understand that. She just had to.

After another round of chores, I trudged back to my room, determined to put an end to the insanity. I paused in front of my dorm-room door and took a deep breath. I could hear Natasha moving around inside. This was it. I was just going to have to tell her to forget it. I’d just have to appeal to her conscience. She had to have one in there somewhere, or she wouldn’t care so much about Leanne—about bringing wrongdoers to justice. I had to make her see that what she was doing to me was just as wrong as what she thought Noelle and her friends had done to Leanne.

It had to work.

“You have to open the door in order to go through it, new girl,” Cheyenne said, startling me as she came around the corner. “Unless you’ve got some superpowers you haven’t made us all aware of.”

I shot her a scathing look and walked into my room. Natasha’s bed was covered with desk supplies, pens in one pile, Post-its in another, paper clips in another. She stood up, pulling various pads and notebooks out of the bottom desk drawer and tossing them near her pillows. Apparently she was reorganizing.

“Good. You’re here,” she said. “What’s the status report?”

“Status report?”

“On our little project,” Natasha said impatiently. “Or did our earlier conversation not get through to you? Because I can show you the slide show again right now if you need a refresher.” She started for her laptop, which was also on the bed.

Okay. So much for her conscience.

“No. That’s not necessary,” I said grumpily.

I hefted my book bag over my head and tossed it on my own unmade bed. The socks I’d worn to bed last night lay crumpled and dirty on the floor, and soda cans littered my desk. One thing the fairy tale never talked about was Cinderella having the messiest room in the house.

“So? I know you’ve been cleaning ever since dinner,” Natasha said, crossing her arms over her Easton sweatshirt. “Anything?”

This was not going to be pretty. “No.”

Her eyes widened like a doll’s. “Nothing? Reed, I’m starting to think you’re not one hundred percent invested in this project.”

“Natasha, these are my friends,” I said, feeling desperate. “I don’t want to do this.”

Natasha blinked. For a second I thought I had thrown her. “Well . . . you have to,” she said, sounding like a petulant five-year-old.

Well. If that was her strongest argument I was home free.

“Isn’t there some other way for you to deal with this?” I asked.

Natasha stepped to the center of the room and looked me in the eye. “You don’t get it, do you? It’s not like I can go up to them and ask them to confess. I say one word and they’re going to take whatever loose ends they might still have out there and tie them right up. They’re impenetrable unless we can take them by surprise. About the only weakness they have is their overconfidence. They would never even think that you would go behind their backs, which is why you’re the perfect weapon.”

I stared at Natasha. She had really thought this through. Very thorough. And also very psychotic.

“No. If I’m going to confront them, I need proof,” Natasha said. “And I can’t get proof without you.”

“Natasha—”

“Do I need to remind you of where you’ll end up if you get kicked out of here?” she asked.

Everything inside of me stopped. “What do you mean?”

“I looked up your hometown on the Internet,” she said. “Very quaint. It has its own chamber of commerce and everything. Were you guys just so psyched when they opened the new Blimpie last year?”

My fingers automatically curled into fists.

“Apparently you have a community college there too,” Natasha said. “I bet people really go places with that degree.”

“You are seriously deranged,” I said through my teeth.

“Wrong again,” Natasha said. “I’m the sane one around here. It’s Noelle and her satellites who are deranged. Maybe if you did what I told you to do, you’d start figuring that out.” She turned and went back to her bed, flipping open her laptop. “Or, I could just send this little e-mail. . . .”

“No!” I blurted. Natasha paused, her fingers hovering over the keys. “Don’t,” I said, resigned. “Fine. I’ll do it. But I don’t think I’m going to find anything.”

Natasha closed her laptop with a click. “Sure you don’t, honey,” she said condescendingly. “Sure you don’t.”



THE PADDED CELL



The next morning I got up before the sun had even sent a wisp of light over the hills that surrounded Easton. It wasn’t as if lying there wide awake, as I had all night, was doing me any good. All I had done was stare at the wall and imagine myself getting caught by Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor in a million different ways. I pictured what they would do, how they would react. In one version Noelle took out a bat and whacked me across the head, showering her bestest friends with blood and brains. But I think I had been drifting off when that one occurred, so it was a half-dream. Whatever the case, it had kept me awake for the next three hours.

So I got up, made my own bed, straightened my stuff, and took a shower. Natasha tossed and turned and huffed whenever I made a noise above a whisper, but she said nothing. Good thing. I was, after all, doing this all for her.

And for myself. And my future.

Soon everyone started to stir and I was able to vacuum. Some girls said good morning to me on their way downstairs; others didn’t bother. I didn’t care much. All I could think about was what I was about to do.

I was hovering in the shadows at the end of the hallway when Kiran and Taylor walked out together, debating whether travel within the contiguous United States was even worth the time it took to pack a bag. (Taylor was pro, Kiran was con.) Shaking like I was about to meet my executioner, I waited until they rounded the corner, then sprang forward and slipped into their room. The second I was inside, I realized there was no need for the cloak-and-dagger act. I was supposed to be here. There were the unmade beds, the piles of laundry, the musty bathroom. I could have walked in here while they were still getting dressed and it would have been fine. Expected, even. Way to stress myself out.

Relaxing ever so slightly, I got to work on the beds. I’d do the chores first and get them over with, then snoop around a little. That way if I had to leave suddenly, my work would be done when I bailed. After making sure everything was in order, I stood in the center of the room and looked around. Where to begin?

My eyes fell on Kiran’s closet. Might as well start with my favorite place in the room. I walked over and placed my hands on the two knobs that worked the sliding doors. I listened for noises. Someone was showering in another room, but that was all I could hear. I steeled myself—I was doing this for a reason, I was doing this because I had to—and threw the doors open.

Right. Don’t get distracted by the thousands upon thousands of dollars’ worth of designer clothes. You want to get this over with.

Shoe boxes lined the floor, stacked three boxes high and at least twelve across. I dropped to my knees and opened the first box. Black stilettos. The one under it, suede camel sling backs. The one under that, red kitten-heeled sandals. God, a girl could go crazy in here.

Focus. Your future or trying on a pair of shoes?

I opted for a future. One by one I went through all the boxes and found nothing but shoes, shoes, and more shoes. Then on the far end, the purses began. I worked my way up through shelves of clutches and hobos and shoppers and minis to the shelves of sweaters above the hanging rod. Already I was sweating. This could take forever.

I dragged Taylor’s desk chair over and stood up on it, moving the first stack of sweaters aside carefully so that they would appear untouched. My eyes fell on something out of place. It was a huge, black-and-white NO!

Well. That was incriminating enough. Tenderly I took down two stacks of sweaters and laid them reverently on Kiran’s bed. I stepped back up on the chair to have a better look. There, shoved into the farthest, darkest corner of Kiran’s closet, was a brown box with a small padlock and magazine clippings pasted all over it. Like something out of a serial killer’s house.

NO!

STAY AWAY

DON’T TOUCH

Itching with curiosity, I reached for the box and pulled it toward me. It was heavy and made of wood. Among the words and hastily assembled letters were clippings of pictures of farm animals. Pigs and cows, mostly. What the hell was this thing?

I reached for the lock, expecting it to be, of course, locked, but it fell right open. My heart skipped a beat. I removed the lock and slowly opened the box. The first thing I noticed was the picture of some poor woman’s humongous, cellulite-ridden ass in a flowered bathing suit taped up inside the box top. The second was the smell of icing.

Oh. My. God.

The box was full of snacks. Hostess cupcakes, Twinkies, Oreos, Ding Dongs, Nutter Butters, brownies, coffee cakes, SnoBalls, Milanos. It was sick. If she was so worried about eating it, why go to all the trouble of creating a box to keep it in—a box designed to keep her away? Was it some kind of torture?

I noticed a small, spiral-bound notebook propped flat against the side of the box and moved some Devil Dogs aside to pull it out. Inside was an entry marked September 9. Beneath it was a list of every single thing Kiran had eaten that day and the calorie content of that item. At the bottom was written “Twenty Oreos,” and next to it, in a psychotic scrawl, the words “No, No, No!”

I covered my mouth with my hand. This poor girl. This poor, poor girl. Talk about an eating disorder; this was more like an infectious disease. Kiran was seriously struggling.

I turned the page in the notebook. The following day there was no sugar intake and a smiling face was drawn at the bottom. But every day after that there were more snacks and more crazy admonishments.

Turned out Kiran was not as flawless as she would have the world believe. From her cool demeanor and the casual way she chose her food at meals, I never would have known. As badly as I felt for her, I can’t say it wasn’t good to know. Comforting, in a way, to know someone that perfect didn’t actually exist. But, of course, this had nothing to do with Leanne.

Reluctantly, I shoved the food diary back where I’d found it and replaced all Kiran’s things. The closet search had turned up nothing to help Natasha’s case.

Was this a good thing or a bad thing?

I had a few more minutes, so I decided to check under Taylor’s bed. I yanked out a few under-the-bed boxes full of notebooks and texts. When I pulled one of them out, a sheaf of printer paper exploded all over the room, white sheets flying everywhere.

“Oh, crap,” I said under my breath, gathering them up. They must have been piled loosely atop one of the boxes. There was no way I was ever going to get them back in the right order.

Please let them be numbered. Please, please, please.

But as I stacked the pages back up, I realized it didn’t matter if they were numbered. Each and every page was filled with exactly the same thing—the same phrase typed over and over and over again:

I am good enough. I am good enough. I am good enough. I am good enough.

I snorted a surprised laugh. I couldn’t help it. But then I instantly felt guilty. Taylor was losing it, clearly. Of course, I supposed all geniuses were a little off. But this was ridiculous. Fifty pages, at least, of this? She was the smartest girl ever to walk the halls of Easton. I couldn’t believe she needed all this affirmation. When did she have time to sit down and do this?

Hidden snack cakes and obsessive affirmations. No wonder these two were roommates. Did each know what the other was hiding? Maybe if they did they could help each other.

“Taylor! Hurry up!” someone shouted from downstairs.

There were footsteps on the stairs.

“I just have to get my planner!” Taylor called back. She was right down the hall.

Shaking violently, I shoved the papers back on top of the box and pushed it under the bed. Then the second, then the third. The third got caught on the leg of the bed and I was just jimmying it back into place when the door flew open. I stood up, straightened my sweater and looked right into Taylor’s surprised eyes.

“Reed! God! You scared me,” she said, then glanced at her bed.

“Sorry. I was just finishing up in here,” I said.

“Oh. Okay,” she said, stepping uncertainly toward me. It was almost as if she knew what I had found. She grabbed her PDA off the nightstand and smiled. “Come on. Let’s . . . go to breakfast.”

“Okay,” I said. “Let me just grab my book bag.”

“Oh, hey. Reed?” she said, pausing as she stepped into the hall. She fumbled with her bag and pulled out a neatly typed paper in a light blue cover. “You’re good with the classic writers, right?”

I closed the door behind me. “Yeah.”

“Well, I was wondering if you could read this paper over for me,” she said, handing it to me. “I know I’m a year ahead and everything, but it needs another eye before I hand it in. I just want to be sure it’s . . . you know . . . good enough.”

Good enough. Good enough, good enough, good enough.

Oh, my God.

“I’m sure it’s great,” I told her firmly. “Everyone’s always saying you’re the smartest person ever to even go here.”

“That’s what they think.” Taylor managed a wan smile. “Still, I could use your help.”

“Oh. Definitely. I’ll read it today,” I said, backing away.

“Where’re you going?” she asked.

“To my room. To get my bag, remember?” I said.

“Oh. Right. Okay. See you downstairs!” Taylor said brightly. “And Reed? Thanks.”

“No problem.”

I jogged back to the safety of my own room, closed the door behind me, and looked at the paper. Poor Taylor. She thought she needed a sophomore to tell her that her paper was good? And Kiran! Who knew it was possible that these paramours of perfection could be hiding such secrets?

The other girls in this school would kill for information like this. Unfortunately, there was one person who couldn’t have cared less: Natasha. There was only one bit of info she was looking for and I hadn’t found it. Yet.



MATCHMAKER



Saturday was a gorgeous fall day, with a crisp wind and a sky so blue it looked fake. A perfect day for soccer. A perfect day for taking out days of pent-up aggression on unsuspecting Barton School girls. Orange, brown, and yellow leaves danced their crackly dance across the dewy grass as Josh, Noelle, Kiran, Taylor, and I made our way to the visitors’ parking lot, where several buses were parked, waiting to whisk us to Barton for our away games. Taylor and Kiran both played field hockey and their game would be on the field adjacent to ours. Basically, it was going to be mayhem—whistles, shouts, and crunching bones. I was very much looking forward to it.

“God, I could just go to sleep right now,” Josh said, stretching his arms above his head. “I think I ate too many pancakes this morning. They put me right out.”

“Wow. You’re gonna be really useful on the soccer field today,” I teased.

Josh, like me, played defense—on the men’s team, of course.

“I don’t know how you can eat those things,” Kiran said, crossing her arms over her stomach as we rounded a bend under a tunnel of colorful leaves. “That’s enough calories for a whole week right there.”

“Like you’ve ever eaten enough calories for a whole week. Even in a whole week,” Noelle joked.

“Hey! I eat! I do! You’ve seen me eat,” Kiran replied, suddenly manic. “You’ve seen me eat, right, Reed?”

“Uh . . . yeah,” I said. Because I had. Until I’d found that psycho box I never would have known Kiran had issues. “Of course you eat. And you look perfect, by the way.”

A little affirmation couldn’t hurt, right?

“See?” Kiran said triumphantly. “Reed’s seen me eat.”

“Okay! Okay! Calm down already before you give yourself the shakes,” Noelle said.

“I vote for a change of topic!” Taylor put in, casting Kiran a worried look. So maybe she did know what went on in her roommate’s closet.

“Fine. Reed, how’s it going with Whittaker?” Noelle asked.

I glanced warily at Josh, who instantly became very interested in the nearest tree.

“How’s what going?”

“Has he asked you to go steady yet?” Kiran said sarcastically, causing Taylor to snort a laugh.

“Yeah. Did he pin you?” Taylor asked.

“He does sort of seem like he’s out of another era, doesn’t he?” I said. “Like we should all be wearing poodle skirts and super-high ponytails.”

“I think it’s sweet,” Noelle said. “At least he’s a gentleman.”

Kiran, Taylor, Josh, and I all paused. Noelle stopped a few feet ahead and turned with an exasperated sigh. “Problem?”

“Uh, yeah. You just complimented someone with no trace of sarcasm or malice,” Kiran said.

“Not just someone. Walt Whittaker,” Taylor pointed out.

“Are you self-medicating again?” Kiran asked.

“Kiran, you’re a model. Don’t try to be funny,” Noelle said, earning a laugh from Josh. “And, news alert, I set Reed up with the guy. That means it’s my responsibility not to mock him until after they’ve gone horizontal.”

Ugh. We all had to groan at that one.

“We are not going to be . . . you know . . . doing that,” I told them in no uncertain terms. “We’re just friends.”

“You’re sure about that,” Noelle said, taking a step toward me.

I lifted my chin. She could make me vacuum her room and clean out her hair brush and shine her shoes, but she could not tell me who to date. I had to draw the line somewhere. Josh was watching me closely.

“Yes. I’m sure,” I said.

“Well, you might want to tell him that,” she said, turning me around and pointing. Whit was coming toward us down the path, an eager smile on his face as he bore down on me. “Because that is not the face of a person who wants to talk to a friend.”

“Good morning, all,” Whit said, with a slight bow of his head. “How is everyone this fine day?”

“We’re all just fabulous, Whit. Thanks for asking,” Noelle said, slinging her arm over Kiran’s shoulder. Kiran turned and laughed into Noelle’s jacket. “We’ll leave you two alone, won’t we?”

“Sure. ’Bye, Whit!” Taylor said. Then the three of them traipsed off, arm in arm, toward the buses, leaving me seething in Whit’s shadow.

“See you guys later,” Josh added before loping away.

“ ’Bye!” I said loudly. Like somehow that would make him come back and save me.

“Hello, Reed,” Whit said huskily. “How are you?”

“Fine,” I said. I turned and walked toward the end of the path. He, of course, fell into step with me. “How are you?”

“I’m well,” he said, nodding. “Thank you for asking.”

We had come to the edge of the parking lot. The various teams were gathered together in clumps as the bus drivers and coaches tried to sort out which bus was going where. A couple of the guys’ teams were off to other schools and apparently there had been some crossed wires. I paused and let out a sigh. Looked like my hopes of getting on the bus and jetting off were dashed.

“Which sport do you play?” he asked.

“Soccer,” I told him.

“A rough sport,” he said. “You seem too delicate for such a rough sport.”

“Well, then you don’t know me,” I replied, sounding a bit harsher than I intended.

Whit, however, didn’t seem to notice. He just smiled at me for a long moment as if I’d said something amusing. Long enough to make me squirm. And then, gradually, his face fell.

“What?” I said.

“You’re not wearing the earrings,” he said.

He reached out and touched my bare earlobe, pressing it gently between his thumb and forefinger. I tilted my head and shrugged away.

This was unbelievable. Couldn’t he take a hint? Maybe I should just tell him I had a boyfriend. Except that I didn’t, thanks to Thomas’s secret breakup note. Not that anyone other than me knew that.

God, I wished Thomas were there right then. So I could throttle him.

“No . . . they’re a little much for a soccer game, don’t you think?” I asked.

“But you haven’t worn them since I gave them to you,” he said. “Do you not like them?”

“No. It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just . . .”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Constance standing with the rest of the cross-country team. She was watching me—watching us—very closely. Surreptitiously, I turned my hand, palm out at my side, and crooked my fingers, waving her over.

“It’s just, they seem more like special-occasion earrings,” I told him. “They’re too nice to wear every day.”

Constance shook her head very slightly and shifted her feet. I crooked my fingers more insistently.

“But the man at the store said they were everyday earrings,” Whittaker told me. “That was why I purchased them. So that you could wear them every day.”

Someone behind me giggled. Damn eavesdroppers. I so didn’t like where this conversation was going, and the last thing I needed was for anyone else to overhear it. I did the only thing I could think to do: I sacrificed a friend.

“Constance!” I said loudly, turning my head and widening my eyes. “Hey! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

No one had perfected the deer-in-headlights thing like Constance. She stood there, frozen, with her eyes as wide as dinner plates. Then her head twitched and she looked at Whittaker and her face entirely transformed. Charming smile, flirtatiously tilted head, rosy cheeks.

“Hi, Reed,” she said. “Hello, Walt.”

For a moment, Whittaker seemed offended by both the interruption and the use of his first name. But then his expression cleared and he smiled.

“Constance! Constance Talbot! My parents told me you were matriculating here this semester! It’s so good to see you!”

Constance made her way over to us. Whittaker leaned in and gave Constance a cheek kiss, and I was almost certain she was going to pee in her pants. The glee on her face could have warmed the entire student body.

“Oh! You two know each other?” I said, trying my best to be the good actress. “How great is that? Two of my favorite people and they already know each other.”

Whit looked at me quizzically.

“We were roommates at the beginning of the year,” I explained. “Constance is the best,” I said, wrapping my arm around her. She grinned at me, pleased. “Did you know she’s writing for the Gazette? You should tell him all about that front-page article you’re working on.”

Constance flushed. “No. Please. It’s no big deal.” She looked up at him with sheer worship in her eyes. “I’d rather hear about your trip. Was it as amazing as it sounded?”

Yes. Go, Constance. She’d hit on his favorite topic in one shot. This girl was good. Better than she gave herself credit for.

“Even more so, actually,” he said. “China was absolutely awe-inspiring. When you’re standing there, under the Great Wall, you really understand for the first time the capacity man has for—”

“I’m gonna let you two catch up,” I said, interrupting before I got stuck. Behind Constance, I saw Noelle and some other girls from the soccer team finally boarding a bus. “Looks like they’ve got us sorted out.”

Whittaker’s brow knitted as he looked at me. “But I—”

“See ya!” I said, then turned and jogged off.

I climbed onto the bus, sat down in the first seat, and hunkered down to peek through the bottom of the window. Whittaker was still talking, gesturing hugely as he spoke, and Constance was rapt with attention. Standing out there in the sun, her in her Easton sweats and him in his trench, they looked like the perfect fresh-faced, overprivileged, prep school couple.

All I could hope was that very soon Whittaker would start seeing that too.



TRUNK SHOW



Noelle Lange had sick amounts of stuff. Hundred of CDs stuffed into leather crates in her closet. A half-dozen silk boxes filled with tangled necklaces, bracelets, and earrings, most of which looked far too expensive to be treated with such carelessness. Drawers full of photographs and postcards and invitations to charity events and fashion shows. Ticket stubs from London theaters, shot glasses from exotic locales, three iPods of various sizes and colors, crystal-studded makeup cases, leather wristlets, gold and leather key chains, scented candles, digital cameras, lace thongs, manicure kits, cell phone cases. It never ended. How I would ever sort out something that mattered from all this swag that clearly didn’t, I had no idea.

I stood up after closing her bottom desk drawer and blew my hair out of my face. I was almost afraid to try under the bed. What did she keep under there? Her illegal furs and bars of gold and silver?

At least I had time on my side. Noelle and Ariana were supposed to be at the library all night studying for some massive English exam. Or, more likely, gossiping all night and trusting that their golden streak of luck and blessedness would, as always, get them through.

That golden streak was the reason I was here. All I wanted in life was to have their kind of luck. Too bad I was going to have to take them down to get it. But I couldn’t think about that now. I had work to do.

Down on my hands and knees, I was about to lift Noelle’s duponi comforter when I saw something out of the corner of my eye. On the floor, sticking out from behind her dresser, was a sliver of something red. Curious, I crawled over and inspected. It looked like the end of a patent leather bag. Suddenly my pulse went into overdrive. This looked like it could be something.

Bracing one hand on the front of the dresser, I reached around and yanked the bag free. It was long and slim, a plain red clutch. I leaned back against the foot of her bed and slowly unzipped it. Inside were about ten four-by-six photographs.

I pulled the first one out and almost gagged. It was Dash, and he was naked. Completely stark naked. And very . . . well . . . excited.

Barking a laugh, I slapped the photo facedown into my lap.

Oh. My. God. Was this for real? Slowly, I lifted the corner of the photo again and peeked. Yep. Still there. He was lying on his side on a double bed, his head propped up on his hand, his hairless chest cut as could be, and his penis completely erect.

Damn, was he ever endowed. This guy could totally be in porn.

Quickly, I pulled out the rest of the pictures. Dash, naked, sitting on the edge of the bed. Dash, naked, standing with a smirk on his face. Dash, naked. Dash, naked. Dash, naked. And the pièce de résistance: Dash, naked, hugging a teddy bear. Talk about blackmail. If I ever felt like taking Dash McCafferty down, I had just found the motherlode.

Shaking my head, I stuffed the photos back in their case and shoved them behind the dresser again, this time making sure no part of it was visible. No one else needed to find that. It was my good deed for the day.

I blew out a sigh and decided to try Ariana’s side of the room. This time I went for the closet first and straight for the top shelf, since that was where I had uncovered Kiran’s big secret. Unfortunately, Ariana’s shelves contained nothing scandalous, aside from a pink crocheted sweater that I had never seen her wear and hopefully never would. Definitely one of those gifts given by a grandma that one just couldn’t manage to throw away. I jumped down off the desk chair and dropped to the floor.

Tucked back toward the rear wall was an old-fashioned trunk. Huh. That definitely looked like something that might hold something scandalous. I pulled it toward me and opened the lid. Inside were piles and piles of notebooks, copies of the Easton literary magazine, various editions of Poetry magazine and Writer’s Weekly, and boxes of pens and pencils. I lifted out a stack of magazines and dug through the memorabilia, looking for anything that seemed as if it didn’t belong. There were random pages and scraps covered in Ariana’s handwriting, drafts of poems and lines of ideas. If I’d had more time and a free pass from Ariana, I might have stopped to read some of it, but that wasn’t what I was here for. Unfortunately, it looked as if I’d hit another dead end.

I was about to replace the magazines when I saw a tiny piece of brown ribbon that seemed to be lodged between the bottom of the trunk and the side. How had that gotten wedged in there? I reached in and tugged at it and my breath caught in my throat. Had the bottom of the trunk just moved?

I glanced at the outside of the trunk. Sure enough, the “floor” of the inside was about four inches higher than the bottom on the outside.

The trunk had a false bottom.

Heart pounding a mile a minute now, I dove in and took everything out. I knew this was dangerous. There was a ton of crap here and it would take me a while to replace it all. But I had to see what was in the bottom of this trunk. If Ariana was hiding something, she had done a much better job of hiding it than her friends had.

Once the trunk was clear, I grabbed the ribbon and pulled. The entire floor of the trunk pulled free. Sitting underneath it was a sleek black laptop computer.

I turned and looked over my shoulder. Ariana had a Mac all set up on her desk. What did a high school student need with a second, secret computer?

I took the computer out and rested it in my lap. I popped the top and hit the power button, just praying no one would walk in. It took the computer a few agonizing seconds to power up. What was on this thing? Was it the proof Natasha was looking for? Had Ariana and the others actually plotted to get Leanne thrown out of school? It was clear that Ariana, at least, had something worth hiding. These were pretty elaborate measures for simply stashing a laptop to keep it from getting stolen. Especially when everyone at this school could buy one of these things four thousand times over.

“Come on,” I whispered. “Come on, come on. . . .”

Finally, a black screen appeared with a prompt window in the center.

“Welcome, Ariana,” it read. “Password?”

And there was that white box underneath with a flashing cursor, mocking me. There would be no getting past this without a password.

Shit.

Downstairs, the front door of Billings opened and slammed. I was on my feet in an instant, carefully replacing the computer and the false bottom and all the contents of the trunk. I shoved it back into the closet, slipped out the door, and ran to the stairwell, jogging down to my own floor. It wasn’t until I was back in my room that I allowed myself to breathe. I leaned back against my door and heaved, my hand over my stomach.

I was onto something. I knew I was. I had to get the password to that computer, but how? I couldn’t figure out what Ariana meant half the time when she was speaking directly to me, so how was I supposed to deduce her secret password?

Didn’t matter how. I had to do it. Because if there was anything to be found, it was on that computer. I was sure of it.



PERFECT COUPLE



“Reed! Reed! Wait up!”

I paused on the steps to the library as Constance jogged to catch up with me. Her face was flushed and her eyes were bright with excitement. She placed her hand over her heart as she stopped in front of me to catch her breath. Just looking at her made me think of meadows in springtime and flowers blooming.

“Thank you so much for making me talk to Whittaker the other day,” she gushed. “I never would have gone up to him on my own, but he was so sweet. We talked for so long Mr. Shreeber was screaming at me to get on the bus. I made us late for the meet!”

“Wow. Glad I could be of service,” I said.

“He told me all about his trip to East Asia and asked me about the Cape,” Constance said. “He remembered that my family goes to the Cape every summer. Not that he shouldn’t. I mean, his family has visited us there a few times. But still, it was nice of him to ask, wasn’t it?”

“Sure,” I said, grinning as well. It was nearly impossible not to in the face of that much giddiness.

“Do you think he was flirting?” she asked me, grabbing my forearm, which was wrapped around my books.

“I—”

“Of course he wasn’t flirting. Why would he flirt with me?” Constance said, pulling me aside to let a few students through to the door. “He’s known me since my Elmo obsession,” she said, looking at the ground.

“Your Elmo obsession?”

“Oh, I was obsessed with Elmo—you know, from Sesame Street?—for way too long. I carried that stupid doll around with me until I was, like, nine years old,” Constance said. “My older brother Trey threw it in the ocean one year and Whit dove in to save it.” She sighed. For the first time in my life, I saw firsthand what the expression “stars in her eyes” looked like. Kind of spooky. “I’ll never forget that.”

“Wow,” I said. “He’s a hero.”

“He is, isn’t he?” she asked, scrunching her nose. “Anyway, I think he might actually be interested in me. Walt Whittaker. I can’t believe it. He even said we should have dinner sometime. Just me and him. To catch up on old times!”

I took a deep breath and tasted relief. “Constance, that’s so great. I’m really glad it went so well.”

“Me too!” she said. Then she grabbed me in both arms and hugged me. Hard. Constance was bonier than she looked.

“Come on. Let’s go study!” she said.

As she dragged me through the door and into the library, I couldn’t help feeling I’d finally dodged at least one bullet. If Whit and Constance started spending time together, he would have to see that she was ten times more appropriate for him than I was. And ten times more eager to be with him. And then I wouldn’t have to worry about deflecting his advances or trying to remind him of our agreement to be just friends. One less thing to stress about.

I needed this. I needed it badly.



FATE



When I arrived at the dinner table that night, a heated debate was taking place. Dash was definitely on one side, Noelle on the other. It was unclear as of yet whom the others had aligned themselves with. I blushed as I walked by Dash and sat down on his side of the table, as far from him as I could get, making it nearly impossible for me to see him. Ever since my illicit discovery in Noelle’s room, I’d had a hard time being in the same room as Dash without constantly seeing his nether regions in my mind’s eye.

Two seconds later, Josh sat down across from me. “Hey,” he said.

I smiled. “Hey.”

“I don’t understand,” Dash was saying. “One phone call and we could have a limo waiting for us anywhere in town. Do you want to be uncomfortable for two hours?”

“Dash, you’re not getting it. This party is all about tradition,” Noelle replied, gesturing with her fork. “And part of the tradition is taking the train.”

They were talking about the Legacy. They had to be. The Billings Girls had never talked about it right in front of me so openly before. Were they finally, finally going to invite me?

“She’s right, man,” Gage said, leaning back on two chair legs and balancing. “The train ride is half the fun.”

“Yeah. It was really fun when you booted all over the window last year on the way home and it dripped down the back of my coat,” Dash said grumpily. “That was fun.”

“Look. The Legacy has been going on for generations,” Noelle said, taking a bite of a baby carrot. “Our forefathers took the train to the Legacy and we will take the train to the Legacy.”

“Since when do you give a crap about our forefathers?” Dash asked.

“Since when are you using wax in your hair?” Noelle asked, eyeing him disdainfully.

“Oh, that’s relevant,” Dash replied.

God, this was torture. Didn’t they realize that no one had officially told me about this thing yet? Didn’t they want me to come? Talk about Cinderella. This was what she must have felt like when her annoying stepsisters kept talking about the damn ball.

Okay. Clearly I was going to have to make this opportunity for myself. Sometimes a girl had to do what a girl had to do.

“Um, I have a question,” I said, leaning forward.

Everyone turned to look at me. Noelle, Kiran, Taylor, Ariana, Gage, Josh, Dash, and Natasha. It was as if they had all forgotten that I existed and my speaking was, therefore, a complete shock.

“What is the Legacy?”

Noelle and Kiran exchanged a look. Gage snorted a laugh and dropped his chair back down, reaching for a roll on his plate.

“That’s for us to know and you to most likely never find out,” Gage said, enjoying himself a little too much.

“Funny,” I replied.

Josh cleared his throat. “He’s fairly serious,” he said, his expression apologetic.

I felt a blush creeping onto my cheeks. “Come on.”

Dash cleared his throat and leaned onto the table to better see me. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing and tried as hard as I could not to see his guy parts superimposed over his face.

“Reed, the Legacy is an exclusive party,” he said sagely. “Only private school legacies are invited.”

My insides turned. I had kind of expected someone to make me an exception, to tell me they would find a way around the rule. Was it possible that Constance’s theory had been completely off base?

“Not just legacies,” Kiran corrected. “Multiple-generation legacies.”

“Oh,” I said, looking down at my food.

“‘We came over on the Mayflower’ legacies,” Gage added.

I get it. I’m not invited. Thanks for the hammer to the head.

“The only way to get in if you’re not a legacy is to be a legacy’s plus-one,” Noelle said, looking directly at Dash until he started concentrating very seriously on his food. “And only a very, very select few even get a plus-one. Your family has to go back to practically the dark ages.”

“Now where on Earth would Reed find a legacy with a plus-one?” Kiran pondered aloud.

I looked around at all of them, waiting for the answer, until Noelle tilted her head toward the other side of the room. I turned and followed her gaze. Whittaker. Whittaker, who was, as he always seemed to be, chatting with an adult. This time, Dean Marcus.

Suddenly it hit me like a cartoon piano to the head. This was why London had wanted to use him. This was why Vienna had suggested that every girl in school would be after him in the next few weeks. Whit could get one lucky girl into the Legacy with his coveted plus-one. If I had any shot in hell of going, I would have to be Walt Whittaker’s date.

I looked at Noelle again. She arched one eyebrow and lifted a shoulder, like, Told you so. She had planned this from the start. The things Whittaker could get me that I wouldn’t otherwise have. We weren’t talking about diamond earrings or other random luxury items. We were talking about entré into exclusive parties. We were talking about acceptance among the elite. Just being a Billings Girl wasn’t enough. At least not for me. I was a special case. I needed another leg up.

I took a deep breath. What Noelle didn’t realize was that I couldn’t be Whittaker’s plus-one. I couldn’t lead him on just to get an invite to some party, no matter how intriguing and mysterious and exclusive. He clearly liked me. A lot. Using him would be way too mean. And besides, Constance was totally in love with him. There was no way I was doing that to her. Except . . .

“Do you guys really think Pearson is going to be there?” Josh asked.

Except for that.

“Are you kidding? Wherever Pearson is right now, he’ll be at the Legacy,” Dash said. “Dude wouldn’t miss this party if he was dead.”

Thomas was going to be at the Legacy. His friends seemed fairly certain of that fact. That was the whole point of me trying to get to this thing, wasn’t it? So that I could yell at him for everything he’d put me through. So that he could explain. So that I could see that he was okay.

Slowly, I looked up at Whittaker again. He was laughing heartily at something the dean had said—a nice, big belly laugh. And sure enough, a few random girls were looking on with stars in their eyes, just waiting to pounce on him once he was free. Thomas was going to be at this party. The only way for me to get into this party was to get Whittaker to invite me. If I wanted to see my maybe-ex, I was going to have to use my maybe-stalker to do it.

Fate had a really messed-up sense of humor.



THE WRONG INVITATION



The days had been growing rapidly shorter. Now when I left the library after a postdinner study session, the torch lights along the pathways were already aglow to light my way back to Billings. With the dark came the intensified cold. After days of resisting and coming home with my teeth chattering, I had finally caved and broken out my crappy gray wool coat with the embarrassingly short sleeves and the unidentifiable stain along the hem. Already I’d caught a few disgusted stares from the female population. I was overdue for a phone call to Dad anyway. Looked as if the next one would include me begging him to put in an order with Lands End.

Yes, Lands End. While my classmates walked around in their Prada and Coach and Miu Miu, Lands End was the best I could hope for.

I ignored a pair of girls coming in the opposite direction who stared into my semifamous face, then started twittering and talking the moment I was past them. I barely even noticed this stuff anymore. If I ever did hit it big, this semester was going to be perfect prep for handling celebrity.

I turned up the path to Billings, already mentally pep-talking myself for whatever chore list my “sisters” had devised for me, when I saw a dark figure lurking in front of the door. For the splittest of seconds I thought of Thomas and my heart caught. But then I realized that a figure of that size could belong to only one person.

“Reed,” he said, stepping out of the shadows.

“Whit,” I replied, mimicking his serious tone.

“How was the library?” he asked with a small, knowing smile.

I decided not to ask how he knew I’d been at the library. I’d save him the pleasure of sharing, and me the pain of hearing, how he predicted my every move.

“Fine. What’s up?” I asked.

“Well, I have a question to ask you,” he said, slipping his hands into the pockets of his overcoat. “An invitation to offer, actually.”

The Legacy. My conscience and my desire had been at war ever since dinner the night before and neither one had yet waved the white flag. I was not prepared for this. What was I going to say? What was I going to do? Somewhere in one of the rooms above, someone was practicing the violin. Something fast and manic. It didn’t help with the thinking.

“I was wondering if you would do me the honor of being my dinner guest on Friday night,” he said.

Wait. His what? Where was my plus-one invite? And, hold on, he’d already asked Constance to sit with him at dinner. What was he doing, throwing out these invites like they were bath water?

“Whit, we already sit together at dinner every night,” I pointed out. A stiff breeze blew past us, filling my nostrils to bursting with the pungency of his evergreen-scented aftershave. I held my breath and tried not to cough.

Whittaker chuckled. “No, no, no. Not here. Off campus,” he said. “You see, Friday is my eighteenth birthday. I’ve been granted permission to dine off campus, and I’d like you to be my guest.”

There were so many things wrong with this proposal that I didn’t know where to begin.

“How did you get permission?” I said finally.

“My grandmother. She’s on the board of directors and she’s not above occasionally pulling the odd string,” he said with pride. “She’s granted you a pass as well. We don’t need to bring a chaperone.”

The word chaperone made me shudder.

“But, Whit, what about everyone else?” I said. “I mean, it’s your eighteenth birthday. You don’t want to spend it with just me.”

His expression told me that this was exactly what he wanted. This was very not good. Clearly Whittaker was even more serious about me than I had estimated. He could be here, on campus, ringing in his eighteenth year with a drunken party in the woods with Dash and Gage and the others, but instead he wanted to whisk me to some off-campus restaurant.

“Say yes, Reed. We’ll get dressed up; we’ll go for a drive. I know this incredible little Italian place in Boston—”

“Boston?” I croaked. I had never been to Boston. I had never been to any city other than Philadelphia, and that was just for one day on my eighth-grade field trip.

“Of course. You didn’t expect me to celebrate my eighteenth at one of the three decent restaurants here in Easton,” he said with an incredulous exhale. He reached out and caught my hand in both of his, looking me deep in the eye. “Say you’ll come.”

My heart actually responded to that plea. He sounded so sincere, how could it not? So there I was. I could say no and crush this sweet guy and also obliterate any chance of being asked to the Legacy and seeing Thomas, or I could say yes, go to some fancy restaurant in Boston, and keep the hope of seeing Thomas alive.

In the end, it was no contest, really. My conscience took a dive.

“Okay,” I said finally, nearly choking on my dry throat. “I’d love to.”



PRESSURE



My entire life I had always found brushing my teeth to be a soothing activity. It was the perfect time to ponder the events of the day in privacy. To go over the things I might have said or done differently. To pat myself on the back for the things that had gone well. Unlike the parents of every other kid on the planet, my parents had often been forced to yell at me to stop brushing my teeth. Fifteen minutes would pass while I zoned out. Half an hour. It was amazing I had any enamel left.

That night I was somewhere into my second quarter of an hour, my mouth full of foam, when the bathroom door banged open behind me. I nearly choked on my own spit.

“How’s it going?” Natasha asked, folding her arms over her sizable chest and leaning against the doorjamb. She glared over my shoulder at my reflection in the mirror.

I leaned over the basin and emptied my mouth into the drain, then slowly filled the cup with water and tipped it into my mouth. After sloshing it around for a half a minute, I spit again. Let her wait. She was only waiting for nothing.

“Fine,” I said finally, wiping my face with a hand towel. “I had a great day, how about you?”

“You know that’s not what I’m asking,” Natasha said. “What have you found?”

Let’s see: a refinery’s worth of sugar, evidence of serious psychological self-abuse, and some Skinamax-worthy photos. Oh, and a secret, hidden computer with a password-protect program.

I folded the towel, hung it on the towel ring next to the sink, and turned around, heaving an exasperated sigh. “Nothing,” I said. “I’ve found nothing.”

I might have told her about the computer if I had thought that the information would get her off my back, even for a moment, but I had a feeling it would have the exact opposite effect. I had a feeling it would only make her turn the screws tighter. And they were plenty tight already, thank you.

“You can’t be serious,” she said as I brushed by her into the room. “You really expect me to believe that after a week and a half you’ve found nothing?”

“You can believe whatever you want to believe,” I told her, sitting blithely on my bed. “This country was founded on that principle.”

Natasha clucked her tongue and rolled her eyes. She pressed the heels of her hands into her forehead like I was giving her a migraine. Good. She deserved mind-splitting pain. That’d teach her to blackmail me.

“What’s the problem here, Reed?” she asked me. “Was I not explicit enough when I told you exactly what I would do if you didn’t help me?”

“No. You were plenty explicit, thanks. Star magazine explicit,” I told her. “The problem is that if they are hiding anything, they’re hiding it very well. This is Noelle we’re dealing with here, remember? You really think she’s going to leave incriminating evidence out on her bulletin board?”

Natasha unclenched a bit at this. Not even she could argue with that logic.

“Just . . . be patient,” I said, wondering how long, exactly, it would take a person with zero computer experience to crack someone else’s password. I picked up my copy of Beowulf, which we were reading for English class—at least, everyone else was, while I had yet to have time to crack it—and leaned back on my denim husband. “I’m doing everything I can.”

I settled in and opened to page one.

“Well, do it faster,” Natasha said.

Then she flicked off the light before I could get past the first word.



THE PASSWORD IS . . .



After two full mornings of typing in everything I knew about Ariana into her password screen and getting nowhere, I was at a complete loss. I needed help. I needed someplace to start. I needed to pick someone else’s brain and get some ideas.

But how was I supposed to do that without anyone knowing why I was doing it?

This was the question bouncing around in my brain as I walked into the library one rainy afternoon. I had a plan, but I had very little confidence that it would work. Unfortunately, it was all I had. I knew that the junior class had a huge history exam coming up and half of Billings and Ketlar would be there studying. I made a beeline for the very back of the stacks, where I knew the girls from my dorm normally set up camp.

Bingo. At one table I had found Kiran, Taylor, Rose, London, Vienna, Josh, and Gage. They were all bent over their books, some taking notes, others whispering to each other in low tones. There was a single empty chair at the end of the table.

I took a deep breath. Here went nothing.

I walked over and sat down with a frustrated huff, placing my books on the table. Everyone looked up, happy for a distraction.

“What’s the matter, Reed?” Taylor asked.

“Nothing. It’s just this current events paper for modern civ,” I said. “I have to write eight pages on that whole hacking scandal.”

Kiran and Taylor exchanged a look. They weren’t buying it. There was no way they were buying it. And why would they? It was a complete fabrication.

“You mean that thing at that high school in New York?” Josh said.

“I heard about that!” London put in, excited. “Someone hacked into all the students’ computers and posted a list of all the illicit Web sites they were looking at. So scandalous.”

“Those poor bastards had all their porn deleted,” Gage said. “That’s not scandal. It’s a crying shame.”

“Well, there are about a million articles on it and it’s ridiculous trying to sift through it all,” I said, lifting out a Xeroxed page. “Plus it’s scary. Did you guys know that ninety percent of high school students use something obvious for their password? Like a boyfriend’s name or a birthday?”

Everyone just stared at me. Was I the worst actress ever, or what?

“I would never use something that lame,” Gage said.

“Yeah. You just spell curse words backward,” Josh said with a laugh.

“Dude!” Gage complained, whacking him with the back of his hand.

“I would never use anything that obvious,” Rose said, turning the page in her history book. “I just use random characters.”

So not what I wanted to hear. If Ariana was using random characters, I was screwed.

“How do you remember them?” Vienna asked.

“I just force myself,” Rose said. “I repeat it over and over until it’s in there. Four, dash, dollar sign, eight, J, star. Four, dash, dollar sign, eight, J, star.”

“Nice one! Now we all know your password!” Gage said.

Rose turned beet red. “Well, that’s not my password now.”

“Yes, it is! Yes, it is!” London trilled, bouncing up and down in her chair, her long earrings slapping her in the face. “We know your password! We know your password!”

“Oh, yeah? Repeat it back to me,” Rose said flatly.

London cleared her throat and looked at the ceiling. “Four, dash, dollop of . . . A . . . J . . .” Everyone laughed and London lost steam, slumping. “Crap.”

“It’s okay,” Vienna said, patting her back. “It’s not like Rose has anything good on her computer.”

Rose shot Vienna a bite me look and got back to studying.

“Personally, I always use song titles,” Kiran said, lifting a shoulder. “I think a lot of people do that. Like book titles or movie titles or poems . . . CDs—”

Titles. That sounded like something Ariana might do. I made a surreptitious note in the margin of the Xeroxed article.

“You know, Reed, I read somewhere that some huge percentage of people actually write down their password and keep it somewhere close to their computer,” Taylor said. “They jot it down on a special day in the calendar or something. You know, just in case they ever forget it.”

“Really?” I said, intrigued.

“Yeah. I bet I could find the article if you want me to,” Taylor said. “I save everything.”

Like I didn’t know that already. Of course, she had no way of knowing how much time I had already spent under her bed.

“Don’t worry about the paper too much,” Kiran said, returning to her own work. “Mr. Kline has a very lax grading system.”

“There’s a theory going around that he only reads the first page of everything anyway,” Josh said.

“That’s good news,” I said, feigning relief.

Everyone returned to their books and I realized that the conversation was closed. There was no way to open it again without looking completely obvious. But at least they had given me a few places to start. Now all I had to do was put these new theories to the test.



TRANSPARENCIES



I should have been studying for my French quiz. I should have been taking notes for my history test. I should have been reading Beowulf. I should have been asking Kiran if I could raid her closet for an outfit to wear out to dinner with Whit. I should have been doing any one of these things. Instead I was at Natasha’s desk with the Easton Academy website open on her computer, bent over a notebook, brainstorming potential passwords for Ariana’s computer.

Taking a cue from Kiran, I had started scouring old issues of the Easton literary magazine, the Quill, online. If Ariana’s password was in fact a title, then I figured it might be the title of one of her very own poems. Unfortunately she had published at least three and sometimes as many as seven poems in each and every issue of the Quill, going back to her freshman year. My list of poem titles already filled an entire page.

I sighed and closed the window containing last year’s final Quill issue and double clicked on the latest one—published only last month. I knew that Ariana had at least five poems tucked inside its pages. I opened the table-of-contents page and jotted down the titles:

“Transparency”

“Endless Fall”

“The Other”

“Scarecrow”

“The Dark Age”

Ariana was a very lighthearted, carefree girl.

Suddenly the door to my room opened, sending my heart into unhealthy spasms. It only got worse when Ariana walked in, followed closely by Noelle and Taylor. I slapped my notebook closed and reached for the laptop’s screen, but realized it would look far too suspicious. Besides, they were already behind me. Noelle placed a paper bag on the floor near the wall. I had a feeling I didn’t want to know what was in it.

“Using Natasha’s computer, huh?” Noelle said, leaning both hands on the back of the chair so that I tipped slightly backward. “Hope you asked or she might turn you in to the Gestapo.”

“Looking at the Quill, are we?” Ariana said, hovering behind me. “Getting ideas?” she asked, her eyes dancing.

My heart completely stopped. For a second my life flashed before my eyes. She knew what I was doing. She was actually psychic.

“Ideas? For what?” I choked out.

Ariana smiled slowly. “Well, your writing, of course. I know you’re a big reader. I always wondered if you might be a writer as well.”

“Oh! Right!” I said, all the blood in my body rushing to my face. Of course she didn’t know what I was doing. How could she possibly? “I am a writer. I’m actually thinking about joining. You know, the Quill.”

If it hadn’t been for self-preservation purposes, I might have been alarmed that I was getting so good at lying.

“That’s great. We’d love to have you,” Ariana said with a small smile. She looked at Noelle, who was, for some reason, grinning as well. “What do you write?”

Now I reached over and clicked the laptop closed, mostly to stall for time. I hadn’t written anything creatively since first grade, when I’d written a short story titled “Animal Crackers” that had been universally panned by all the six-year-olds in my class.

“Uh . . . essays, mostly,” I said. “But lately I haven’t really had much time.”

Thanks to you guys, my tone implied. You and your chore list are so the reason my muse has gone missing.

“And you’re about to have even less,” Noelle said happily.

Everything inside of me slumped. “Why?”

“It’s the windows,” Taylor said, her expression bordering on apologetic. “They’re a disgrace.”

The windows? Didn’t Easton employ a maintenance staff for this kind of thing? “What windows?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

“All of them,” Noelle said, taking my notebook out of my hands. I snatched at it, but she tossed it on my bed. She reached into the paper bag and produced a bottle of Windex and a stack of fresh rags. “And you can start with mine.”



WEAK STOMACH



“It’s going to rain,” Ariana said, turning her blue eyes toward the roiling sky the following evening. “We should hurry.”

I wrapped my scarf around my neck and scurried down the library stairs after her. The last hour had been spent listening to Ariana and her fellow Quill editors discuss the merits and flaws of various submissions for the latest issue. Since, in my moment of panic, I had expressed an interest, Ariana had invited me to come along and see what it was like. Now, having listened to these pretentious people tearing apart one another’s work, I could sum it up in three words:

Not for me.

Still, I was touched that she had asked me. It meant that she thought I was worthy of sharing one of her favorite things. If only she knew that whenever I had started scribbling in my notebook during the meeting I hadn’t been taking notes on the poems but jotting down new ideas for her password.

That morning, while I was supposed to be scrubbing floors, I had searched Ariana’s room for a calendar or a date book, hoping to put Taylor’s theory to the test, but had found nothing. If Ariana had a planner, she kept it with her at all times. After that failure, I had spent half an hour rapidly typing in every potential keyword I could come up with, flinching at every creak of the floor and every chirp of a bird outside the window. None of them had worked. Now I was on a mission. I had spent too much of my time on this already. I had to crack that password, if only to be able to tell myself that I had succeeded.

So I had spent most of my classes brainstorming more and more potential passwords and writing them down in my trusty notebook. At this rate I was going to flunk out of school, but at least I would know whether or not the Billings Girls had gotten Leanne Shore thrown out. Yeah. It would all be worth it.

Ha.

“So, what did you think?” Ariana asked me as we speed-walked along the cobbled paths. “Did you enjoy it?”

“It was interesting,” I said in a noncommittal tone. “I don’t know if I feel comfortable tearing apart people’s poems, though.”

“Why?” Ariana asked.

“Well, those are their most personal thoughts and feelings. It has to take a lot to put that out there,” I said. “And you guys just sat there throwing out words like pathetic and pedestrian and cliché. That one girl was on the staff and you said she had no original thought. Right in front of her.”

“I know. It’s not easy,” Ariana said, shaking her head. She hugged her notebooks to her chest and curled her slim shoulders in against the wind, her chin tucked down so it was almost hidden behind the books. “But if you’re going to put something on a page and ask people to read it, you have to be able to handle the criticism.”

“I guess,” I said as we reached the front door to Billings. “It just seemed mean.”

Ariana stopped and stared at the door. The sky chose that moment to open up. A fat raindrop plopped right in the middle of my forehead.

“Look, Reed, if you can’t handle it then maybe you shouldn’t come back,” Ariana said rather harshly. She placed her hand on the door handle and gripped hard enough for her knuckles to turn white.

“I never said I couldn’t handle it,” I told her. “I just—”

“No. You don’t have the stomach for it,” she said, looking me in the eye. “And that’s fine, but just don’t pretend to be something you’re not. It’s a waste of your time. And mine.”

Whoa. Okay. Where had that come from?

Ariana whipped open the door to Billings and strode inside. For a long moment I stood there, feeling as if I’d just been slapped. Who the hell did she think she was, talking to me that way? She didn’t know me well enough to know what I was or was not capable of.

Anger seared my skin as I walked into Billings after her. I couldn’t just let this one go without saying anything. First the implication that I had something to do with Thomas’s disappearance and now this? What, exactly, was Ariana’s problem with me? As I entered the foyer, I expected her to be on her way upstairs, but the place was deserted. Then I noticed that all the lights in the common room off the entryway had been dimmed. I slowly pulled off my scarf and shook it out as I went over to inspect the situation. The half-dozen couches and chairs had been pulled together to face the big-screen TV, and there were all my dorm mates, gathered together with snacks and drinks, watching the latest Orlando Bloom movie.

It was a very cozy scene and, after all the stress of the past few days, looked like the perfect antidote to my two tons of stress.

“Hi, Reed,” Taylor whispered from her spot on the first couch. Kiran glanced over her shoulder and fluttered a wave. Rose looked up and smiled.

“Hey,” I replied, already scoping out a spot.

Across the room near the fireplace, Ariana was just settling in on an overstuffed pillow at Noelle’s feet. Noelle pulled a throw off the back of her chair and passed it to Ariana, never taking her eyes from the screen. She lifted an hors d’oeuvre—some kind of cracker, cheese, and black gunk combination—from a platter on the table next to her and placed the entire thing in her mouth.

“What’s all this?” I asked.

“Movie night,” Rose whispered. “We do it once a month.”

“Sweet,” I said.

“Not for you, glass-licker,” Noelle said in full voice. “You need to get back to the windows.”

I blinked. “But I finished the windows.”

“Yeah. And they have more streaks than my mom’s last dye job,” Cheyenne said.

“Go to it,” Noelle said. “Maybe you’ll be able to catch the last five minutes. But I doubt it.”

Everyone laughed. All fifteen of them. Fifteen times the humiliation. Ariana looked at me with those eerie eyes and smirked.

“Would you bring my bag upstairs for me, Reed?” she asked, holding out her messenger bag. “Thanks,” she added sweetly.

Then I saw Natasha was watching me, too, with a meaningful stare. I gave her a nod, feeling very CSI. There couldn’t have been a more perfect opportunity to get back to my project. Back to that computer. And little did Ariana know she had just handed me the one thing I might need to finally break her password wide open. Her bag. Which undoubtedly had her planner inside.

Ariana thought I had no stomach? Just watch me.



SUCCESS



An hour later my eyes were dry, my neck was tight, and a headache throbbed at the back of my skull. I checked my watch every two-and-a-half minutes, wondering exactly how long it was going to take Orlando to find love. Did I have fifteen minutes or another hour?

“Okay, come on, Reed,” I said through my teeth, shaking out my hands.

I flipped to the next page in Ariana’s planner and turned it over on the floor at my side. Taylor’s theory had turned out to be both a boon and a curse. At first I had thought I would just check Ariana’s birthday and see if she had anything written there. That was before I realized that I had no idea when Ariana’s birthday was. So instead I had started to flip through page by page, figuring the special days would be obvious, that she’d have written Dad’s birthday on a certain date, or Parents’ anniversary somewhere in there.

I was wrong. Nothing was obvious in Ariana’s planner, other than the fact that she was a doodler. A doodler and a jotter who brainstormed poems and titles in every available space on every available page. Yes, there were poem titles on some dates, but there was no way of knowing if the dates held any significance. So I had spent the last hour typing in pretty much every word I found in any given date square.

Pretty soon, my knuckles were going to seize up. Early onset arthritis. That was where this mission was going to get me.

I took a deep breath. I just had to keep at it for a few more minutes. Then I would call it a night and at least wipe down Noelle and Ariana’s windows—which looked streak-free to me—so that they would think I had followed orders.

I was on April. April fifth had a single word in its square. I took a deep breath and started to type.

Rubber band. R-U-B-B-E-R-B-A-N-D. Enter.

Invalid password! the screen replied.

Okay . . . next. Slammed. S-L-A-M-M-E-D. Enter.

Invalid password!

I groaned. I scanned the calendar, looking for something even remotely intriguing, and my eyes fell on the last day of April. April 30. In big, red letters was the word home. Then, underneath that, in much smaller letters, the title of one of her more recent poems: “The Other.” That one had been published in last month’s Quill.

I took a deep breath. My fingers were trembling. Okay. “The Other.” Two words.

T-H-E [space] O-T-H-E-R. Enter.

Invalid password!

Somewhere nearby a door slammed. My heart was in my mouth. I closed the computer and was about to stash it away, but instead I froze. I froze and listened. Footsteps. Footsteps coming closer . . .

Oh, God, no. I scrambled to put everything back. I almost dropped the computer. I was never going to get it all in there in time. . . .

And then the footsteps passed by the door. They were going back downstairs. I sat down hard on my butt and breathed. Everything was shaking. I should just bag this. Just bag it and start over tomorrow. But when was I ever going to get an opportunity like this again?

Slowly, I opened the computer again. I would just try this last one and that would be it.

Okay. Theother. One word.

T-H-E-O-T-H-E-R. Enter.

There was a beep. My pulse raced. The drive whirred to life, the screen went black, then came up with a blue sky background and the two sweetest words I had ever seen on a computer screen.

Welcome, Ariana!

Holy crap. I was in! Holy mother of—I had done it! I wanted to jump up off the floor and scream and yell and improvise a dance of joy. But that wouldn’t have been the best idea, what with the old creaky floors and the fifteen girls watching Orlando in rapt silence under my feet.

Deep breath, Reed. I scrounged in my bag and found the floppy disk I had brought along just in case there was anything worth copying. I shoved it in the slot on the side of the computer and tried to calm my heart. If it kept pounding that loud, it would drown out any noises from downstairs, and I couldn’t get caught. Especially not now.

There were several file icons on Ariana’s desktop, each marked with a year. I clicked open the most recent and there were nothing but Word files inside. Poems. Hundreds of poems. Some with titles I recognized from the Quill, most with ones I did not. But was one of these an incriminating file in disguise? Was one of these “poems” actually some kind of anti-Leanne rant that might prove Ariana wanted to hurt her in some way? Who knew? My heart filled with sick, frustrated desperation. I did not have time to click open and read a hundred or more poems.

I scrolled down in the window, looking for who knew what. At the very bottom was one single file icon. A file within the file. It was marked “projects.”

Okay. This could be something. I double clicked. Inside were several more Word documents, each with initials as their titles. EP, CS, IP, NL, TL, IM, and then LS.

LS. Leanne Shore.

My entire mind went blank. This was it. A file on Leanne. I suppose that part of me had always thought it was impossible. That Noelle and Ariana could never have gotten someone kicked out of school for no good reason. But here it was. I was about to have the proof.

Reluctantly salivating, I opened the file. A Word document popped up and filled the screen. At the top, the words Latin Studies. Then, Notes from 8/5. My whole body slumped and I almost laughed. Apparently, Ariana had spent her summer taking classes. In Latin. Studies.

Nothing to do with Leanne. Ariana was innocent.

I took a breath and closed the document. I listened for footsteps and heard nothing. Apparently Orlando was still doing his thing. I decided to check out the other initialed documents, just to satisfy my curiosity, so that I wouldn’t have gone through all this for nothing. I opened EP. It was a list of women’s names with “yes” or “no” next to each one and a total at the bottom, some kind of RSVP list. Maybe Ariana had helped her mom throw a party or something. Next up was CS. I opened it and my heart took a nosedive.

As I Lay Dying, Faulkner, 1930.

Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston, 1937.

Invisible Man, Ellison, 1947.

It was a crib sheet. A list in a tiny font set on 3 × 5 paper. And from the looks of the information, it was a senior English crib sheet. Exactly the class Leanne Shore had cheated in. And what had the administration used as their damning evidence?

Crib sheets.

If these matched the crib sheets that had sealed Leanne’s fate, then it was all true. Natasha was right. Noelle and her friends had framed Leanne. They had gotten her kicked out of school. But why? Just because she was a suck-up and she annoyed Noelle? Was that really a reason to mess with someone’s life?

Dying to know more now, I opened the file marked IM. Sure enough, a file full of copied IM messages filled the screen. They were mostly between Ariana and Noelle. My eyes scanned the first messages. They all seemed mundane. Conversations about homework and parties—nothing out of the ordinary.

Then I saw my name and all the air rushed out of me. I stopped to read.



	*Ariana*:
	so we’re definitely doing this



	Noelle_1:
	DEFINITELY. We decided we wanted Reed right?



	*Ariana*:
	yes. and lattimer is on board. kiran got her a free pass at manolo 4 her silence.



	Noelle_1:
	PERFECT! Lattimer is 2 easy. So we’re ready to do it? You have the cribs?



	*Ariana*:
	all set. just tell me when and where.



	Noelle_1:
	TOMORROW. We’ll get Reed in here by the weekend. And L out. Thank God!



	*Ariana*:
	you are so bad!



	Noelle_1:
	And it feels SO GOOD . . .




I could not breathe. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t have even saved myself if the entire dorm had walked in at that very moment.

They had done it for me, to create a place for me in Billings. This had all happened because of me.

I heard a creak on the stairs and suddenly came to life. I didn’t have time to think about this. Quickly I copied all the initialed files onto my disk, just in case there happened to be something more worth reading. I shoved the disk into the back pocket of my jeans, then shut the computer down and replaced everything as I’d found it. I was just closing the trunk when I heard voices downstairs. The party was breaking up. I shoved the trunk into the back of the closet, closed the doors, grabbed my stuff, and fled.

I knew everyone would be coming up the front, so I raced for the safety of the back stairwell. Once inside, I slumped down on the steps and struggled to catch my breath.

They had framed Leanne because of me. It was my fault Leanne had been booted. My fault Natasha was so upset she was willing to blackmail people and sneak around behind their backs. It was all for me. So that I could live here. So that I could be a Billings Girl.

It was sick. It was twisted. It was evil. But it was also for me. No one had ever done anything like this for me before. They had risked their own futures to get me into Billings and solidify mine. As disgusted as I was, I was also more than a little bit flattered.

And how had I repaid them? I had snooped through their rooms. Uncovered their most embarrassing secrets. For a moment I was overcome with shame. These were my friends, and I had betrayed them.

But I still had one question. Why were they my friends? Why had they brought me to Billings at all? What were they getting out of it? Why did they even want me here? Just so they could order me around? It didn’t make any sense. None of this made any sense.

A door slammed right above me and I was on my feet again, racing down the stairs fast enough to keep up with my pulse. I had to get back to my room anyway. Get back there and think. I had the evidence now. I had what Natasha needed. The question was, would I ever share it with her?



SUSPICIOUS EYES



The next morning while Natasha was in the shower, I threw on jeans and a sweatshirt, tossed my hair into a ponytail, and snuck out, closing the door as quietly as humanly possible. I had risen early and had already redone all the first-floor windows in an effort to avoid being in the room when her alarm went off. Now was the perfect chance to bail before she could ask me if I’d found anything and before the other girls could strong-arm me into more chores.

It was a cool, cloudy morning and I shrugged into my coat as I quickly dialed Thomas’s room on my cell phone. I hurried away from Billings, hoisting my bag over my shoulder as I held the phone to my ear. The campus was as silent as a graveyard. My breath made steam clouds in the cold morning air. The marigolds that lined the walk to Billings were bent from the weight of the frost that covered their petals. I struggled to button my coat with one frigid hand. Josh picked up on the fifth ring.

“ ’Lo?” he asked. He was still asleep.

“Josh, I’m so sorry to wake you.”

“Who is this?” he asked.

“It’s Reed,” I said. Suddenly I felt as if someone was watching me. I paused at the intersection of the path to the girls’ dorms and the path to the library and looked around. The quad was completely deserted except for a squirrel zipping here and there under one of the benches.

“Reed. What’s wrong?” he asked me. “Is it Thomas? Did you hear from him?”

“No,” I said, squirming at the mention of the name. “I just have to talk to you about something. Can you meet me in the caf in, like, fifteen minutes?”

“Uh . . . sure,” he said. “I’ll be right there.”

“Thanks,” I told him.

The moment I hung up the phone, I felt a chill down my back. I whipped around and my heart rocketed into my throat. I gasped, startled, and then choked. Detective Hauer was three feet behind me. His brow creased as he approached me, his black trench coat billowing behind him.

“Are you all right, Miss Brennan?” he asked me.

I pounded on my chest with my free hand and tried to get control of my cough. Miss Brennan. He’d remembered my name. He’d met about five hundred kids over the past two weeks and he’d remembered my name. That could not be good.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Fine. You just scared me.”

“Sorry,” he replied, though he didn’t look it. “I like a stroll in the morning. Clears my head.”

He looked like he was waiting for a response, so I gave him one. “That’s . . . nice.”

“And you?” he said.

“And me what?”

“What are you doing out here so early?” he asked. “It was a long time ago, I admit, but I sort of remember liking my sleep as a teenager.”

“Yeah, well, I’m an individual,” I said with a laugh, throwing my hands out. I was acting like a derranged scarecrow.

“Who were you talking to?” he asked, eyeing my phone. He rubbed his hands together and blew into them.

“Oh, uh . . .” There didn’t seem to be any reason to lie. “Josh. Josh Hollis. He’s meeting me at breakfast.”

“Thomas Pearson’s roommate?” he said, raising his bushy eyebrows. “That Josh Hollis?”

Why did he have to make it sound suspicious? What the heck was wrong with me meeting Josh?

I shrugged. “He’s the only one I know.” Then I made an elaborate show of checking my watch. “Ooh. I gotta go. I’m gonna be late,” I said, backing up. “Enjoy your walk.”

He nodded, narrowing his eyes slightly. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

“I will! Thanks!” I replied, trying my hardest to seem unaffected.

It didn’t work. I could feel him watching me all the way across the quad and it was all I could do to keep myself from turning around and checking to see if I was right. But when I finally reached the cafeteria, sweating from exertion and nerves, I couldn’t take it anymore. I paused and pretended to search through my bag for something. As I did so, I glanced out the corner of my eye. There was Detective Hauer, standing alone in the center of campus.

Watching me.



IDEALISM



For the first time in days I was able to go through the breakfast line and get what I wanted and only what I wanted. I knew that as soon as the Billings Girls arrived I would be back up here, filling their orders, but for now I was going to enjoy the freedom. I deserved it after everything I’d been through this morning.

Two pieces of bacon, one slice of peanut butter toast, and a bowl full of Apple Jacks later, I emerged from the line and walked over to our usual table. I started with the toast, hoping to calm my uneasy stomach before moving on to the sugar and the grease. The cavernous cafeteria was so undisturbed, I could see the individual dust particles dancing in the shafts of sun coming through the skylights. I watched Josh enter through the front door, stick to the wall on his way to the line, and emerge moments later with coffee and three doughnuts.

“So, I’m intrigued,” he said, sitting down in front of me. He chomped into a cinnamon doughnut, spraying the brown powder everywhere. His curls were mashed on one side and stuck straight up on the other, reminding me that just a few minutes ago he had been curled up in his bed, warm and cozy, and that he’d hoisted himself out of his slumber for me.

“Okay, hypothetically . . .”

Josh dropped the doughnut. “I love a good ‘hypothetically,’” he said, leaning his elbows on the table.

I laughed. “Hypothetically,” I repeated for his benefit, “if you found out that one of the guys in your dorm had broken the honor code . . . would you tell?”

Josh raised his eyebrows, then looked down at his plate and blew out a breath.

“I mean, I know you’re supposed to tell, but, in reality . . . would you?” I asked.

Josh nodded once and lifted his head. “Definitely.”

“Really?”

The double doors opened and a clump of students filed in. We wouldn’t be alone for long.

“Yes. No question,” Josh said, sipping his coffee. “You signed a contract. We all did. I know it’s probably not cool or whatever to say this, but that actually means something to me. When you commit to something, you don’t go back on your word. Besides, it’s the right thing to do. If someone does something wrong, they should be called on it. Case closed.”

Damn. Boy took his hypothetical very seriously. For some reason, his conviction made me squirm. I dropped the toast and pushed my tray away.

“Tell me how you really feel,” I joked, trying to lighten my own mood.

“How he really feels is idiotic.”

Startled, we both looked up to find Whittaker hovering at the end of the table. Where had he come from?

“No offense intended,” he said to Josh.

“Uh . . . none taken,” Josh said facetiously. He jumped his chair forward until the table constricted his chest so that Whittaker could get by. Whit pulled out the chair next to Josh and settled in. He took a long sip of his grapefruit juice and smacked his lips.

“I didn’t intend to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t help overhearing,” Whittaker began, resting his wrists on the edge of the table like a well-mannered boy. “Reed, if there is, in fact, someone in Billings who has cheated . . . you cannot, under any circumstances, turn them in.”

“What?” Josh blurted.

“Your opinion is kind of naïve, don’t you think?” Whittaker said, picking up his fork and toying with the eggs on his plate. “Not to mention hypocritical.”

Josh pushed back a bit and crossed his arms over his chest. “Wow. Called a naïve hypocrite before I even get to morning services. That’s a first.”

“Well, it’s true,” Whittaker said. “You sit there talking about how people in the wrong should be called on their actions, but did you ever do anything about the fact that your roommate was a drug dealer?”

I felt as if the entire room had just been hit by a cold north wind. Goose bumps everywhere. Josh’s face went ashen.

“That’s none of your business,” he said.

“It is when you’re filling my friend’s head with empty morality,” Whittaker told him.

Then, satisfied that he’d rendered Josh speechless, Whittaker turned and looked me dead in the eye.

“You do not want to ostracize yourself from the women of Billings, Reed,” he said. “Trust me. Not if you want to have a life after you graduate this place. That’s reality.”

I swallowed hard and looked at Josh. He rolled his eyes, but said nothing. I realized that Whittaker had just hit upon the very reason Josh’s idealism had made me squirm. Ever since my first day at Easton, all I had heard was that the Billings Girls had the brightest futures of anyone at this school. It was all about connections. The connections got you everywhere. If I turned in Noelle and the others, would all my Billings connections be severed for life? Would everything I had gained by getting in there be automatically obliterated?

“You know I’m right,” Whittaker said haughtily. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“Excuse me,” Josh said, shoving away from the table. “I’m feeling a little nauseous all of a sudden.”

He grabbed one of the remaining doughnuts and stormed out. Whittaker took a deep breath and shook his head. “He’ll learn,” he said. “Eventually.”

I watched Whittaker shovel eggs into his mouth and was suddenly disgusted by the very sight of him. Even if he was right on some level, something about his all-knowing tone completely turned me off. Who had died and made him the fourth wise man?

“Now that we’re alone . . ,” he said, lifting himself out of his chair and taking Josh’s, so that he was sitting directly across from me. “I wanted to let you know that all the arrangements are in place for Friday night. I’ll pick you up on the circle at six o’clock. That should give us plenty of time to get to Boston for our reservation. I am so looking forward to this, Reed.”

The way he was looking at me made me feel almost feverish with revulsion. There was desire in his eyes, plain and simple and obvious. He thought that this date was going to end the same way that night in the woods had.

Well, he was probably hoping to avoid the vomit.

“Are you excited?” he asked.

It’s for Thomas. It’s so that you can go to the Legacy and see Thomas.

“Sure,” I said weakly.

Then he reached out and took my hand. He covered it with both his big, clumsy, oafish ones. Staring at them, I had sudden flashes of another pair of hands. Thin but strong. Self-assured and tender. Hands that had caused me to flush with pleasure every time they touched me.

I glanced to the left and saw several junior girls from one of the other dorms eyeing me with envy. Everyone knew what Whittaker’s gesture meant. It meant I was one step closer to being his plus-one. And they were one step closer to sitting at home on Halloween night.

“Maybe after dinner we can stop somewhere,” Whittaker said, coloring slightly. “Somewhere we can be alone.”

His thumb pressed into my palm. My stomach turned and I pulled my hand away. There was no way I could do this. No way I could sit in a car with this guy for hours each way wondering when he was going to make his move, dreading the thought of his lips on mine. He was a sweet guy—an awkward, hopeful, sweet guy who was just trying. I could see that. But he was trying on the wrong girl.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, his eyes wide.

“No. I’m fine,” I said, standing. “I just remembered that I left my history text in my room and I . . . I need that for class. I better go.”

“Okay, then. I’ll . . . see you later?” he asked, lifting himself out of his chair, ever the gentleman.

“Sure. Yes. Definitely,” I said.

But even as I shoved my way out into the sunshine, I was formulating a plan. There had to be a way for me to get to the Legacy without Whittaker. There just had to be.



PRE-PARTY



That evening I paused outside Noelle and Ariana’s room. I had just heard voices coming from inside and had automatically stopped to listen. It was a reflex. Now that I knew the extent of their secrets, part of me was dying to uncover more. But I couldn’t make out anything other than murmurs and laughter, and then I remembered I was here to ask a favor. Eavesdropping was probably not the best way to endear myself. I straightened up, steeled myself, and knocked.

“Entrez!” Noelle announced.

Inside the lights were dim and candles flickered on every available surface, filling the air with their musky scents. Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor were all gathered in a circle in their pajamas and robes. Taylor sat in one of the desk chairs, pulled close to Ariana’s bed, while the others were seated on the mattress. Ariana held up a wineglass and Kiran tipped a bottle over it, filling it with deep red liquid.

“Reed! So good to see you!” Noelle trilled. “Come! Have wine! We’re playing I Never.”

I Never. These girls had nothing better to do than play I Never? On a weeknight? Shouldn’t they be reading or writing papers or perhaps plotting to have someone else booted out of school? Behind me, in Ariana’s closet, I could feel the presence of the trunk and the computer as if they had been dipped in radioactive waste and were now throbbing brightly like a beacon, mocking me. Reminding me of what I had done. What I knew.

“I never . . . got drunk and bribed my father’s pilot to fly me to Rome so I could have real pasta!” Taylor announced.

“Oh!” Noelle cheered.

Kiran clucked her tongue. “No fair getting so specific!” she said, then downed half her wine.

Her father had a pilot. Her father had a pilot who would fly to Rome on a moment’s notice.

“Come on, Reed! What have you never done?” Noelle asked mirthfully.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you guys about something,” I said.

“Not until you give us an ‘I never,’” Ariana said, her eyes gleaming.

Great. Nothing like being put on the spot. I racked my brain for something, anything, that wouldn’t make me sound totally lame.

“I never . . . had sex in a car,” I said finally.

Noelle spit out a laugh and drank the rest of her wine, as did Kiran and Taylor, laughing the whole way. Ariana, however, just smiled.

“Really, Ariana?” Kiran asked, nonplussed. “Not even a limo? They can be very comfortable.”

“I’m gonna start calling you Prude,” Noelle put in.

Ariana simply sighed, as if this was all just too pedestrian, and set her glass aside. “What’s going on, Reed?”

“Nothing. It’s just . . . it’s about the Legacy.”

A mutual look was exchanged between the four of them. “Pull up a chair,” Kiran said, lifting the wine bottle.

I crossed over to Noelle’s desk chair, cleared about ten cashmere, silk, and angora sweaters onto her bed, and carried the chair over. As I settled in, I had their full attention. This was odd.

“What’s the problem?” Noelle asked, crossing her legs at the knee and leaning forward like a concerned talk-show hostess. Except no talk-show hostess I had ever seen ever waved a glass of wine around in front of her live studio audience. “Has Whittaker not asked you yet?”

“No. He hasn’t. But it’s not that,” I said. “I mean, I’m sure he will—”

“Wow. Look at the ego on this one,” Kiran said, taking a sip of her wine. I chose to ignore the comment.

“It’s just . . . I don’t exactly want to go with him,” I said. “Can’t any of you get me in? I could be your plus-one,” I said, looking at Noelle.

Instantly, she scoffed. She sat up straight and swung her thick, dark hair over her shoulder. “You’re not getting it, Reed. We can’t even all get in without help.”

I had no response to that except to stare incredulously. The Billings Girls couldn’t get in without help? How was that even possible? I had a hard time imagining them being shut out of anything.

“Come on,” I said finally.

Noelle and Ariana laughed. Kiran picked at a cuticle, her cheeks flushing, while Taylor simply stared into her wineglass.

“Did you not hear me the other day?This party is exclusive. I’m the only person in all of Billings who even gets a plus-one.”

“Well, you and Cheyenne,” Taylor said.

“Right. Cheyenne. The D.A.R. herself,” Noelle said. “Why do I always forget about Cheyenne?”

The other girls chuckled as if they all knew exactly why Cheyenne was so forgettable. Another joke I hadn’t been let it on. But I had to focus on the aneurysm at hand.

“You’re kidding,” I said. “You guys can’t bring dates?”

“Well, I can,” Noelle said, leaning back. “But I’m taking Dash.”

“Dash can’t get in?” I asked. He who’d read me the rules of the night? He who’d acted all superior about the whole thing?

“Please,” Noelle said. “He’s only second generation. His grandfather went to, like, P.S. 121 in the Bronx or something.”

“But then he made his first million by the time he was twenty-two,” Kiran added. “Real estate.”

“It’s a real come-from-nothing story. You should ask him to tell you sometime,” Noelle said sardonically.

“Who’s Cheyenne taking?” I asked, even though I knew there was no way in hell she’d take pity on me.

“Her little Boston boyfriend,” Kiran answered. “What’s his name? Dork? Doofball?”

“Dougray,” Ariana answered, putting on an imperious English accent.

“Well, do we know anyone else who gets a plus-one?” I asked hopefully.

“Just Gage. And he’s taking Kiran,” Ariana said.

“Yeah. I gotta be Gage Coolidge’s date. So looking forward to it,” Kiran said.

“That’s what you get for being a frosh,” Noelle said, sipping her drink. Then, off my confused look, she placed her hand next to her mouth and loud-whispered, “First generation. Oh! But then, I guess you are, too,” she added sweetly.

“Sorry, Reed. But there’s nothing we can do,” Ariana told me.

“That’s why we were trying to set you up with Whit,” Noelle said. “He’s basically your only shot.”

“Wait a minute, Kiran. You can’t even get in? You’re a supermodel,” I pointed out.

Kiran’s head bobbed as she laughed once, derisively. “Sweetie, Scarlett Johansson couldn’t get into this thing unless Whittaker brought her.” She drained the rest of her cup and sucked her cheeks together slightly as she swallowed. The look she gave me was all meaning. Like, You want to go to this party. Don’t fuck it up.

Noelle stood up and then bent at the waist so that her eyes were mere inches from mine. I tried to avert my gaze so I didn’t have to stare straight into her eyes, but when I did I saw directly down her silk night shirt and almost melted from embarrassment. Eye contact it was.

“Reed, when are you going to figure out that we do everything for a reason?” she said, placing her hand on my shoulder. “We set you up with Whittaker so that you could go to the Legacy. We don’t want to go without you.”

Suddenly I felt all warm inside.

“We will, but we don’t want to,” Kiran added with a giggle.

Noelle stood straight again, then she moved over to the window. Staring out across the quad, she took a long drink from her glass and then looked at me.

“So, what’s it gonna be?”

Noelle wanted me there. Thomas was going to be there. And at this point, I was also salivating to see what all this hype was about. And a party that even Kiran couldn’t get into just by flashing a little leg had to be intense. Seriously.

I took a deep breath and turned to Kiran. “Can I borrow some clothes for Friday night? I have a date. With Whittaker.”



MY KNIGHT



Mrs. Lattimer walked me across the quad and over to the circle on Friday night, her heels clicking quickly even though we were moving at a snail’s pace. Apparently while on campus I needed a chaperone, but they were going to let me go off campus with Whittaker alone. Maybe Mrs. Lattimer was supposed to make sure that I wasn’t, in fact, boarding some party bus to Montreal. To make sure I didn’t leave campus unless I did it with Whit.

The good news was I looked amazing in the outfit Kiran had lent me. Yes, even I was able to admit it. It was a sophisticated Calvin Klein black halter-style dress that hit just above the knee, with slim straps encircling my neck and accentuating my shoulders—which had been dusted with bronzer for a “sexy glow.” It was topped by a gold brocade jacket—vintage Chanel—and the diamond earrings Whittaker had bought me. Kiran had insisted I wear my hair up, and when I’d revealed I knew how to do nothing other than a ponytail and a basic braid, she had grumbled but worked on me for an hour, gathering my brown locks up into a sophisticated loose-and-sexy bun. One pair of strappy, black Manolo Blahniks and the look was complete. The result? I was runway-worthy.

Too bad I felt more like I was walking down a plank.

“This is a very special privilege you’ve been granted tonight, Miss Brennan. I hope you realize that,” Mrs. Lattimer said as we walked around Bradwell, which fronted the circle. She held the collar of her coat up to her chin to combat the chill. “Mrs. Whittaker doesn’t do favors like this for just anyone.”

I glanced at Mrs. Lattimer out of the corner of my eye. After what I had read about her on Ariana and Noelle’s IM, I had a problem taking her seriously on any level. This woman had been bought off with a shopping spree. Bought off so that a bunch of overprivileged girls could get an innocent person thrown out of school. And I was supposed to, what? Look up to her?

“I know,” I said flatly.

“I may have underestimated you when we first met,” she said.

Fab. Now I could die happy.

“Uh, thanks. I guess.”

“Walter must have some very strong feelings for you,” she said, eyeing me shrewdly. Expectantly. Like I was going to share all the details of my sordid romance with her.

“I suppose,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at my blithe attitude and I had the distinct feeling that I had offended her. I guess meriting attention from the great Whittaker family was something I should have taken more seriously. I should have been flattered. All I wanted was to get this over with.

“Ah. There he is now. Your knight in shining armor,” Mrs. Lattimer said as we came around the corner.

I don’t know about the knight part, but there was definitely shining armor involved. Idling at the curb on the circle was a sleek silver sports car that was so slim and compact I had no idea how Whittaker might actually fit into it. The moment he saw us arrive, he stepped out from the driver’s side and closed the door with a quiet pop. No clang, no bang, no shimmy. It was an expensive car’s door slam, muffled by solid construction and what looked like a creamy leather interior.

“Good evening, Mrs. Lattimer,” Whittaker said, walking over to us. He carried a huge bouquet of red roses and wore a black suit with a white shirt and a tie with tiny crests all over it. He actually looked quite handsome. Big and burly and handsome. The revulsion I had felt the other morning had, mercifully, passed—or at least put itself on hold in the face of more important things.

“Walter,” Mrs. Lattimer said with a sober nod.

“Reed,” he said. “You’re stunning.”

“Thanks,” I replied lightly, trying to keep it casual.

He handed me the bouquet of roses, which smelled unbelievable. “These are for you.”

“Thanks,” I said again. Mrs. Lattimer cleared her throat—some sort of indication to me. “They’re uh . . . lovely.”

Whittaker smiled. “Shall we?”

He offered me his arm, as I had seen done in countless movies, and I almost laughed. Mrs. Lattimer nodded to me in a nudging way and I moved the bouquet to the crook of my left arm and slipped my right hand around his forearm. How I managed to do this without fidgeting or dropping anything, I have no idea. Apparently, watching all those movies had paid off.

Whittaker walked me over to the car and opened the door for me with a slight bow. I dropped into the bucket seat, tucking my jacket under my legs. When I looked out at Mrs. Lattimer again, she closed her eyes and shook her head.

Apparently there was a more graceful way to do that. At least Whittaker didn’t seem to notice. He closed the door and turned to say a few words to Lattimer. I went to put the roses at my feet, but there was no room. They would have stuck up between my legs. I tried the backseat, but there was none. Finally I just laid them in my lap and buckled my seat belt beneath them.

I took a deep breath, inhaling the new-leather-and-roses scent, and sat back, attempting to keep this gray cloud that had been following me around all night at bay. Trying to keep from giving it a name. I ran my hand over the chrome dashboard and tried to be excited. This was amazing, really. This car, the dress, the flowers. Being whisked off campus to some swank restaurant while the rest of the school was back in the cafeteria eating Friday night pot roast. I was lucky. I really was.

My eyes filled with tears.

Too bad I was with the wrong guy.

The gray cloud enveloped me. Thomas was its name. This romantic evening should have been planned by him. I should have been with him. But instead he was out there who knew where, and I was here on a date with another guy.

The driver’s-side door opened and Whittaker folded himself in behind the wheel. “I’m honored that you decided to come with me tonight, Reed,” he said.

I took a deep breath and made myself smile. This was a means to an end. That was all it was. And if all went well here tonight, I’d be seeing Thomas soon enough.

“I’m honored you asked me.”



BIRTHDAY BOY



On our approach to Boston I spotted the huge neon Citgo sign near the water and markers directing traffic to Fenway and Harvard. I stared out the windows at all the historic buildings, the domes and spires lit by the soft glow of strategically placed lights. On the water dozens of beautiful, pristine sailboats bobbed, tied up to docks, the water lapping at their bows. Tall apartment buildings hovered over them, affording what must have been amazing views of the harbor and killer sunrises each and every morning.

I had always wondered what it would be like to live near the water. Growing up in central Pennsylvania, I had never even been to the ocean. Now, seeing the Atlantic for the first time—even if it was just a tame inlet—I was hooked. It was all so peaceful and beautiful and serene.

“You look star struck,” Whittaker said to me as he turned the car and put the harbor in the rearview mirror.

“It’s just really nice,” I said. “Thanks for bringing me.”

Whittaker smiled. “Any time.”

We zipped along the water past huge hotels and the state-of-the-art aquarium and I struggled to keep my mouth closed. I was actually in Boston. Home to Boston College and MIT, the Boston Bean and Boston cream pie, site of the infamous Tea Party and a million other historical events. Whittaker could really take me places.

The restaurant was tucked into a quaint neighborhood on the north side of the city, where brownstone buildings abounded and old-fashioned street lamps flickered over stone-covered streets. A tuxedoed valet took the keys to Whittaker’s car and he offered his arm again as he led me through the door. A crumbling cornerstone near the sidewalk read 1787.

Once we were inside, another valet slipped my coat from my arms and a third led us to a table in the back corner, close enough to a roaring fire that we could enjoy its warmth, but far enough away that we wouldn’t get overheated. The conversation in the room was hushed, accompanied by the sounds of tinkling china and silverware. As I sat in the cushioned chair, I tried not to stare at the diamonds that dripped from every female neck and wrist in the room. Never in my life had I been in a restaurant so elegant, surrounded by people for whom money was no object. If my parents could see me now.

“Mr. Whittaker. A pleasure to see you,” a tall, mustached man greeted us. “Would you like to see the wine list?”

“That won’t be necessary, John,” Whit said. “We’ll have a bottle of the Barolo ’73 we had for my parents’ anniversary.”

I blinked. Wasn’t there still a legal drinking age in this country?

“A fine choice, sir. Beth will be right over with your menu.” He executed a slight bow and moved soundlessly away.

“No carding?” I asked.

Whittaker chuckled. “Reed, please.”

All righty, then. I crossed my legs under the table, bonking the underside with my knee and causing all the dishes to jump.

“Oops. Sorry,” I said.

“It’s okay,” Whittaker said in a quiet, soothing voice, the one that sent pleasant reverberations right through me. “Just relax.”

“Right. Relax.”

I rested my elbows on the table, then quickly yanked them away. Was the elderly woman at the next table glaring at me, or was that just the natural state of her face? Under the white tablecloth, I fiddled with the chunky gold bracelet Kiran had lent me. Luckily, Whittaker didn’t seem to notice my continued fidgeting. He leaned back and smiled as a slim man in a black vest poured ice water into our glasses. For the first time, I noticed there were three stems of various sizes behind my plate. Apparently we were to do a lot of drinking. That led me to the ornate silverware, of which there was far too much. Two spoons, three forks, two knives. What could they possibly be used for?

“Would madam like a bit of bread?”

Suddenly another man was hovering over me, proffering a basket full of rolls. They smelled incredible and I could feel their warmth on my face.

“Uh . . . sure,” I said, reaching for a brown bun.

The man cleared his throat and I froze. “If madam would like to select one, I would be happy to serve her,” he said.

“Oh.” My face flushed and I glanced at the old woman. Now I was sure she was glaring.

“I’ll have the brown one, please,” I said, utterly defeated.

“The pumpernickel? A fine choice,” he said with a tight smile. Then he produced a pair of silver tongs from behind his back, plucked the roll from the basket, and placed it on my bread plate. No fair hiding the tongs. If I had seen them, I might have known.

“For you, sir?” he said, turning to Whittaker.

Once Whit had made his selection, the bread guy slid over to the wall, where he stood next to the water guy, just waiting to be summoned at any moment. I couldn’t believe these were actual jobs. What did these men put on their résumés? Expert Starch Distributor? Professional Thirst Quencher?

As soon as the bread guy was free and clear, a pretty blonde stepped up and handed Whittaker a leather-bound menu.

“Welcome to Triviatta,” she said. “My name is Beth. Please feel free to ask any questions.”

“Thank you, Beth,” Whittaker said, looking over the menu.

She turned and started off.

“Uh, Beth?” I said, stopping her in her tracks. “I have a question.”

Several people turned to stare. Perhaps I had spoken too loudly.

“Yes, miss?” she asked, utterly confused.

“Can I have a menu?” I asked in a whisper. Both she and Whittaker just stared. The bread guy laughed and the water guy whacked the bread guy’s leg. My face burned. “Oh. Sorry. Can I have a menu, please?”

Beth looked at Whittaker for direction. He smiled indulgently and nodded.

“One moment,” Beth said.

She smiled tightly, eyeing me as if I was a dog off the street, begging for a free meal. When she finally walked off again, I leaned in toward Whittaker.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“Oh, no,” Whittaker said. “I like that you’re so . . . independent.”

“Because I want my own menu?” I asked, my shoulder muscles coiling slightly.

“It’s just, this place is old school,” Whittaker told me. “Usually the man orders for the woman.”

“Well, that’s archaic.”

“No. It’s tradition,” Whittaker corrected.

I felt like a five-year-old. Instantly, resentment took over. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t have to be here. He had some gall, talking down to me that way. Beth returned with my menu and I opened it without thanking her. I scanned the list of meals quickly and ruled most of them out because they either 1) contained seafood, to which I was allergic, or 2) were unpronounceable. I closed the menu and placed it on the table.

“Decided already?” Whittaker said, lifting his eyebrows.

“Yes.” My foot bounced up and down under the table.

“What would you like?” he asked.

“You really need to know?” I snapped.

He blinked. “If I’m going to order for us, I do.”

“I can order for myself, thanks,” I said.

Whittaker let out an impatient sigh that curled my toes. He slowly lowered his menu and looked at me almost sternly over the flickering candles.

“Reed, at least let me order for you,” he said. “That’s the way it’s done here.”

I stared at him. What kind of guy was he? This was the way he wanted to spend his eighteenth birthday? At a restaurant so old school my grandfather would have felt out of place? I couldn’t believe that this was his idea of a good time.

“Whittaker, can I ask you a question?” I said, leaning forward.

“Of course,” he said.

“Why are we here? Why aren’t you out partying with Dash and Gage and those guys?” I said. “I’m sure they could have figured out something debaucherous for you to do tonight. I mean, isn’t that what friends do on their friends’ birthdays?”

Whittaker flinched ever so slightly and looked back down at his menu. He cleared his throat and made a big show of scanning the options. “Dash and Gage have . . . other things going on tonight,” he said. “And besides, I told you, you’re the only person I want to spend my birthday with.”

In that moment it all became clear. It was a lie. All of it. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to hang out with Dash and Gage and Josh, but that they hadn’t shown any interest in hanging out with him. For all their bluster over how much they loved Whit, it was just that—bluster. They found him amusing, but they weren’t really his friends. If they were, he would have been with them tonight.

I knew what that was like. I had spent plenty of birthdays with no party, no friends, no one around but my brother and my father, who had to be there, my mother an ever-ominous presence. There was nothing worse, in my experience, than a miserable birthday.

With a deep breath, I made a decision. Old-fashioned or not, condescending or not, Whittaker was basically a good guy. And he deserved a good birthday. As of now, it was my job to make that happen.

“I’ll have the filet mignon, medium,” I told him.

Whittaker smiled and sat up a bit straighter. “Good choice. Appetizers? Dessert?”

“It’s your birthday,” I said. “Your night, your choice.”



HEARTBREAKER



“Yes! Another winner!” I cheered, raising my fists in the air as Whittaker pulled his car through the security gate at Easton. It was pitch-dark outside and the security guard waved us through without even looking up from his mini television. For the first time all evening I realized that I was reluctant for the night to end. Once I had relaxed and decided to treat the whole thing as a night out with a friend who just wanted a good birthday, I had actually started to have a good time.

“How much?” Whittaker asked gleefully.

“Two dollars and fifty cents,” I said, holding up the scratch-off card. “Told you this was a good investment.”

The entire car was littered with scratch-off lottery tickets. On the floor at my feet were dozens of useless cards, while stacked on my lap were the few winners. Five dollars here, twenty dollars there—it was all adding up.

“You may even make your money back,” I told Whittaker, picking up the last card. He’d dropped a hundred dollars at the convenience store on the highway. The guy behind the counter had looked at us like we were nuts, but had patiently counted off one hundred of the tiny game cards.

“Lottery tickets. I never would have even thought of that,” Whittaker said, downshifting as we climbed the winding hill.

“Really? This is the first thing everyone at home does on their eighteenth,” I said. Of course, I guessed people like Whittaker never played the lottery. I should have been surprised that he even knew the lottery existed. I scratched off the last square. The symbol there didn’t match any of the others. “Nothing,” I said, tossing it on the floor.

“So, what’s the final tally?” he asked.

I reached up and turned on the overhead light so I could see better. Quickly I flipped through our winning cards and did the math in my head. “One hundred two dollars and fifty cents,” I announced. “You made a profit.”

“Wow. Good for me,” he said.

“You just have to take them to a lottery dealer to cash them in,” I said, straightening the pile in my lap.

“You keep them,” he said.

“What? No,” I said. “These are your birthday tickets.”

“Yes, but it was your idea,” Whittaker said as he pulled the car into the circle that fronted Bradwell and the other underclassmen dorms. “I insist.”

An unpleasant warmth spread through my chest. A hundred dollars. That was a lot of money. To me. Clearly, to him it was chump change. Throwing it out the window was no problem for him.

“Okay,” I said finally. “Thanks.”

He pulled the car to a stop at the curb and put it in park. Instantly the vibe in the car went from silly and celebratory to serious and loaded. This was it. The moment of truth. End of the date time. I had already decided hours earlier that if he tried to kiss me, I would let him. It was what he wanted, that much was obvious, and it would be a small price to pay for everything he had given me, everything he could give me. But now that the time had come I wondered if I could go through with it. The more time I spent with Whit, the fonder I was of him, but not in the way he wanted me to be.

He was more like a brother. The death knell when it came to romantic possibilities.

Whittaker cleared his throat. I turned to look at him. Okay. I could do this. It was just a kiss.

“Reed, I’ve been wondering,” Whittaker said, rubbing his flat palm on the leg of his pants.

If you can kiss me? Sure. Go ahead. Get it over with.

“Would you do me the honor of being my date for the Legacy tomorrow night?”

“What?”

Just like that. The Golden Ticket. Tossed in my lap. Right at a moment I was dreading. I was so happy I almost laughed. But instead, I bit my lip.

“The Legacy. Everyone’s going,” Whittaker said, mistaking my surprise for actual confusion. “I’d like you to be my date.”

“Sure. Absolutely,” I said. “I’d love to.”

Whittaker beamed. For a moment we just sat there and smiled and I thought that maybe, just maybe, he was feeling the same way I was. That this was just happy camaraderie. We really were just friends.

And then he grabbed my face roughly between both hands and kissed me.

Right. Maybe not.

I tried to suck in breath through my nose as Whittaker’s mouth moved awkwardly over mine. Finally he pulled back, panting, and looked me in the eye. I took in as much oxygen as possible without making it obvious he had almost smothered me.

“I’ve wanted to do that all night,” he said. “I know I said we could just be friends, but Reed, there’s this attraction between us. We can’t ignore it any longer.”

Riiiiight.

Whittaker stared at me. He was waiting for me to say something. To agree with him. But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t lie to him about something like that. But I couldn’t tell him the truth either—that I liked him, but not in that way. It would break his heart and I couldn’t do that to him. Especially not on his birthday.

“I’m so glad you’re going with me,” he said finally.

All right. Enough was enough. I had to set this guy straight, even if it might mean losing out on this party, on seeing Thomas. I couldn’t do this to him.

“Whit, I—”

A sudden knock on the window caused us both to jump. Whittaker stared past me.

“It’s Mrs. Lattimer,” he said.

“Oh, God.” My heart slammed into my ribcage. How long had she been there? Had she watched us kiss?

“Here. Take this,” Whittaker said, pressing something small and cold into my hand.

It was a necklace, a slim gold chain with a small ovular pendent. In the center of the oval was a tiny crown made out of itsy-bitsy diamonds.

“What is it?” I asked.

“You’ll need it for tomorrow night,” he replied. “Just put it away. Quick,” he said, casting Mrs. Lattimer a furtive look.

Heart pounding, I tucked the necklace into my bag, then smoothed the loose hair behind my ears and straightened my skirt. I shot Mrs. Lattimer a quick, sheepish glance through the window and she responded with a tart, knowing look.

“Good evening, Miss Brennan,” she said, holding her collar up tightly with one fist. “It’s time to say good night.”

Whittaker looked at me apologetically and then got out of the car. I shoved the lottery tickets in my pocket and gathered up my roses as he came around and opened the door for me. My knees quaked as I placed one high heel on the sidewalk. Whittaker saw the hesitation and basically pulled me to my feet.

“Good night, Reed,” Whittaker said as Mrs. Lattimer backed up the slightest bit.

“Good night, Whit,” I replied. “Happy birthday.”

“Thank you,” he said.

And then, much to my shock and, I’m sure, the shock of Mrs. Lattimer, he leaned in and gave me one last kiss. Closed mouthed, lingering, gentle.

“Ahem,” Mrs. Lattimer said. She didn’t even clear her throat. Merely stated the word.

Whittaker pulled away, smiled all gooey, and got back in his car. I turned and smiled awkwardly at Mrs. Lattimer.

“A successful night, then?” she said.

“You could say that,” I told her, trying to quench the guilt. I hadn’t had the chance to tell Whit how I really felt. Now he was going back to his dorm thinking he’d scored a second date. And even worse? Part of me was relieved. I really wanted to go to that damn party. I had to.

And, I mean, was it really so bad? Whittaker really wanted to go with me. He hadn’t asked anyone else. What was wrong with accepting a good friend’s invitation?

Ugh. I loathed myself.

“Come along,” Mrs. Lattimer said. “It’s very late.”

I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm my nerves. Nerves from the kiss, from getting caught, from knowing that I was going to the Legacy and everything that meant to me, to Whit, to Thomas. I breathed in and looked up at the sky, but my gaze never got there. It stopped with a jolt at a window in the top floor of Bradwell. A window through which Missy, Lorna, and Constance were staring.

My already spastic heart now sank clear down through my abdomen and into my toes. Constance. She had seen it all. It was written all over her face. The car, the flowers, the kiss. Her heart was breaking as she sat there and stared. And I was the one who had broken it.



FIRST IMPRESSIONS



I made the beds quickly on Saturday morning and raced out of Billings, hoping to catch Constance the moment she emerged from Bradwell. Once out on the quad I realized I hadn’t been fast enough. Constance was already halfway to the cafeteria, flanked on one side by Kiki and Diana, on the other by Lorna and Missy. Like suddenly they were her best friends. Last week they couldn’t have cared less about Constance, so I knew they were just aligning themselves with her because it meant standing up to me.

But I wasn’t afraid of them. Compared to the people I had to deal with on a daily basis in my own home, these girls were teddy bears.

“Constance!” I shouted. There was a slight trip in her step. Lorna turned her head to look, then whispered something in Constance’s ear. They all upped their pace. “Constance! Come on! Wait up!”

They didn’t pause or even slow down. Luckily I could have caught them all even if I had a sprained ankle and a respirator. I jogged around and got in front of them. The look of pure hurt Constance cast my way was enough to take the breath out of me. They used that moment to move around me and keep walking.

“Constance!” I placed my hand on her shoulder. She whirled around, red hair flying.

“What?” she snapped. Her face was all blotchy and moist, her eyes psychotically bright green and rimmed with red.

“I . . . I’m sorry, all right?” I said.

Constance narrowed her eyes and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “For what?” she asked, lifting her chin.

“For last night,” I said. “I know you saw us and I swear I didn’t want any of that to happen. You have to believe me.”

“Right. You didn’t want to go on an off-campus date with one of the hottest guys at Easton,” Constance said. “You didn’t want to get flowers. You didn’t want to get kissed.”

“Yeah. Sure looked that way to us,” Missy said sarcastically.

I ignored her. She didn’t matter.

“Constance, I’m telling you. I have no interest in Whittaker,” I said.

“Oh, why? Is he not good enough for you?” Constance said, clearly offended. “Now that you’re in Billings the guy that I’ve had a crush on my entire life is beneath you?”

“No! I didn’t say that,” I told her. But what could I say? There was no way to explain away what she had seen. And I had already resolved to keep seeing him, at least until tonight. Until the Legacy. What exactly was I trying to do here?

“Listen, I just . . . I wanted to say I was sorry,” I told her finally. “That’s all.”

“Well, I’m sorry too,” Constance said. She had tears in her voice but wouldn’t let them out. “Sorry I ever thought I could trust you. Sorry I ever thought we could be friends.”

Missy and Lorna both smirked and whispered to each other. Diana looked ill and Kiki just stared off toward the caf, listening to her iPod.

“You know, when I first met you I thought I had lucked out. I had this cool roommate, totally unaffected, totally nice,” Constance said. “But that was all just an act, wasn’t it? All you wanted from day one was to get into Billings and leave me behind. And now you’re just as shallow and backstabbing as the rest of them.”

Even Missy looked shocked at that. No one spoke badly of the Billings Girls. At least not anyone as low on the Easton food chain as Constance.

“Just goes to show you that first impressions mean nothing,” Constance finished. “Come on, you guys.”

She turned around and walked off, on some level enjoying the power she now wielded over the small group. Temporarily, of course. Until pitying her was no longer entertaining or fruitful. As I watched them go I realized the full implications of what I had done. Constance had been the only person who had liked me from day one, who had been there for me from day one, and who had expected nothing in return.

She’d had the potential, at least, to be a true friend. But I had killed that potential. Now, the Billings Girls were all I had left. If I was going to have any friends at Easton, any life at all, it was going to be them. They were it. They were all.



CONFESSION



I walked into Billings House with a determination I hadn’t felt since that day in sixth grade when I had resolved to finally tell off my mother. Of course, that had all died away when I’d stormed into the house and found her passed out in a puddle of drool. This time, however, I wasn’t going to let anything stop me. Not Natasha, not the images from that night with Whit that were burned on my brain. Nothing. I had a job to do and I was going to do it, whatever the consequences.

I caught a few disturbed looks from random Billings residents as I took the front stairs two at a time, but no one stopped me or even said hello, and soon I was once again standing in front of Noelle’s door. I rapped loudly.

“Come in!”

“Hey. I have to talk to you about some—”

Okay. That might stop me. Noelle stood in the center of the room in a gorgeous black ball gown, helping Ariana step into an even more gorgeous aqua-colored frock. Ariana wore nothing but a thong and a strapless bra and her stomach was flatter than a paper plate. Neither one of them flushed, flinched, or paused as I entered the room.

“Hi, Reed,” Ariana said with a small smile.

She let Noelle pull the dress up from the floor, and then slipped her arms through the skinny straps. Noelle zipped her up and there they stood, Noelle the vampy queen, Ariana the fairy princess. I had never seen dresses like these outside of the Oscars.

“Is . . . is that what you’re wearing tonight?” I asked. Strewn on Noelle’s bed were half a dozen masquerade masks in various colors, decorated with sequins, feathers, and beads.

“We’re still deciding,” Noelle said, turning to face her full-length mirror and swishing the full skirt back and forth. Meaning they had more such gowns stashed somewhere in this room? Why hadn’t I found those in all my searches? “You said you had something to tell us?” she asked, her eyes meeting mine in the reflection.

Right. Focus time. Bite-the-bullet time. Perhaps duck-and-cover time.

“There’s something I need to confess,” I said, my heart fluttering. “And you’re not going to like it.”

Noelle and Ariana exchanged a glance. Ariana sat gracefully on the edge of the bed, tucking her skirt beneath her and crossing her legs at the ankle.

“Go on,” she said.

“Where to start?” I said, looking at the ceiling and wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans.

“The beginning always seems a good place,” Ariana said.

I laughed nervously. “Right. Okay, well. Remember that night out in the woods? At the end of parents’ weekend? The night I met Whit?”

I swallowed hard.

“Yes,” Noelle said, holding a diamond chandelier earring up to her ear.

“Well, that night, Natasha apparently took some pictures of me. And Whit. Doing things,” I said.

That got their attention. Noelle finally turned away from the mirror and looked directly at me. I expected her to be shocked and appalled, but she simply smirked.

“What kind of things?” she said.

Oh, God. She was going to make me say it. Couldn’t she see my skin was burning off over here? “Kissing, drinking. You know.”

“Okay,” Ariana said blankly.

“Well, she showed me the pictures and threatened to send them to the dean and have me kicked out of school unless . . . unless . . .”

They were going to kill me. They were going to tear my hair out and gouge my eyes and, worse, have me thrown out of Easton faster than you could say “nice try.”

“Unless . . . ,” Ariana prompted, waving a hand blithely in front of her.

“Unless I spied on you guys,” I blurted finally, closing my eyes. “Well, not spied exactly, but snooped. Through your stuff. While I was supposed to be cleaning. She thinks that you guys got Leanne Shore kicked out of school and she wanted me to find proof.”

I waited for the explosion, but none came. When I was finally able to focus again, Ariana was still staring at me. Noelle was still smirking. Where was the shock? The indignation? They should have been furious at me. Or at the very least surprised and angry at Natasha for trying to use me. But they just stood there. I had no idea what the hell was going on.

“And did you?” Noelle asked.

“Snoop or find proof?” I asked.

“Either. Both,” Ariana said.

My head automatically bowed. “Yes. I did. I found something, but I haven’t done anything with it. I swear.”

I wished they would say something. Anything. I wished they would yell and scream. They were silent as monks. And it was far more disturbing than any freak-out could ever be.

“Well, anyway, here’s what I found,” I said, whipping the disk out of my back pocket and holding it out. Neither one of them moved. Finally I had to step past Noelle and place the disk on her desk. Then I backed up to my spot and waited. And waited. This was torture of the most brutal kind. “So . . . what’re you going to do?”

Noelle sighed dramatically. She turned around and lifted another earring out of a box. “Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?” I said. Although I knew I had no right to, I was starting to get a little angry. Couldn’t they see how difficult this was for me? Couldn’t they see the future-threatening predicament I was in? They could at least react in some way. “Aren’t you mad?”

“Not especially,” Ariana replied, standing. She floated past me over to her side of the room and removed a pair of silver sandal-like shoes from the floor of her closet.

“But . . . what about Natasha?” I said, a swirling mire of desperation opening inside my chest. “If I tell her I gave that to you, she’s going to send those pictures. I’m going to get kicked out.”

“Stop whining,” Noelle said. “It doesn’t become you.”

She fastened an earring into her ear and then turned around, regarding me with an almost pitying smile.

“Wait—,” I started to protest.

Noelle brought her hands up to her lips. “Sssshhh,” she said, in an almost comforting way. “Look, just forget about that for right now, okay?” And then she smiled. “Now, did Whittaker ask you to the Legacy or not?” she said.

What the hell did that have to do with anything?

“Yes.”

“Good,” Noelle said. “He gave you the necklace?”

“Yeah. What’s that about?” I asked.

“You have to wear it. It’s your pass to get in,” Noelle said.

Damn. Whoever heard of a party where the proof of invitation was a solid-gold-and-diamond necklace? Who paid for this stuff?

“Let’s do this.” Noelle nodded over my shoulder at Ariana, who reached into her closet and pulled out an incredible, shimmering gold gown in a clear bag. A gold mask with a white feather across one side hung from the silver hanger. She draped the dress across one arm and brought it over, holding it out to me. The gown took my breath away, even as the rest of me was still reeling from everything else.

“That’s for me?” I said.

“Kiran guessed your measurements,” Ariana explained.

“Girl has a ninety-nine point nine percent success rate,” Noelle said. “It’s a talent.”

“I don’t believe this,” I told them, overwhelmed.

Noelle shrugged. “I called in a favor at Roberto Cavalli. You can’t exactly go to the Legacy in jeans and a T-shirt.” She looked me up and down, amused. “We’ll talk about this later.” She turned around and lifted her thick mane of hair. “Unzip me?”

I hesitated. “You’re getting undressed?”

“It’s not like we sneak off campus in ball gowns, Reed. That would be a little too conspicuous,” she said.

“Oh.”

I reached out and unzipped her dress from the top all the way down her back. She stepped out of the gown, completely naked, and walked slowly over to her closet to slip into her silk robe. As she turned around I caught a glimpse of her angry red stomach scar. She didn’t seem to be in a hurry to hide it—or anything else for that matter.

“Take it,” Ariana said, holding the gold dress up.

“Yeah. Then go see if Kiran has any shoes that will match,” Noelle said, then laughed. “I think it’s safe to assume she does.”

Gingerly, I took the dress from Ariana’s arms. She smiled at me in a proud way. Like she was a mother dressing her little tomboy for the prom. I had no idea what to say. I knew I should thank them, but how was I going to walk out of here with absolutely nothing resolved?

“But—”

“We’ll talk about it later,” Noelle repeated firmly. “Now go. We only have an hour before it gets dark.”

I had a feeling that one more moment’s hesitation would push her over the edge, and as of now I was getting off relatively easy. So I took the dress and left, just hoping that somehow, some way, all of this would just work itself out.



WEIRDNESS



An hour and a half later, as the Amtrak train zipped through rural and suburban towns, blurring by trees and steeples and schools and parks, I understood what Noelle had meant when she said they hadn’t decided what they were wearing yet. It meant that all the Easton girls who were going were gathered in the back of the train car, slipping in and out of gowns, passing them around, trying them on, giggling and flashing their skimpy underwear for all the men to see. They did this while I sat alone in a double seat in my gold dress, my Legacy necklace securely fastened, avoiding Natasha for dear life, wondering how I had ever gotten here.

“Yeah, baby! Take it off!” Gage shouted toward the back of the car, whooping it up with Dash. A silk thong came flying over and hit him in the face, accompanied by a round of girlish laughter. Dash passed Gage a flask of liquor as Gage pocketed the lingerie. He took a swig of vodka, never taking his lascivious eyes off the show.

“And you didn’t want to take the train,” he said to Dash mockingly.

Dash smirked. “I can admit when I’m wrong.”

“Don’t feel like playing dress-up?”

I looked up to find Josh standing in the aisle, one hand on the back of my seat, one hand on the back of the seat in front of me. He looked adorable in his black tuxedo, his curls as unruly as ever.

“I’m fine with what I have,” I said, lifting the gold mask from my lap by its gold handle. I had changed into my gown in the tiny square of a bathroom the moment I boarded the train and I wasn’t taking it off for anything. Never in my life had I even imagined wearing anything this divine.

“Good. I’m fine with it, too,” he said. I smiled and felt myself blush. “May I?”

“Sure.”

I was all too happy to have Josh sit with me. It would prevent Whittaker from taking the seat when he was done debating the latest Supreme Court debacle with the other guys from his floor. The ones who had either seen all the naked girls they needed to see or who didn’t swing that way.

“So, you don’t get a plus-one?” I asked as he settled in.

“Nope. I’m lucky I’m even here,” he said with a shrug. “I’m third generation. Just made the cut.”

“Ah.”

“But look at you! You bagged one of the few plus-ones in the entire school. You must be so proud,” he teased. “Not that I’m surprised.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, not sure if I should be offended.

“Just that of all the girls in school I’m not surprised Whittaker picked you,” he said.

I flushed with pleasure. So not offended.

“I don’t even know if I’d bring someone if I had a plus-one,” Josh said. “Unless I found someone truly worthy, I’d still go stag. That’s just how I roll.”

I laughed and shook my head. “The girls at school would eat you alive.”

“So be it,” he said. “So, how are you, Reed Brennan?”

I took a deep breath. “Fine. I’m fine.”

“Convincing,” he said with a facetious nod. “Keep saying that and even you might start to believe it.”

I smiled sadly, snagged. “Do you really think Thomas is going to be at this thing?”

Josh faced forward and blew out a sigh, puffing his cheeks out momentarily. He picked at a slit in the back of the seat in front of him. “I hope so. So I can kick his ass.”

I looked at him quizzically.

“You know, for making us worry,” he said.

“Ah. Right. That tiny offense.”

We looked at each other for a moment and I found myself staring directly into his green eyes—his kind, honest, nothing-to-hide blue eyes. Slowly, Josh smiled, and I found myself smiling too. Then his gaze traveled down and settled, for the briefest of seconds, on my lips.

And just like that, my heart flipped.

Flipped. For Josh Hollis.

I looked away quickly, suddenly warm. Josh instantly did the same. Thomas. I was going to this party to see Thomas. Of course, Whittaker chose that very moment to finally arrive.

My head was spinning.

“Evening, Josh,” he said congenially. “It seems you’re in my seat.”

My stomach clenched with nerves as Josh looked at me. I shrugged with my eyes. “See you later?” Josh said as he stood, Whittaker backing up to make room.

“Yeah.”

Whittaker sat down next to me and slung his heavy arm around my shoulder. “This is going to be an incredible night.”

“Yeah,” I replied, toying with my masquerade mask as I stared at Josh over the top of the seat. He was talking to Gage and Dash now, laughing as if nothing was weird. “Yeah, it definitely is.”



WALK OF FAME



By the time we stepped off the train in Grand Central Station in New York, almost everyone was sufficiently wasted, so I wasn’t that surprised when Kiran and Taylor came up behind me, hooked their arms through mine, and dragged me through the main lobby, laughing and whispering, drunk with absolute freedom. Our voices echoed off the incredible domed ceiling high above as we scurried along, trying not to trip over our gowns. I couldn’t believe I was in New York City, center of the known universe. But even more shocking? I was there with these people, in an exquisite ball gown, earning the curious and awed stares of everyone around us.

I felt like a debutante, a celebrity, someone who was certainly not me.

“Where are we going?” I asked the moment we emerged clumsily onto the sidewalk, a six-legged princess in too-high heels.

The rest of the crowd brought up the rear, gabbing loudly and confidently, not caring who heard or who stared. The cars on the avenue raced by, honking and veering and slamming their brakes. A hot dog vendor pushed his cart along the curb, cursing at no one and everyone. A pack of kids in Spider-Man and Bratz costumes scurried after a pair of harried-looking moms. Two huge men in black leather jackets screamed insults at each other as they plowed right through our group, causing Rose and Cheyenne to jump out of their way. Five seconds in the city and already I had seen more hustle and bustle than I had during a lifetime in Croton, Pennsylvania.

“You’ll see!” Kiran trilled, dragging me off down the sidewalk.

A pack of college-aged kids in elaborate vampire robes and white powder glided by us, checking us all out. A tall guy in a monkey costume gripped hands with a beautiful girl dressed up like Naomi Watts from King Kong and pulled her across the street. Ghouls and goblins shouted out taxi windows and a limo went by with four guys shoved up through the sunroof, each dressed in drag with tremendous boobs, “Woo-wooing” at the top of their lungs.

“Love New York on Halloween,” Noelle said, taking a drink from a flask. “It’s when all the crazies come out.”

We walked a few blocks, making a few turns, until my feet started to throb in Kiran’s wicked-high heels and I began to wonder why these ridiculously rich kids hadn’t hired a limousine or at least hailed a cab. But the longer we walked, and the more passersby stopped in awe, the more I understood. They wanted these people to see and admire them. That was what this walk was all about. It was their walk of fame.

And it was fine by me, pain or no pain, because I got to see the city. I did my best not to gape as we strolled by swank boutiques and canopied restaurants. Tried so hard not to stare through the brightly lit windows into brownstone mansions, some starkly decorated with white walls and high ceilings, others jam-packed with overflowing bookcases and antique artifacts. Didn’t even flinch when we traipsed past a woman pushing a stroller who might or might not have been Sarah Jessica Parker and who may or may not have paused to admire my gown. But I did take it all in. I took it all in and filed it away and told myself over and over that I belonged here. That I was not going to wake up. That all this was really happening. To me.

We emerged onto a wide avenue with islands down the center that were full of trees and bushes. A middle-aged couple in evening wear glided by us, the woman’s silk skirt swishing behind her as she walked, her humongous diamond-and-ruby earrings sparkling under the streetlights. I surreptitiously glanced at the street sign over my head, trying not to seem too bumpkin, and smiled. We were on Park Avenue. The Park Avenue. It actually existed and I, Reed Brennan, was on it.

“This way!” Dash announced, leading the pack across the street.

I passed by an idling Rolls-Royce and tried not to stare at the uniformed driver as Kiran, Taylor, and I fell into a rhythm with our steps. We followed the others up the street as I glanced into each and every lobby, noting the elaborate marble floors, glistening chandeliers, gorgeous flower arrangements. I was completely dumbstruck by all the opulence, and Kiran and Taylor were having fun listening to the clip-clop of our heels—so much fun that we almost walked right by the rest of our friends when they stopped, en masse, in front of a wrought-iron gate. Apparently we had arrived.

Dash hit a buzzer that was built into a gray stone wall, and two seconds later an imposing man in a green doorman’s uniform with gold tassels appeared. He looked us over with disdain, as if we were rabble off the street.

“Can I help you?” he said through his nose.

Noelle stepped up, nearly shoving Dash aside. The doorman had the humanity, at least, to appear stunned by the gorgeousness that had appeared in front of him. His eyes trailed down to the spot just above her cleavage, where her own Legacy pendant glimmered.

The man’s thin lips twisted into a smile and he bowed his head. “Welcome.”

He unlocked the gate, which gave an ages-old squeal. Dash flashed his sleeves, showing off a pair of Legacy cuff links—the guys’ version of a pass—and the man bowed to him as well. Whittaker took my hand, detaching me from my friends, and showed his cuff links as we passed. The doorman glanced at my chest and nodded and my skin sizzled with excitement. I was in. My plus-one had been rendered. Now it was time to get to the task at hand.



THE WELCOME



“This place is unbelievable,” I whispered to Whittaker as we wove our way through the milling guests. His hand was hot and sweaty and practically crushing mine. All I wanted to do was stop and take a look around, but Whittaker was in a rush to get who knew where.

“Come on. We have to get a good spot for the welcome,” he said, hurrying me along.

I held my mask up with my trembling free hand, struggling to see in the candlelight. I would have taken it down, but everyone else seemed intent on wearing theirs, and I didn’t want to look like the gawker I was.

“The welcome?”

Whittaker didn’t reply. It was so dark I could barely make out the faces around me, especially with my line of sight partially impaired by sequins. If the lighting remained this way throughout the party, I would never be able to spot Thomas. Especially not if he was wearing a mask, like everyone else was. My only hope was that Thomas would choose to be different. Not a bad bet, actually.

All around me skirts swished, drinks were sipped, hushed voices murmured. For the party of the century, it was quite tame at the moment. I scanned the crowd and saw no one familiar, not even the people I had come with. Everyone had dispersed the second we stepped off the elevator, disappearing within the sea of hidden faces.

Finally Whittaker paused near a wall and I was able to take a breath. He whispered something to a tall, skinny waiter, who returned momentarily with two drinks on a tray. Whittaker handed me an extremely pink beverage in a frosted martini glass and took the short, dark snifter for himself. I attempted to hold the glass with one hand and sloshed some of the liquid over the side onto the exquisite marble floor. Apparently I needed some practice.

Decision time. Take off the mask or make a complete mess? I tucked my mask under my arm so I could hold the drink with both hands.

“Who lives here?” I asked.

“The Dreskins,” Whittaker said, unfazed as he surveyed the dozens of coutured legacies milling about the great room. “Donald Dreskin, Dee Dee Dreskin, and their parents. They’re good friends of the family.”

“Oh. So you’ve been here before?” I asked.

“On occasion,” he said. “And every year for this. The Dreskins have been hosting the Legacy since before I was born.”

He was so incredibly blasé about the whole thing. As if every day he was whisked up to the two-floor penthouses of Park Avenue buildings in private elevators that required special keys to work. As if this apartment, which stretched the entire span of the building on both floors and was bigger than my entire house times five, was just another home. So far all I had seen was the wide-open foyer with its story-high Picassos and its deco chandelier, followed by this humongous room with its windows overlooking Central Park—the Central Park—and I was ready to faint with awe.

Suddenly there was a distinct murmur throughout the crowd as everyone turned in our direction. I glanced over my shoulder to see what the fuss was about and saw that the two grand doors behind me were opening. The floor on that side of the room was raised three steps, creating a sort of stage.

“Ah. Here we are,” Whittaker said expectantly.

Through the doors stepped a tall man in a tuxedo, wearing a wooden mask of a grotesque, leering clown face. He clasped his hands in front of him and everyone fell silent.

“Welcome one, welcome all,” the man said, his voice only slightly muffled by the mask. “As the master of ceremonies for this year’s Legacy it is my honor, my privilege, to invite each and every one of you into the inner sanctum.” There was a sizzle of anticipation felt even by me, although I had no idea what was going on. The master raised one finger in warning. “But remember, what you see here . . . what you do here . . . who you touch here . . . who you screw here . . .”

Knowing laughter all around.

“All will remain here,” he said. “For this is the Legacy, my friends. You are the chosen. So make your peace now with whomever you worship, and never . . . look . . . back.”

With that, the master stepped aside and everyone moved to the doors at once as if an emergency evacuation had been called.

“What’s in there?” I asked Whittaker as he tugged at my hand. After that speech, I was feeling more than a little wary.

“You’ll see,” Whittaker said with a mischievous smile.

His grip on my hand tightened as we neared the double doors and I wondered, for the first time, if I might have gotten myself in over my head.



DANCE, DANCE



Walking through the doors was like going through the looking glass. A tremendous ballroom had been draped from ceiling to floor with swags of red, black, pink, and purple velvet and chiffon. Ropes of sparkling mirrors dangled everywhere, catching the strobe lights and sending prisms over the hundreds of masked faces. Acrobats hung from cloth ropes tied to the ceiling, twirling and whirling over our heads, their barely clad bodies painted in swirls of color. In the center of the room, most of the partygoers were already starting to dance to the deafening beat being laid down by a DJ in the far corner. On a circular stage next to him, a small orchestra played a frenzied song, their music intertwining with the beat to form some seriously eerie, exotic, almost frantic music. Gorgeous women in elaborate costumes circulated around the room, offering drinks and ushering people behind curtained-off areas.

My head spun. There was too much going on around me. Too much mayhem, too much activity. Just too much.

“Reed!”

Kiran appeared out of nowhere and grabbed my hand. “Come dance!” she shouted.

I looked at Whittaker, who waved me off. “Go!”

“I’ll find you!” I said. At the moment he seemed like the one and only solid thing in my life.

“Or I’ll find you,” he promised.

Then, for the hundredth time that night, I let Kiran drag me away. We passed by a large opening like a coat-check room, where a tall woman dressed like an angel was handing out gifts of various sizes, wrapped in white paper. A pack of girls took their gifts and rushed off to an alcove with them.

“What are they doing?” I asked.

“The white gift. The Legacy’s answer to favors,” Kiran said over her shoulder. “Nothing worth less than a thousand.”

“A thousand dollars?” I said, gaping.

“Yeah, but you still never get what you want,” Kiran shouted. “The swap party happens later.”

Unbelievable. This party was unbelievable. Who knew there was this much wealth in the world?

Finally, Kiran somehow found Noelle, Dash, Ariana, Taylor, and Gage on the dance floor and dove right in, twirling me around once before letting me go and leaving me to my own devices. I had never been much of a dancer and for a moment I was self-conscious, until I really took a look around me and saw how everyone else was doing. Suffice it to say, there wasn’t really anyone to impress. I closed my eyes, lifted my arms, and let myself go.

Cathartic. That was the only word to express the feeling. The longer I danced, the more all I had been through, all I anticipated going through, faded into the background. The music was so loud it seemed as if it was coming out of my bones, through my pores, reverberating from my own body and crowding out everything else.

This was perfection. Yes, perfection. Insulated in the center of the dance floor. Insulated from Whittaker and those alcoves and whatever might be going on within them. Insulated from Natasha and her threats, from Constance and her accusations, from Thomas and his betrayal and the worry that surrounded every thought of him. This was my comfort zone. If I could just stay here among my friends for the rest of the night, I would be fine.

“Having fun?” Noelle shouted, twirling over and throwing her arms around my neck. She moved against me, completely sure, completely un-self-conscious. I did my best to mimic her movement, her confidence.

“Definitely.”

“Good. You need this,” Noelle said.

“What?” I asked. I had heard her, but had no idea what she meant.

“You need this!” she repeated, looking me in the eye. “Enjoy it!”

I missed a beat and bumped her hip. She smiled, turned, and shimmied back to Dash. Was it just me, or did her “enjoy it” have a “while you can” implied?

Oh, God. They were angry with me for giving in to Natasha’s blackmail. They were going to let me fry. Tonight was some kind of mercy mission. Some kind of last hurrah. They were letting me see into the very core of their privileged world, into the Legacy, just so that it would be that much more painful when they snatched it all away.

I turned around, feeling suddenly ill, and looked around for a window, a balcony, any place where I might be able to find some air. And that was when I saw him and the entire room tilted beneath me.

Thomas.



DOUBLE MINDFREAK



“Reed! Reed! Where’re you going!?” Taylor shouted after me.

I didn’t respond. Couldn’t. There was no time. I elbowed my way through the gyrating bodies on the dance floor, stepping on toes and earning shoves and curses along the way. Strobe lights flashed, arms distorted my view, but I kept my eyes trained on him like a sniper on a hostile target. He was standing right there, sipping a drink, with one hand in his pocket. If he turned just slightly to the left, he would be looking right at me.

If he saw me, would he run? Would he approach? Why wouldn’t he look my way?

“Thomas!” I screamed.

I was just arriving at the edge of the dance floor when he turned, lifted one of the dark curtains, and disappeared behind it. I grabbed up my skirt and ran, sidestepping a couple who was making out near one of the bars, ducking as an acrobat came dangerously close to impaling herself on one of my bobby pins. Gasping for breath, I whipped the curtain aside and there he was, standing with his back to me. I grabbed his shoulder and whipped him around.

“Thomas!” I gasped, barely audible.

It wasn’t Thomas at all. The guy turned his startled brown eyes on me and quickly ducked out of the alcove as if he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He was too tall, his hair too long. He looked nothing like Thomas. How could I have ever mistaken him?

My heart pounded in my chest. I looked up from the floor—my eyes bleary and confused—and instantly all the air whooshed out of my lungs. For the first time I noticed that I was not alone. I noticed the reason the Thomas look-alike had bolted so quickly in obvious guilt.

There, in the corner, with her leg wrapped over another girl’s lap, her hands entangled in another girl’s blond hair, her tongue searching another girl’s mouth, was none other than Natasha Crenshaw.

“Oh, my God,” I said loudly.

Natasha turned around, heaving for breath, and for the first time I saw clearly the face of the girl beneath her—the chubby cheeks, the heavy makeup, the kiss-bruised lips of Leanne Shore.



BLACKMAIL BOOMERANG



“Oh, this is just perfect,” Leanne said sourly.

Yep. Just as pleasant as I remembered her.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, backing away. “I thought I saw someone come in here and—”

Natasha swung her legs down and straightened her skirt. She pushed her hands into her knees, took a deep breath, and stood. Her breasts heaved in her straight-cut strapless dress and she yanked it up under her arms to cover a bit more of her cleavage.

“I’ll just go,” I said, feeling threatened.

“Don’t,” Natasha said.

I froze. There were about a hundred thousand places I would have rather been just then, but I couldn’t move.

“You can’t tell anyone about this, Reed,” Natasha said, a plea in her voice. “Please. I know you pretty much hate me, and with good reason, but I’m begging you. Don’t tell a soul.”

I swallowed hard and looked from her to Leanne, who was averting her eyes, her hands flattened on the chaise at her sides. Was Natasha begging me? Had she really just admitted I had reason to hate her? Natasha “Do-As-I-Say-or-Die” Crenshaw?

“I won’t,” I said. “I swear.”

Natasha sighed and looked at the floor.

“Are you two . . . going out?” I asked.

Natasha and Leanne exchanged a long glance. Finally Natasha sat back down next to Leanne, her crinoline rustling. They stared into each other’s eyes. Outside the music continued to pound.

“Go ahead,” Leanne said finally, deflating. She leaned back against the wall and crossed her arms over her stomach. “Go ahead and tell her. She should know what they’re really about.”

Why did I have a feeling that this was going to make a little more sense than I needed it to?

Natasha lifted Leanne’s hand and laced their fingers together. She looked up at me and nodded. “Yes. We’re a couple,” she said flatly. “We’ve been together since sophomore year.”

“That’s why you made me sneak around,” I said, sitting on a bench across from them. “That’s why you wanted Leanne back so badly.”

Natasha tipped her head forward and sighed. “Reed, the blackmail was all a setup. I wasn’t really blackmailing you. Noelle was blackmailing me.”

I shook my head slightly as this piece of information attempted to penetrate. “Excuse me. I think I just got whiplash,” I said. “What?”

“They told me to take those pictures, Reed,” Natasha said, leaning forward. “They told me to blackmail you.”

I felt like one of the acrobats had just swooped in, tossed my feet over my head, and dropped me back down to the floor. I stared at the wall between Natasha and Leanne and tried to suck in a breath. Tiny black dots marred my vision and I closed my eyes against a wave of swirling nausea.

“Are you okay?” Natasha asked.

I placed my cool and clammy hand against my hot-as-fire forehead. “Why? Why? Wh—” It was the only word I could form. I opened my eyes and attempted to focus on Natasha. “Why would you do this to me?”

“Because they threatened to tell everyone about us,” Natasha said, glancing at Leanne.

“So . . . what? You were afraid of being disowned by your Republican parents? Is that it?” I asked.

“No! It wasn’t for me,” Natasha said. “My parents know I’m a lesbian. I’ve been out with them since I was thirteen. They think it’s cool. Like it gives them edge or something.”

“So why?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

“She did it for me, okay?” Leanne shouted. “God, how thick can you be? If my parents found out about us, I would be out on the street like that,” she said, snapping her fingers. “They would not only disown me, they would destroy me. I would be lucky to get a job at the freakin’ Gap, okay? She did it for me.”

I felt my mouth hanging open. I stared as Natasha leaned back and touched Leanne’s face gently with the back of her hand. Leanne drew in a shaky breath and quickly wiped back a tear. Then they kissed. Slowly, tenderly, comfortingly. When they pulled away, Natasha touched her forehead to Leanne’s and they both breathed.

This was not just a couple. This was a couple in love.

And as I realized this, I completely forgave Natasha. She had done it all for love, just as I had kept Thomas’s note a secret, just as I had kept alive the hope that I would see him here tonight. Plus she had done it under threat from Noelle, and if there was one thing all three of us knew, it was that Noelle made good on her threats. Natasha, like me, had been given no choice.

I took a deep breath and tried to lock on to one coherent thought, tried to figure out what I had to do next, what I might need to know in order to do what I had to do next. There was one obvious question to be asked.

“Why would they do this?” I asked, gripping the soft cushion at my sides. “Why would they blackmail you to get me to sneak around their rooms? They had to know I would be screwed if I got kicked out. They had to know I would do it. I mean, you should have seen some of the embarrassing crap I found. Weren’t they worried about that at all?”

“Maybe you should ask them,” Leanne said flatly.

“She’s right. You’ll have an easier time believing it if it comes directly from them,” Natasha said.

I nodded, still semicatatonic from the shock. Hear it from them. Right. They did have a lot of explaining to do.

“Would you mind leaving us alone now?” Leanne asked, holding Natasha’s hand in her lap. “We don’t get to see each other much anymore.”

She said this with a hint of blame. As if it was my fault. But I suppose, in a way, it was.

“Yeah. Sorry,” I said, rising shakily on my three-and-a-half-inch heels. I paused in front of the curtain and looked over my shoulder at Natasha. “And don’t worry. Your secret’s safe.”

Natasha smiled. The first genuine smile she had ever graced me with. “Thanks, Reed.”

I lifted the curtain and ducked out.



THE PAWN



Why? Why would they do this? Why, why, why?

I paused for a moment outside the alcove to catch my breath, the boning in the bodice of my gown cutting into my raw, hot skin. My brain searched for an answer, but could find none. What would the Billings Girls possibly have to gain from making me snoop through their rooms? Had they wanted me to find all their sick, secret stashes? Had they wanted me to find the proof of what they had done to Leanne? And if so, I was back to question one:

Why?

It was all just some big, twisted game. It had to be. And Natasha and Leanne and I were the pawns. Playing with us amused them. Seeing how far we might go gave them a happy little thrill. It was the only explanation. Earlier that day when I had gone in and confessed and handed back the disk, they had known what I had done. They had known all along. They had engineered the whole thing.

They must have been laughing at me behind my back for days. Look what Reed’s doing. Look how stupid she is. Look how much power we have over her.

The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to tear someone’s hair out.

I stood up straight, took a deep breath, and homed in on the dance floor. This was not going to be pretty.

Clinging to my livid adrenaline rush, I stormed through the crowd, taking an elbow here, a hip knock there, and found Noelle, Ariana, Taylor, and Kiran just where I had left them, in the center of the dance floor. I stepped in front of Noelle, seething for breath. She stopped dancing.

“We need to talk,” I said.

“Reed, relax,” she drawled, resting her wrists on my shoulders. “It’s a party! That’s what you’re supposed to do. Or don’t they have parties in Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania?”

I grabbed her wrists, flung one away, and grasped the other with my fingers. Tightly. Instantly I felt Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor gather around me. I was surrounded, caged in, but I didn’t care.

“We need to talk,” I said again, this time through my teeth.

Noelle’s eyes widened. “Reed, you’re making a scene.”

“I can make a much bigger, much louder one,” I told her. “But I really don’t think you want all these people to hear the things I have to say.”

Noelle stared at me for a long moment, gauging whether or not I was bluffing. I was. Totally. If I started ranting and raving, then I would not only expose Leanne and Natasha’s secrets, but I would expose myself as a total naïve weakling. Not something I was quite ready to do.

I narrowed my eyes. The longer we stood there, the more I realized I was winning. I could see her start to cave. Maybe two could play at this game.

“Fine,” she said, ripping her hand from my grasp. “No need to get violent.” She looked over my shoulder at the others. “Ladies. Let’s find ourselves a room.”



NO MORE SECRETS



“Well, Reed, we’re all here,” Noelle said, lowering herself onto a large velvet chair in one of the alcoves. She kicked off her shoes and drew her feet up under her full skirt, as if she were settling in for a cup of tea and a long, pleasant chat. The others gathered around her on footstools and chaises.

It was all perfectly calm and civilized. A tableau of beautiful, poised, privileged women. Meanwhile, my insides were boiling.

“I know what you did,” I said, standing in front of them. “I know you blackmailed Natasha into blackmailing me.”

Noelle stared at me. “So what do you want, a medal?”

My fingers curled at my sides. “I want to know why,” I said. “Why would you do that to me? What could you possibly have to gain?”

Noelle took a deep breath and sighed, looking off to her left like she was just that bored.

“It’s not what we have to gain, so much as what you have to gain,” Ariana said, reposing languidly on her chaise. Everyone watched me expectantly, as if waiting for me to thank them.

“What does that mean?” I asked. “I don’t understand what that means.”

“It means that we were testing you, and you passed!” Kiran announced grandly. She pulled her ever-present flask out of her purse and held it up. “Care to celebrate?”

I closed my eyes against a new wave of frustration. I was even more confused now than I’d been when I walked in here.

“Testing me? How? For what?” I asked.

Kiran took a long drink and touched her fingertips to her lips. Noelle shook her head, fed up. Ariana simply stared.

“To see if we could trust you,” Taylor said quietly, looking at the floor. Her feet were turned in at the toes, giving the impression of a child waiting for her mother at the bus stop. “We did it to see if we could trust you.”

To see if they could trust me. To see if they could trust me?

“And I passed? How is that possible?” I said. “I did go through your rooms. I found all kinds of crazy, personal crap. I totally violated your privacy. How did I pass?”

Noelle laughed. “You didn’t violate anything. We planted all that stuff for you to find.”

“What?” Okay. Now I had to sit. I dropped onto the nearest velvet bench and slumped. The past few weeks of my life passed before me in the blink of an eye. Had any of it been real? “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“You really think I’m a closet binger?” Kiran said, snorting. “Please. I eat what I want, when I want. It’s called good genes.”

“Yeah. That was all my idea,” Taylor said with obvious pride.

“But Taylor’s all-work-and-no-play diary was mine,” Kiran pointed out. “That was genius, you have to admit.”

“It was good,” Taylor said. “But I had finger cramps for days.”

“The pictures of Dash were real, however. Unretouched,” Noelle said with a satisfied smile. “I’m a lucky girl, aren’t I?”

I tasted bile in the back of my throat. Not only had they set me up, they had gone to elaborate lengths to do so. This must have taken days to plan and execute. All along they had been plotting and scheming behind my back. I had thought they were my friends, but they had been messing with me from day one. Was anything any of them had ever said to me true?

“I’ll never forget your face that first morning after Natasha showed you the slide show,” Kiran said mirthfully. “On my birthday? Every time we handed you another gift you looked more and more green.”

“That was such perfect timing,” Ariana said. “You really laid on the guilt,” she added with obvious pride.

“Honestly, I’m kind of surprised you didn’t figure it out,” Noelle told me. “We almost tripped up so many times.”

“Like, oh my God, that morning I found you in our room? I was so not supposed to be there,” Taylor said. “I totally forgot you would be sneaking around, but when I saw you I could tell you’d already been under my bed. And then I threw in that thing about my paper and you were so sweet. ‘Everyone here says you’re the smartest person ever to go here,’” she said, mimicking my words. Words I had thought would help her. “That was so nice of you, Reed!”

“And then all that crap about passwords?” Kiran said. “We totally fed you the info on how to find Ariana’s key.”

“But my planner must have driven you crazy,” Ariana said. “Sorry about that.”

Never in my life had I felt humiliation so intense. They had known the entire time. They had been leading me on. That night when Ariana had handed me her bag, she had done it on purpose. I hadn’t been clever or conniving or stealth. I had been duped.

“Anyway, the real test was whether or not you would turn us in if you found something incriminating,” Noelle said. “If we threatened to take away your entire world—i.e., your enrollment at Easton—and you still remained loyal to us, you would pass.”

“And you did,” Ariana said simply. “Now we know we can trust you with anything. Everything.”

A chill skittered over my skin and I wrapped my arms around myself. I couldn’t believe this was happening. All that fear, all that sneaking, all that guilt. It was all for nothing.

“What would you have done if I’d gone directly to the dean with that disk?” I asked, staring at the floor. “It’s kind of a dangerous game you were playing, isn’t it? You could have gotten thrown out of school. All of you.”

Noelle laughed again and this time was joined by the others. “Please, Reed. They’d need a lot more than that to kick us out of school. Danger? No. There was never any danger.”

“Except for you,” Kiran said, pointing at me. “For you there was danger. If those pictures had gotten out, you would have been on a bus back to Croton before you could say ‘See ya.’”

“They really are quite incriminating,” Noelle added matter-of-factly.

I pressed my hands into the bench at my sides and leaned forward, fighting back some serious nausea as they laughed. This was funny to them. It was all very amusing, toying with people’s feelings. With their lives. With their futures.

“Oh, Reed, come on,” Ariana said, standing. She glided over and sat down next to me, wrapping one arm around my shoulders and touching my wrist with her other hand. Her fingers were ice cold. “It’s all good now. It’s going to be okay. Don’t you realize what all of this means?”

It means you’re all nuts. It means you’re all evil. It means I’ve aligned myself with the devil’s minions.

“It means you’re one of us now,” Ariana said quietly. “Really and truly.”

“It means you don’t have to play Cinderella anymore,” Taylor said.

“Which kind of sucks, because I hate making my own bed,” Kiran added, taking another swig.

“It means you’re in,” Noelle stated simply. “For real this time. From here on out. No more secrets.”

Something about these three words sent a thrill of excitement through my heart. Even in all my mind-twisting, stomach-clenching desperation, I was still psyched at the idea of actually being accepted by these nutcases. What was wrong with me?

I had been seduced. It was official. There was no turning back now. I finally looked up and met Noelle’s dark eyes from across the room.

“No more secrets?” I said.

“None.”

I took a deep breath and looked at Ariana. She gazed back with that enigmatic smile. Part of me was still angry. And I knew that part of me always would be. But I had chosen this. When I had first been welcomed into Billings, I had known what these girls were capable of, at least to some extent, and I had still chosen them because I knew what they could do for me. I knew the kind of future I could have with them. And in the here and now, they made me feel special. Important. Like I had true friends. In the end, that was what this whole game had been about. They might have had a sick way of going about it, but they’d just wanted to make sure that I was a true friend.

It was all about loyalty, just as Whittaker had said. Loyalty was paramount.

Lesson officially learned.

“So, are we okay?” Ariana asked finally.

“Yeah. Can we get back to the party already?” Noelle added, pushing herself up. “I’m very over this conversation.”

“Yeah,” I said, and almost couldn’t believe I’d said it. “We’re okay.”

I was exhausted, crashing from my adrenaline rush, but somehow I managed to lift myself up off the bench. Taylor gave me a quick hug and slipped out ahead of us. Kiran kissed both my cheeks and winked, then followed. Ariana simply lifted the curtain and ducked out. I was about to go after her, when I realized that the most important question of the night had yet to be answered. I stopped and turned to face Noelle.

“So, those files I found on Ariana’s computer—the crib sheets and the IMs,” I said. “Those were planted too?”

Noelle smiled slowly. “Everything for a reason, remember, Reed? Everything for a reason.”



OVER



Hours later we emerged onto Park Avenue together, holding hands, laughing, trying to hold Kiran up as she fumbled and stumbled. The entire night had been a blur of drinks and dancing, of stories and sightings. I had avoided the alcoves for the rest of the night, sticking to the safety of the ballroom with the rest of the girls. Noelle and Dash had disappeared for an hour and came back looking disheveled and groggy and satisfied. Kiran had made off with a group of people from Kent and had returned to us in a different gown, which cracked everyone up. A personal joke I didn’t quite get, but that I didn’t ask about. I had a feeling that I didn’t want to know.

Thanks to the white-gift tradition, Kiran had on a white fur stole over that new gown, Taylor was toting a gorgeous Chanel bag, Ariana had a pair of Dior shoes dangling from her fingers, and Noelle was wearing a crystal tiara that I knew would join the pile of junk under her bed the moment we got home. I had traded a seriously ugly designer belt with a girl from Barton to get the beautiful Tiffany white-gold-and-sapphire ring I now wore around the ring finger of my right hand. Other than Whittaker’s diamonds, this was my first real jewelry ever. I couldn’t help holding up my hand to admire it every five seconds.

I was doing just that when a beefy hand slipped into mine and the courtyard gate locked behind us. I looked up, startled and slightly tipsy, to find Whittaker hovering over me.

“Whit!” I said with a smile. “Where have you been?”

“That’s exactly what I was going to ask you,” he said a bit petulantly. “I barely saw you all night.”

Behind me, Noelle, Ariana, and Taylor giggled, snorting their laughter through their noses.

“I know. I’m sorry,” I said, laying a hand on his chest. “I was celebrating with my girls.”

“Celebrating what?” he asked.

Noelle came up and threw her arm around Whittaker’s large shoulders. “Girl stuff, baby. Girl. Stuff,” she said, slapping his face on the last two words.

That sent her into drunken hysterics and I had to laugh along. Maybe I was a bit tipsier than I realized.

“Come on, you guys,” Josh announced, trying to get the rabble in order. “We’re going to miss the last train.”

We followed after him, an unsteady mess of high heels and silk, unbuttoned shirts and lost jackets. Whittaker, who seemed mightily sober, kept his arm wrapped around me and I was grateful both for the warmth and the added stability. I could hear the girls’ uneven footsteps behind me and knew it would be a miracle if no one broke an ankle.

“Did you at least have a good time?” he asked.

“Oh! The best!” I announced. “Thank you so much for letting me be your plus-one.”

“You’re quite welcome,” he said, squeezing me a bit closer to him. “So, I was thinking, perhaps when the cold weather comes, we might take a trip out to my family’s house in Tahoe. I’m sure my parents would love to meet you.”

I tripped on a seam in the sidewalk and grabbed onto him to steady myself.

Parents. Meeting. Meeting the parents. No. Wrong. For a moment the world spun, but then it all clicked back into place. I pushed away from Whittaker slightly, standing on my own two feet, and tipped my head back to look at him.

“Whit? Can I talk to you for a second?” I asked. “Alone.”

“Of course,” he said. He looked at the others. “You can go ahead. We’ll be right behind you.”

Noelle shot me a knowing look, then walked off with the others in tow. I took a deep breath. Even in my tipsy state I knew what I had to do. This had gone on long enough. Whittaker deserved to know the truth.

“Whittaker, I’m really sorry, but I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

“Excuse me?” Whittaker said.

“I’m sorry. I really like you. You’re a great guy,” I said. “But the truth is . . . I’m just not attracted to you.”

“Oh,” Whittaker said, looking at his shoes. “Well. That was blunt.”

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it to be,” I said, my eyes swimming. “I just thought you’d appreciate the truth.”

Whittaker took a deep breath and nodded. “I do,” he said gamely. “I can’t say I’m not disappointed, but I’m glad you were honest.”

I tilted my head. “Aw, Whit. You are so gonna make some girl very happy one day.”

Whittaker laughed. “I hope so,” he said.

I teetered on my heels and he slipped his arm around my shoulders. I’d just broken up with him and he was still looking out for me, steadying me. It made me think of Constance and how she’d taken my hand during services that morning when they’d announced Thomas’s disappearance. Suddenly, sadly, I hoped more than anything that those two would somehow get together. They were completely perfect for one another.

“You will!” I told him, my words slurring together. “In fact, I know someone. You know her, too. You just have to go out with her once and you’ll totally fall in love with her.”

Whittaker smiled wistfully. “Maybe we should talk about this on the train,” he said, starting to walk and taking me along.

“Okay,” I said, my eyes half-closing as we moved down the street.

The train, a soft seat, maybe a nap, sounded like a fabulous idea. But even as I looked forward to it, I couldn’t believe that it was over. The Legacy, my “relationship” with Whit, my first trip to NYC—it was all done. And it had all passed in a blur, with no sign of Thomas.

In the end, he had never shown. In the end, I hadn’t even needed to be there. I took a deep breath and sighed grimly. Suddenly all I could think about was getting back to Easton and putting it all behind me.



GETTING A LIFE



I rested my temple on the cool glass of the train’s window and watched the world come to life as the sun slowly rose above autumn-colored trees. The hum of the train had long since swept most of my classmates off to slumber, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off the view. It was too incredibly beautiful. Beautiful and blurred and ripe with possibility. I didn’t want to miss anything.

All around me people snoozed and snored. Noelle had passed out with her head on Dash’s shoulder, her tiara askew. His jacket had been pulled up to half cover his face and his arm rested around Noelle’s back, his fingers curled around her elbow in a loving, gentle way. Every so often I glanced back at them and smiled. It was the most at peace they had ever been in my presence.

Somewhere in the back of the car, Ariana and Taylor whispered. Kiran was dead to the world, laid across a three-seater with her fur under her head on Gage’s lap and Whittaker’s jacket over her. Whit had attempted to get Gage to give her his coat, to which Gage had replied, “Yeah, right. I get cold, too, you know.” So Whittaker had immediately taken off his own jacket and spread it over Kiran’s prone form. Now Whit dozed at the front of the car, hugging himself, snoring louder than anyone.

I heard a sigh and glanced left. Natasha sat up straight in the far window seat, her knee up, her elbow resting on it, holding her fingers to her mouth. She stared out at the world, pensive and sad, and I wondered what our relationship was going to be like now. She had shared her biggest secret with me, though admittedly not by choice. Would we be friends now? Remain enemies? I hoped it was the former. Now that I knew she wasn’t an actual blackmailer, I had a feeling she might be interesting to get to know.

Someone stepped into my line of vision and I blinked out of a trance I hadn’t realized I was in. I looked up slowly into Josh’s face and my heart thumped. That was the second time tonight. What, exactly, was my heart up to?

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey. Mind if I . . . ?” He gestured at the empty seat.

“No. Go ahead.”

Josh sat down and blew out a sigh, pressing his palms into his thighs and settling back. Of all the guys on the train, he was the least disheveled. Shirt still tucked in, tie only slightly loosened, all but one button done. It didn’t escape me that this meant he most likely had kept his hands to himself all night. Somehow, the realization of this made me happy.

“So. Interesting night, huh?” he said.

“Definitely. I would definitely say that,” I replied.

“But . . . no Thomas.”

The train hit a turn and squealed like mad. I caught my breath and pressed my fingers into the seat back in front of me. Josh chuckled and touched my arm.

“It’s okay. Just a turn,” he said.

“No. I know,” I said.

What had freaked me out more was that I hadn’t thought about Thomas once since I’d seen Leanne and Natasha together. I had forgotten all about him.

And maybe that was a good thing.

“I’m sure he’s okay,” I said. Mostly just to have something to say.

The truth was, at that very moment, I no longer cared. He had left me. He had bailed without the courtesy of a good-bye and left me there to fend for myself with the Billings Girls and Whittaker and the police. Clearly he didn’t care about me. I had done everything I could, even dated a guy I wasn’t remotely attracted to, in order to solidify my invite to the Legacy and the possibility of seeing him, but he hadn’t even cared enough to show up. He had to have known there was a good chance I would be there, but he had stayed away.

No. As of that moment, I was over Thomas Pearson. As of that moment, I was moving on.

“Yeah. I’m sure he is,” Josh said, sounding none too convinced.

“You know what? I don’t want to talk about Thomas anymore,” I said. “I mean, I want him to be okay and everything, but to tell you the truth, I’m over him. He’s off having his life, and that’s fine. But it also means that I get to have mine.”

Josh glanced at me, eyebrows raised. “Really?”

“Really,” I replied with a nod.

“That’s very healthy of you,” he said.

“I think so.”

With that, I yawned hugely, feeling as if about a liter of my adrenaline had been drained right out of my body. My eyes drooped and I leaned over to rest my head on Josh’s shoulder.

“Tired?” he asked.

“Yeah. Kind of.”

“Here.”

He lifted his arm and let me cuddle into him. My pulse raced at the intimacy of this gesture, but it also felt perfectly normal. Natural. If nothing else, Josh had been a good friend to me over the past few weeks, and now I found I was totally comfortable with him. More comfortable than I’d ever been with Whit. Certainly more comfortable than I’d ever been with Thomas, who constantly kept a girl guessing, both in good ways and bad.

I lasted about two seconds before my neck developed a strain. I moved my head around, trying to find a comfortable spot, and Josh lifted his arm again and nudged me, directing me down until my head was resting on his thigh.

Ah, yeah. That was comfort.

“Thanks,” I murmured.

“Not at all,” he replied.

As I started to drift off, listening to the hushed sounds of my friends’ whispers, the lulling rhythm of the train, I could have sworn I felt Josh’s fingertips slowly, gently, brushing my hair back behind my ear.

And I smiled.



SO DEAD



By the time we got everyone off the train and trudged our way back through the streets of Easton proper, the last traces of dawn were fading away, leaving a nice, thick mist in their wake. High heels sank through the dewy grass into the soft earth, making it difficult to walk. Finally I just pulled them off, causing my feet to sigh in relief. I hooked the shoes over my fingers and wiggled my toes as I walked. The relief lasted about ten seconds. After that my feet were frigid blocks of ice.

“Are you okay?” Josh asked, bumping me lightly with his arm.

“Fine. Just can’t wait to get home.”

Home. Easton was home. Billings was home. It was the first time I’d realized that.

Eventually we arrived at the fence that surrounded Easton’s grounds. We felt our way along the iron bars until we reached the craggy opening, hidden by evergreen bushes. Each of us ducked through, one by one, holding skirts to keep them from getting snagged, whispering directions so that no one bumped their heads. Now that we’d had the night of our lives, no one had bothered to change back into jeans and sweaters. If we got caught now, it would make no difference what we were wearing, and everyone had been too tired to change.

Once on the other side of the fence, I stuck close to Josh’s side, not wanting to lose him in the fog. As we ascended the hill, I could hear the voices of the others but couldn’t quite make them out.

“Eerie, huh?” Josh said.

I shivered and hugged my bare arms. “Yeah. But at least it might keep us from getting spotted.”

If this party happened every year, if thirty kids traipsed back to school drunk and in party clothes every year at dawn, how they never got caught was a mystery. The closer we got to the classroom and dorm buildings, the more my teeth chattered and my bones shook. If we got caught, I was dead. If we got caught it would all have been all for nothing.

We cut across the soccer field and ducked along the tree line that would bring us up behind Billings and the other upperclassmen dorms. We paused en masse to catch our breath. There was no sound except the sound of our breathing. The fog muted everything.

“Everyone ready?” Dash whispered.

A few people nodded. I could hardly breathe. This was it. A few more moments and we’d be safe.

“Go!”

Everyone ducked and ran. Josh clutched my hand and a few people laughed as we crossed the last few yards of open space between the tree line and the west wall of Dayton House, one of the girls’ dorms. Once there, we all gathered against the cold, wet brick, gasping for air and counting our blessings. The mist was not so heavy here among the campus buildings. I was about to break away from Josh and head for Billings, when I looked around at my friends and realized that all of their faces were flashing red, then blue, then red, then blue.

“What is that?” someone said.

“Hang on.”

Josh disentangled his hand from mine and crept to the corner of the building. At first he simply peeked his head around, but then his shoulders slumped and he stepped right out into the open.

“Oh, my God,” he said.

All the air whooshed out of me. “What?”

Not even the fear of being caught could have stopped us from satisfying our curiosity. We all moved carefully to the corner and gathered around Josh. What I saw made me want to sink to my knees and turn and run all at once.

Police cars. Everywhere. On the grass between the dorms. In the quad. Every student in school was outside their dorms in various stages of dress, whispering and looking around as cops in uniforms circled among them, talking in low tones or shouting orders.

“We are so dead,” someone behind me said.

I had to agree. Clearly every police officer within a hundred-mile radius had been called to the scene. And why not? Thirty students missing? Thirty of the most precious and overprivileged sons and daughters in the country? Of course the authorities would respond in droves.

“No. It’s not for us,” Josh said. “Look at them.”

So I did. And he was right. Some of the students sat on the benches, wide-eyed and open mouthed. Others cried. Three girls hugged one another over near the back entrance of Bradwell. Somewhere nearby someone was clearly sobbing.

“What the hell is going on?” Dash said.

“Let’s go.”

With that, Dash, Gage, Josh, and Whittaker, along with a few other guys, jogged ahead. The rest of us were rooted to the spot. There was only one word in my mind.

“Thomas,” I whispered.

I whirled around and looked at Noelle. Her skin was as white as the mist swirling all around her. She stared past me, unblinking.

“Do you think it’s—”

Pounding footsteps interrupted my words. A hand fell on my shoulder. Instantly every pore in my body filled with dread.

“Reed,” Josh said, his voice harsh and strained. “Reed.”

I turned around slowly. I didn’t want to look at him. Didn’t want to see on his face what I had already heard in his voice. He stood before me, panting. Anguished tears streamed down his face.

“It’s Thomas. They found his body,” he said, bracing his hands over his knees. “Reed, he’s . . . Thomas is dead.”

I shut my eyes and squeezed my hands into fists, so tight I could feel my nails breaking through the skin of my palms. I silently begged my heart to keep on beating. I willed my lungs to keep filling with air. I looked down at my hands, at my new ring glittering in the flashing lights. I tried to concentrate on this. And only this.

I knew if I opened my mouth even the tiniest crack I would start screaming. I would just start screaming and I would never, ever be able to stop.
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CHARADE



My first funeral. My first funeral was for the first guy to ever see me naked. This could not be right.

It wasn’t for a grandparent or for a friend’s elderly aunt with wrinkles so deep you could stash stuff in them, but for Thomas. Thomas Pearson. The first classmate I had met at Easton Academy. The first person who had made me feel semi-welcome. Gorgeous, mysterious, intense Thomas Pearson. The person I had lost my virginity to.

So many moments kept replaying themselves in my mind, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t seem to make them stop. The moment Josh Hollis had rushed back through the fog to tell me that Thomas was dead. The moment I had found the note from Thomas telling me he was going to be all right, and how stupid I felt now to have believed it. The last moment I had seen Thomas, leaving my dorm room at Bradwell. It seemed like so long ago. I didn’t even live there anymore. Thomas had never seen my new room at Billings. Now he never would. Because now he was lying cold and dead in a coffin. In the ground somewhere, in a coffin. The family had opted for a private burial, so I didn’t even know where he was. I just knew he was down there somewhere. Rotting.

Every time I thought about it, I gasped for breath.

“What is it?” Noelle Lange asked me.

We were standing next to the huge marble fireplace in one of four massive living rooms in the Pearsons’ co-op on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. A few kids from school were staring at me, just as they had been ever since Thomas had first gone missing. It was like they were just salivating for the nervous breakdown they were sure I was going to have. But so far I hadn’t even cried in their presence. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. I waited for the soul-gripping fear to pass before answering.

“Nothing,” I told her. “That just keeps happening.”

“You’re still in shock,” Ariana Osgood whispered, her voice soothing. “It’s perfectly normal.”

Noelle nodded and put her hand on my back. Noelle. Being comforting. That was a new one. Mostly she just opted for sarcastic and mocking. She also looked softer than usual today. Less threatening. Her light-gray cashmere crewneck and simple black skirt were perfect, of course, but her brown hair was product-free and fell around her face, framing it in a way that made her appear gentler. She had also forgone the mascara and subtle eyeliner she always wore. Without it, she almost looked her real age. Like she was my equal.

I looked around the spacious room, feeling numb now and extremely hot. Hundreds of people had turned out for the wake. They mingled in the muted opulence in their designer suits and black dresses, sipping wine and talking in low tones. Peppered among the gray-haired gentlemen and Botoxed ladies were dozens of kids from school, all of whom looked shocked and shaken. Like Noelle, some of Easton’s most renowned Shiseido worshippers hadn’t even bothered with makeup. They perched on sofas and settees, dabbing at their eyes with handkerchiefs, consoling one another. The guys, meanwhile, stood around with their hands in their pockets, looking skittish. As if their confidence had been somehow shaken. Maybe if Thomas Pearson was capable of dying, they weren’t quite as invincible as they had once thought. Reality had just set in for these guys who normally walked around in a dream world, a world where they were completely untouchable.

“Could this be any more morbid?” Kiran Hayes said, swinging her wineglass around a bit too brazenly. “This many people didn’t turn up when the pope died. It’s like everyone has some sicko fascination just because he was a kid.”

Kiran tipped her wineglass toward her mouth and downed what was left in one gulp. An actual billboard model, she was the most beautiful person I had ever met in real life. And after knowing her for a month, I was starting to feel like she might also be the one most likely to end up in rehab. A few pieces of her dark hair had fallen out of her carefully twisted bun, and her green eyes were unfocused. Still, every guy in the room was checking her out when they thought no one was watching.

“I bet one of these blond chignons walking around here is covering it for the rags,” Noelle said stoically. “A good prep school scandal is their wet dream.”

There was the Noelle I knew and feared.

“Noelle!” Ariana scolded, her blue eyes piercing. Her own blond hair was also back in a loose chignon. In her dark clothing, with her diamond earrings securely fastened in her ears, Ariana looked less wispy and more in charge than she ever had before.

“What? No one heard me,” Noelle said, smoothing her long, dark hair behind one shoulder. “And I’ll bet you my entire trust fund I’m right. Just wait. ‘The Thomas Pearson Tragedy’ will have a four-page spread in Hamptons Magazine next month.”

“I can’t believe anyone would want to exploit his death,” I said. “It’s not like he’s famous or something.”

“He was around here,” Noelle said with a sigh.

At that moment, Taylor Bell, who had been sniffling and quietly weeping all day, burst into another round of tears. Her dark-blond curls shook as she buried her cherubic face in a handkerchief. Ariana reached out and rubbed Taylor’s arms.

Taylor’s display of emotion made me so uncomfortable I had to look away. She and the rest of these girls hadn’t even liked Thomas. They had, in fact, hated him. Warned me to stay away from him. And now, like everyone else, they were all completely shattered. As if Thomas had meant the world to them.

Still, it wasn’t like I should have been that surprised. Love him or hate him, Thomas had been a classmate. One of them. They had known him for years. So of course they would be shocked and freaked. I was just surprised at how freaked.

My strained eyes fell on Missy Thurber—big nostrils, bigger attitude—leaning back against the tastefully papered wall in her chic black suit, her nose all red from crying. At her side, as always, was Lorna Gross, whispering in her ear, looking very somber. I suddenly wanted to hurl something at them from across the room. Where the hell did they get off pretending to mourn? Neither of them had ever spoken to Thomas in their lives.

Between them and Taylor and Kiran’s continued rantings, I was beginning to feel a bit claustrophobic. Then I saw Constance Talbot, my former roommate, making her way across the room toward me. The last time I had seen Constance she had told me off with tears in her eyes for dating the guy of her dreams, Walt Whittaker. Walt Whittaker, who was here somewhere, chatting up a few members of the older generation, as usual. Whit and I were definitely no longer an item (not that we’d ever really been one), but I had no idea whether or not Constance knew this or not.

I stood up straight as she stepped up to me, my whole body tense. Constance met my gaze, then threw her arms around me.

“Reed! I am so, so, so, so sorry!” she said over my shoulder.

I was so surprised, it took me a moment to respond. But then I hugged her back. Hard. In a million years I never would have been able to predict the relief that rushed through me at her gesture of friendship. Apparently Constance was a lot more important to me than I’d realized.

“Thanks,” I said as she pulled away.

Her green eyes were bright and red-rimmed, her wavy, dark-red hair held back in a simple ponytail. It was hard to tell if she was paler than usual or if it was the lighting, but somehow the freckles on her nose stood out more today, making her look almost precious.

“Are you okay?” she asked me, biting her lip.

“Yeah, I guess. I don’t know,” I said. A bubbly sob rose up into my throat and I swallowed it back. “It’s all just a little surreal.”

Surreal didn’t even begin to describe it, but it was the only word I could come up with. Every other second I experienced a new and intense emotion. Just forty-eight hours ago I had been on a train back to Easton from the city, telling Josh—Thomas’s roommate—that I was over Thomas. That I was moving on. And I had felt really good about that decision. Thomas, after all, had disappeared from school without warning. Without a goodbye. I had found that note from him days later, but it had raised more questions than it had answered. And for weeks he hadn’t bothered to get in touch with me, even to let me know that he was all right. I had decided that a guy like that was not worth my time. That I deserved better.

But now I had found out that the reason Thomas had been incommunicado was that he was dead. And every time I thought about how indignant and angry and self-righteous I’d been over the past few weeks, I felt this soul-sucking guilt unlike anything I had ever felt before.

“It must make it harder, not knowing how he died,” Constance said. She turned around to stand next to me and survey the room.

“You bet your ass it is,” Kiran said, a bit too loudly. She grabbed another wineglass from a passing waiter and drained half of it.

“Kiran, keep your voice down,” Ariana said.

“What? I’m just saying I’d like to know, you know, exactly how they think it happened, that’s all,” Kiran ranted. “Wouldn’t it make you feel better to just know, once and for all, what they’re thinking? If they have any theories?”

“You’re rambling,” Ariana said, taking the glass right out of Kiran’s hands and placing it on the mantel, out of reach. Kiran looked after it longingly.

“I wonder if his parents know,” Noelle said, narrowing her eyes as the golden-haired Mrs. Pearson strode into the room to whisper in the ear of the caterer. “They’d have to tell the parents, right?”

No one spoke. It wasn’t as if we knew the inner workings of the justice system.

“Look at them,” Kiran said, lifting her chin toward Mrs. Pearson, who had now been joined by her silver-haired husband. She snapped at a waiter and procured a fresh glass of wine. Ariana rolled her eyes. “They’re just chatting like this is some charity function. When I go, I hope my parents don’t look that poised.”

“Kiran! Oh my God!” Taylor said, her quivering jaw dropping.

“What? I’m just saying,” Kiran replied, rolling her eyes.

“Talk about morbid,” Noelle said.

I watched as Mrs. Pearson chuckled and laid her hand gently on the arm of one of their friends. Mr. Pearson checked his watch and glanced around as if looking to see if there was anyone more interesting to talk to. Suddenly, my heart started to flutter in this insane way. A way that made my breath catch and my skin sear.

They had lost their only son and they didn’t even care.

I looked away and my eyes fell on a tall, broad guy, about my age, who was leaning against the wall alone, staring at me. I looked away quickly, thinking maybe we’d just happened to glance at each other at the exact same moment, but when I looked back, he was still staring. He had a thin face, chalk-white skin, and blue eyes rimmed in red. His black hair was slicked back and he wore a black suit. Add some dark lighting and eerie music and he could have been a vampire lying in wait. I waited for him to look away. And waited. Still he stared.

“Who is that?” I asked Noelle finally.

“That? That’s Blake.”

“Blake who? Why is he staring at me?” I asked, nervous.

“Blake Pearson,” Noelle said. “Thomas’s brother?”

The entire building might as well have collapsed beneath my feet. I leaned against the wall, feeling for a moment that I might black out. I wasn’t sure my body could take another shock.

“Thomas’s what?”

“He never told you he had an older brother?” Noelle asked. “God, that boy was really down with the secrets.”

“Why would Thomas talk about Blake?” Ariana reached up and scratched the back of her neck. “They hated each other.”

“They did?” I asked, half out of it. I wanted to know more, but my brain was too frazzled to formulate words. Had he talked to Thomas before he died? What did he know? But when I managed to look up again, Blake was gone. A chill raced down my back.

“’Member that huge brawl they had freshman year?” Kiran drawled. “I really thought they were going to kill each other.”

Ariana shot her a silencing glare. Not at all an appropriate comment.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Blake was having an affair with the dean’s secretary, and Thomas threatened to tell their parents. Classic ‘I wanna be the favorite son’ threat,” Noelle said.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” I said. “Thomas’s brother had an affair with Ms. Lewis-Hanneman? But she’s . . . old.”

“Yeah, but look at the woman. She’s totally hot. And it’s not like she’s ancient. She was still in her twenties a couple years ago,” Kiran said. “Deteriorating, sure, but not quite ready for the junkyard.”

“I think we should change the subject now, ladies,” Ariana said, noticing that some of the older attendees were beginning to stare.

This was totally insane. Thomas had a brother. An older brother who supposedly couldn’t stand him. Why had Blake been staring at me? Did he know who I was? Had Thomas told him about me? I thought I had known Thomas so well and all along he’d had a brother I had never even heard about. Yet another mystery that would never be explained.

“I have to get out of here,” I said, pushing myself away from the wall.

I walked right through the crowd and over to the far side of the room where Josh stood chatting with some other guys from school. His curly blond hair had been tamed with some kind of gel and he looked even taller and slightly broader than usual in his blue suit. While the rest of us had been whisked to the city in a limousine commissioned by Dash McCafferty’s parents, Josh had driven his own Range Rover down—the one he kept in a garage off campus in case of emergency. He had been prescient enough to realize that either he or someone he cared about might want to bail from this charade early. Boy had a gift.

“Hey,” I said, touching his arm.

He took one look at me and his blue eyes widened. “You okay?”

Just being near him made me feel slightly better. Solid, comforting, levelheaded Josh. He would take care of everything.

“Fine,” I said flatly. “I just need to go. Can we go?”

“Yeah. Definitely. Let’s go,” he said.

He placed his water glass on a table nearby, said a few words to the guys, and placed his hand against the small of my back as we turned. He walked me back to my friends near the fireplace, all of whom were already gathering their purses.

“You guys wanna bail?” he asked.

“My hero,” Noelle said wryly.

“In your car?” Taylor asked, her eyes still wet.

“Yes, in his car. What do you think, he’s gonna hijack a helicopter?” Noelle snapped.

Taylor looked at Kiran, who rolled her eyes and finished the wine she’d grabbed back from the mantel. “Just what I need,” she muttered.

What the hell was wrong with these girls? Were they really that put out by the fact that they’d have to spend a couple of hours in a car that wasn’t a limo? Five minutes living my life at home and they’d probably all break out in hives.

“Where are Dash and Gage?” Josh asked.

“Who cares?” Noelle said, abandoning Dash, who was her boyfriend, with two words. “They’re big boys. They’ll live without us. Let’s just get the hell out of here.”

“Constance?” I said, turning to her. “Wanna come?”

Constance looked warily at the four girls surrounding me—the four most powerful girls in all of Easton. Apparently the idea was too intimidating for her to handle.

“Actually, I’m supposed to have dinner with my parents and the Whittakers tonight,” she said finally. “They’re bringing me back.”

“Really?”

Under any other circumstances, this news would have made me smile. Constance blushed. “It was our parents’ idea.”

Later, when I had the energy and the motivation, I would have to grill her about this. But for now, she was off the hook. The good news was that I could tell that all the Whittaker-related tension between us was gone for good.

“Okay. I’ll see you back there,” I told her.

Then I did something I hade never done before. I voluntarily hugged a person.

Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to get out of this place. I could practically taste freedom. On our way out, Ariana veered off course, away from the door.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Reed, we have to pay our respects,” she said over her shoulder. “We’re not heathens.”

Great. Exactly what I wanted to do. As we approached the family, Mrs. Pearson chatted with a horse-faced woman with capped teeth and a widow’s peak.

“Well, yes, of course. This is the only time of year to be in Paris. Any other season it’s just overrun with tourists,” Mrs. Pearson was saying.

“Trina hasn’t considered herself a tourist in any part of Europe since the day she bought her first couture,” Thomas’s father added, sharing a chuckle with his friend.

“We’d be there now, if it wasn’t for this,” Thomas’s mother said, gesturing blithely at the room.

My heart was in a vise. There was no way. There was no way these people were standing there joking about their travel habits and dismissing Thomas’s wake as an inconvenience. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe.

“Screw them. Just get it over with,” Noelle said in my ear as Ariana politely shook the Hands of Evil.

When I stepped before the Pearsons, I must have been red with rage. Still, part of me expected them to recognize me as the person who had been with them when we had first realized that Thomas was missing. The person who had meant enough to their son that he had invited me to brunch with them. But when his mother’s cold, hard eyes fell on me there was no spark of anything. Except, perhaps, mild displeasure. Apparently my simple black dress and unhighlighted brown hair didn’t meet her exacting standards. These were the things that were on her mind today of all days. Well, these things and Paris.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I told her through my teeth.

Then I somehow refrained from grinding my heel into her toe on my way out the door.



TIME BOMBS



Josh adjusted his seat and checked the mirror for the tenth time. Behind us, the line of cars waiting to get out of the Eighty-first Street garage started to grow.

“Any day now, Hollis,” Noelle said through a sigh. She leaned her arm on the front windowsill. Of course she had taken the front, no questions asked.

“Sorry. When I picked up the car back at Easton the seat was all pushed forward for some reason, and I still haven’t gotten it back where I like it,” he said.

Kiran glanced around at everyone as if this news made her feel unsafe somehow. Ariana caught her eye for a long moment and then Kiran relaxed again. That penetrating stare of Ariana’s had multiple purposes.

“Great. So you’re too cheap to spring for memory seats and we’re the ones who have to suffer,” Noelle griped.

“Back off, Noelle,” Josh said through his teeth. “I wanna get out of here as much as you do.”

My fingers curled into tense fists and I tried to breathe. All I got was a lungful of noxious fumes. I just wanted to go, to put this all behind me. My leg started to bounce up and down. Sitting still was not an option. When I was sitting, it felt like something was gnawing on my heart.

My heart pounded harder and harder. Breathe, breathe, breathe.

“There’s no air in here,” Ariana stated.

Amen, sister.

“It’s the long pedal on the right, Hollis,” Noelle said.

“Do you always have to be such a bitch, Noelle?” Josh snapped.

Whoa. That was uncharacteristic.

“Do you always have to be such a Boy Scout, Josh?” she snapped back.

Breathe, breathe, breathe.

A horn honked from one of the cars behind us, echoing throughout the garage.

“Josh?” I half-whined, at the end of my rope.

“Fine! Fine, we’re going,” Josh said. “Remind me never to get in a car with five women again.”

As he eased out onto the street, Josh caught my eye in the rearview mirror. I could tell he was wondering if I was okay. Already I was breathing easier, so I attempted to smile reassuringly. Unfortunately, somewhere between the elevator and the parking garage I had finally let a few tears loose and now they were drying on the skin under my eyes, making it feel tight and itchy, which made it hard to smile.

“What the hell am I sitting on?” Kiran yanked a dirty white batting glove out from under her perfect little butt. She groaned and threw it over her shoulder, where it narrowly missed the side of Taylor’s face. It fell over the second row of seats into the back, where it joined the rest of Josh’s baseball equipment. “God, do you ever clean out your car?”

Josh ignored her comment and Ariana sighed. Finally, we all fell into an exhausted silence. As Josh whisked us northward I stared out the window at Yankee Stadium on the other side of the East River and tried to silently name every professional baseball team I could think of. Anything to keep from actually thinking.

Thinking that I was never going to see Thomas again. For the rest of my life. We had spoken our last words to each other. Had our last kiss. God, I wished I had known that then.

“Well, at least that’s over,” Kiran said finally, hugging herself rather tightly, as if she was trying not to touch anything she didn’t have to touch. I could smell her breath from three feet away.

“It’s not over,” Josh said flatly. “Thomas is still dead.”

I tried to ignore the squeezing in my heart. Ariana stared at the back of Josh’s head as if he’d just said something totally inappropriate. He did, however, have a point. This misery would never be over. Thomas was dead. Forever.

“I wish the police would tell us what the hell is going on,” Noelle said, staring out the window. “I bet they don’t know a thing.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time the cops effed things up,” Josh put in.

Noelle turned to Josh suddenly, as if a thought had just occurred to her. “Do you think one of his drug buddies had something to do with this?”

No one moved. I saw Josh’s grip on the steering wheel tighten. Noelle had just voiced a suspicion that had been lurking in the back of my mind ever since I’d heard that Thomas was dead. For days I had been forcing myself not to think about it. Because whenever I did, my imagination conjured horrible things. Things that made my stomach clench and caused serious sweat issues. Hundreds of gruesome grudge murders and torture scenes I had seen in the movies or on those endless stupid cop dramas—they all came flooding back. And I couldn’t handle the idea that Thomas might have died in some twisted, excruciating way at the hands of some red-eyed druggie psycho.

But all Noelle was doing was pointing out the obvious. Thomas had been dealing drugs. And when a drug dealer turns up dead, there are logical conclusions that can be easily drawn.

“I’d say it’s a definite possibility,” Ariana said coolly.

Josh glanced in the side mirror, flipped his blinker on, and changed lanes. He cleared his throat.

“You know, no one has said that Thomas was mur—that his death was, you know . . .”

I met Kiran’s eye and knew she was thinking the same thing I was. There was just something so horrifying about the word murder that no one wanted to say it.

Noelle exhaled loudly. “Come on, Hollis. Like he what, died of natural causes? A perfectly healthy seventeen-year-old guy? I mean, I know you of all people don’t want to open that particular can of worms, but come on.”

Josh turned his head fully to glare at her. She didn’t deign to look back.

“Watch the road, Hollis. Unless you want to get us all killed,” she said.

With a clenched jaw, Josh turned his attention back to his driving. No one said a word for a good two minutes, during which time I wondered what the hell that little exchange was about.

“Healthy, Noelle? Really?” Kiran said. “Thomas Pearson wasn’t exactly the poster boy for holistic living. He had more chemicals in his system that night than Kate Moss on a New Year’s Eve bender.”

“How do you know what he had in his system?” Josh asked.

Kiran pulled her hair in front of her face and inspected it. “Just an informed assumption, Hollis. When did he ever not have crap in his system?”

Look who’s talking, Kiran.

My heart clenched in anger. Hadn’t anyone in this car ever heard of not speaking ill of the dead?

“And even if he was healthy, it happens all the time,” Taylor piped up, sitting forward and resting her hands on the back of the front seat. A mangled tissue was crushed in her fist. “Kids our age have aneurysms . . . even strokes!”

Her hope was so incongruent I had to stifle a rueful laugh. Happily suggesting strokes. This was what we had come to.

“Well, if it wasn’t some freak of nature, then I bet it was that shady townie character he was always hooking up with,” Noelle said blithely.

What shady townie character? I knew of no shady townie character.

“These people are like walking time bombs,” Noelle continued. “Living up in the sticks with nothing to do, no outlet for all their little psychotic tendencies. And you know they resent the shit out of us.”

“Maybe one of them snapped,” Ariana suggested, lifting a shoulder.

“I’m just saying it’s possible,” Noelle added, looking at Ariana in the rearview mirror.

I took a deep breath. Images were starting to flood my mind. Blood. Rope. Knives. Guns. Gags. Images I would rather not have dwelled on.

“Do you think the police know that Thomas was dealing?” Noelle asked Josh.

He cleared his throat again. There was no doubt he wanted out of this conversation. “Probably not. If there was one thing Thomas knew how to do, it was cover his tracks.”

“Well, somebody should tell them,” Noelle said, her tone as casual as if she were suggesting an ice cream stop on the way home.

“You want us to tell on Thomas?” I said without thinking.

“Aw! That’s so cute! What are you, five?” Noelle said. “Come on, Reed. What does he care? It’s not like they can arrest him.”

Everyone fell silent. Noelle was getting just a touch too morbid for me.

“I’m serious!” Noelle said. “If that freak show did have something to do with it, he should be brought in and questioned. Unless you want him to get away with it.”

I glanced at Josh, who stared back at me in the mirror. How could we tell the world that Thomas was dealing? He was gone. Didn’t he deserve to rest in peace? To have his perfect prep school boy image untarnished?

“His parents would freak,” Josh said. “I don’t think I could do that to them.”

“You don’t owe those ice sculptures anything,” Noelle said.

Josh’s face went flat—in a way that made me think that maybe he did owe the Pearsons something. Interesting. What could that possibly mean?

“The guy did die,” Kiran said, her eyes half-closed and bleary. “Somebody should probably pay for it.”

Taylor let out a choked sob, then dropped back in her seat and started crying all over again.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

Actually, it kind of snapped out of me. But Taylor didn’t seem to notice. She simply nodded and grabbed a new tissue from the box at her feet.

“It’s just so sad,” she said. “I just wish none of this had happened. I just—”

And then she went incoherent all over again.

After that we all lapsed into silence, watching the world go by as Taylor’s sobs slowly quieted to nothing.



FAT PHOEBE



When I walked into my room at Billings, the sun was just starting to set. I was surprised to feel relief as I closed the door behind me. Apparently, this room, with its huge bay window, hardwood floors, and the scent of Natasha’s lavender perfume, had actually become a comfort zone.

Two seconds later, the door opened and my roommate, Natasha Crenshaw, walked in with her cell folded in her hand. Her phone never worked inside our room, so she was constantly going outside or up to the Billings House roof to make calls.

“Hey.”

It was amazing how much tentative sympathy one syllable could convey. She stepped around me to take a survey of my face, probably to check if I was in the midst of a breakdown. Her dark skin was clean and makeup-free, and she wore a pair of yoga pants topped by a baggy sweatshirt.

“Hey,” I replied, dumping my stuff on my bed.

“How was it?” she asked.

I blew out a sigh and dropped down on the edge of my mattress. My feet cried out in gratitude when I kicked off the heels I’d borrowed from Kiran’s Closet of Dreams. Girl had more shoes than I had pores, but it seemed like every pair was more torturous than the last.

“It was . . . you know . . . terrible,” I told her.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come,” Natasha said. She moved to her own bed so that we were sitting directly across from each other on either side of the wide room. “I just can’t do funerals anymore.”

“Anymore?” I asked.

Natasha took a deep breath. “I lost someone close to me a couple years ago,” she said cagily. “Ever since then I’ve pretty much avoided all the ‘Yea though I walk’ stuff.”

Although my curiosity was piqued, I knew she would have given me more details if she wanted to. And if there was one thing I wanted to respect right then, it was other people’s delicate feelings.

“So, if you want to talk ever,” Natasha said tentatively. “I mean, I know we haven’t had the greatest track record. . . .”

We both laughed quickly at that one. Not the greatest track record—if that was what she wanted to call blackmailing me into snooping around my friends’ dorm rooms. Of course, the offense was fairly forgivable, since she had been blackmailed into blackmailing me. Such was the life of a Billings Girl.

Still, the whole mess had resulted in me learning a lot about who Natasha was—an out-of-the-closet lesbian with a still-closeted girlfriend whom she’d do pretty much anything to protect—and she had learned a lot about me. Like the fact that I could keep a secret. And the fact that I was loyal to my friends. Somewhere along the line, I had begun to trust her. With a certain amount of caution.

“But, I mean, how are you?” she asked.

I groaned and dropped back on my pillows, one leg dangling off the side of the bed as I gazed at the ceiling. “Got about a year?”

“Sure,” Natasha said.

Huh. Maybe she really did want to listen. Stupefied was the word that came to mind.

“Um . . . okay.” I lifted a hand to tick off my various emotions. “I feel . . . crushingly sad that I never got to say goodbye, angry that he left, guilty for the anger, angry some more at his parents, angry some more at all the hypocritical assholes around here, and then just tired and devastated and really, really scared that I’m never gonna stop feeling like this. Does that cover it?” I asked, turning my head so I could see her.

Natasha frowned and nodded. “Sounds about right.”

“Oh, wait!” I said, sitting up again. I pressed my hands into the bedspread. I could feel that my hair was staticking out, but I didn’t care. “There’s also the second wave of guilt. You know, the guilt over the fact that I had decided Thomas wasn’t worth my time when I hadn’t heard from him, when now it turns out that I hadn’t heard from him because he was—”

My throat closed.

“Because he was—”

Oh, crap. The tears started flowing.

Natasha got up and sat down next to me.

“It’s okay,” she said.

“No, it’s not.” And suddenly I was bawling. The hot tears just came and came and came. I tried to hold them back. Choked and gasped and tried to swallow, but I couldn’t. “I can’t believe this is happening. This shouldn’t be happening.”

Natasha put her arm around me and rubbed my shoulder. I just cried. I felt like an idiot, but there was nothing I could do about it. There was no stopping me now. All I could see was Thomas’s face. His hands. His arm around me. His smile. I couldn’t believe I was never going to see him again. Could. Not. Believe. It. I choked for air and my throat burned. There were sounds coming out of me that I had never heard before.

I just wanted to expel it all, all the anger at the Pearsons and at myself and at Thomas—even at Missy Thurber. I wanted to get it all out of my system. All I wanted was to stop feeling so wretched.

Finally, after who knew how long, I started to quiet down. I lifted my head and sniffled and wiped below my eyes with my fingertips.

“Better?” Natasha asked.

My breath was shaky. “Yeah. Thanks.”

I got up, grabbed a tissue from my desk, and blew into it. Hard. I sucked in a few broken breaths and blew again. “Did you know that Thomas had a brother?” I asked her.

“Yeah. Blake. He graduated last year,” Natasha said. “Why? Didn’t you?”

I sniffled. Toyed with the soaked tissue. “He never told me.”

“Wow. Maybe everyone has someone in their lives they can’t talk about,” Natasha said.

She was referencing Leanne Shore, her girlfriend, but I instantly thought of my mother. My mother, who was probably passed out in her bed drooling right now, even though it was four o’clock in the afternoon. An open bottle of pills would be on her nightstand and some bad Court TV reality show would be playing in the background. I wondered if my father had even told her what had happened. That had been a fun phone call. It had taken me twenty minutes to convince him not to pull me out of school. When he’d finally agreed I had felt relief beyond anything I’d felt before. I did not want to go back to my dung-colored life in Croton, Pennsylvania. Even if there was, potentially, a murderer running around campus. Easton with a murderer was far better than Croton High without one. It was an indisputable fact.

“Was Blake there? Did you talk to him?” Natasha asked.

At that moment, the door was flung open, and Noelle and Ariana burst in, followed by Rose Sakowitz and the Twin Cities—London Simmons and Vienna Clark. They had all changed out of their funeral drab and into much more colorful outfits. In their arms they carried a half-dozen bakery boxes and various bottles of champagne.

“Reed Brennan! Welcome to your first Fat Phoebe party!” London squealed, holding up two bottles of champagne. Her ever-pushed-up breasts nearly spilled out of her tank top, and her dark hair was done in two low ponytails. One look at her in that getup and half the guys I knew would have orgasmed on the spot.

“You guys—” Natasha said, rolling her eyes.

“Come on! It’s the perfect remedy for whatever ails you,” Vienna said, opening one of the boxes. Inside were at least a dozen perfect-looking chocolate éclairs.

“What’s a Fat Phoebe party?” I asked.

I noticed that Kiran and Taylor were suspiciously absent, but upon arrival at the Easton gates each had been catatonic for different reasons. Hopefully, they were both already sleeping it off.

“It’s an age-old tradition with a highly inappropriate title,” Ariana explained.

“It all started, like, ten years ago when this manic-depressive girl got into Billings,” Vienna explained.

“Phoebe Appleby,” Rose put in.

“Unfortunate name,” Noelle said with a shudder.

“Really slipped through the cracks, that one,” London said.

“Anyway, whenever Phoebe got depressed—”

“Which, according to legend, was every day—”

“She ordered up a bunch of pastries from the local patisserie and broke out a bottle of Cristal—”

“And threw a Fat Phoebe party! Whooo!” London cried, lifting the bottles again.

“Though I don’t think that’s what she called it,” Ariana put in.

“Basically, it’s champagne and chocolate,” Noelle explained. She walked over and hooked her arm around my neck. “Obscene amounts of both.”

“It’ll take your mind off more unpleasant things,” Ariana added, wrinkling her nose in a dainty way.

More unpleasant things. Like we were talking about a particularly nasty foot fungus or something.

“Let’s do this!” Rose cheered. “I need a chocolate fix, stat.”

Everyone cheered.

My skin crawled and I ducked away from Noelle. I felt like screaming. What was wrong with these people? They really thought a sugar high and a buzz were going to make it all better?

“Sorry, you guys. I’m not up for a party,” I said.

“What? Why?” London asked, pouting as she lowered her bottles.

Take pity on her. She’s a ditz. She doesn’t know how idiotic she looks.

“Because I . . . I’m tired,” I told them. “Exhausted, actually. I think I’m just gonna go to bed.”

Noelle gave me a reproachful stare. She wasn’t used to hearing the word no.

“Reed—”

“You guys have fun,” I said flatly, moving forward, crowding them toward the door.

Rose, London, and Vienna took the hint, jostling their way out. Ariana paused and looked at me with her clear blue eyes.

“You really should try to get your mind off things,” she said. “You’ll feel better.”

“I already do,” I said honestly.

Not 100 percent. But after venting my emotions and blubbering all over Natasha, I was much improved. For now. But if I thought for one second longer about the idea of partying, the anger was going to come back full force.

“You’re sure?” Noelle said. “You really don’t want to come?”

“I’m sure.” I placed my hand on the door. “Please, Noelle. Just go.”

Ariana and Noelle locked eyes. Never a good sign. I knew I had stepped over a line in their eyes, and for a split second I was reminded of how scared I’d been of them just a couple of weeks ago. Thomas’s death had cured me of that, at least temporarily. At that very moment, I couldn’t imagine remotely caring what they might do or say to me.

“Get some sleep,” Noelle said finally. “We’ll see you later.”

And with that, she closed the door. Nothing more. Maybe Thomas’s death had cured them too.



DECISION



Cheerios expand when left to soak in milk for too long. If you gaze blankly at them long enough, you can watch it happen. Also, the curious stares of your peers become less noticeable when you’re working on approximately forty-five minutes of sleep in three days. And the cafeteria manager doesn’t like it when he finds someone sitting on the cold brick outside the door waiting for him to unlock it.

Ninety percent out of it and I was still learning things.

A few uneventful days had passed since Thomas’s funeral, and I had still hardly eaten or slept. That is, uneventful aside from the fact that several kids had been taken out of school by their parents. Mostly freshmen. Skittish newbie parents, according to Noelle. “As if this school has never survived a scandal before,” she’d said yesterday, as we watched a scarecrow-haired Asian guy being loaded into a Hummer. None of my friends had been spirited away, but it was almost eerie to see the sedans and limos idling in the circle in front of the dorms, the students being escorted with their bags while their parents looked around suspiciously, as if some masked killer was suddenly going to come shrieking out of the shadows. No one had officially said that Thomas’s death had been suspicious in nature, but it was clear that was what people wanted to assume. My heart tightened and released as I thought of him. This was all it ever did anymore. I wondered if it was going to affect my long-term health.

A couple of girls whispered and shot me looks as they walked by, so I turned my head so that my hair would hide my face. The area under my eyes felt full and tight and heavy at all times, like I might either pass out or burst into tears at any second.

The door to the cafeteria opened and I looked up instinctively, an image of Thomas flashing through my mind’s eye. A queasy warmth hit me and I felt so wretchedly stupid I wanted to scream. It wasn’t Thomas. It was never going to be Thomas. Figure it out, Reed.

“Are you all right?”

Somehow I lifted my eighty-pound head and looked up at Josh. He hovered at the end of the otherwise deserted cafeteria table with a tray full of doughnuts and chocolate milk. Boy took in more sugar before 9 a.m. than most five-year-olds did in a day. You’d think a place as pricey as Easton would make sure all their charges got four squares, but apparently that was not one of the perks the elite were paying for.

“M’fine,” I mumbled. “Just wishing this bowl was a pillow.”

I pushed my tray aside and rested my elbows on the table, taking a long, deep breath to try to crowd out the nausea. Josh sat down across from me and lifted his messenger bag over his head, placing it on the floor. He wore a blue and yellow rugby shirt with a green paint stain on one of the yellow stripes. His curls were product-free today, which meant they stuck out adorably in all directions.

Adorably. I wanted to flog myself. Thomas was dead. I was not supposed to be noticing that other guys were adorable.

Under the table, Josh fumbled with his bag. He slapped his hand to his mouth, then took a chug of his chocolate milk to help him swallow.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Vitamins,” Josh said. “One a day keeps the doctor away.”

“You are a parent’s wet dream,” I told him.

“Tell that to my parents,” he deadpanned.

I smiled. It was nice that he could make me smile even in my current state of semi-consciousness.

Josh lowered his body toward the table a bit, in confab mode. I leaned in as well. “So, I’ve thought about it, and I’ve decided to go to the cops like Noelle said,” he whispered.

He bit into a powdered-sugar doughnut and powdered sugar sprayed everywhere. I looked at him and wondered if I was dreaming. Did he really just tell me that he was going to rat out Thomas and then take a big old bite of doughnut? I couldn’t even swallow one spoonful of cereal this morning and he seemed, well, fine. In fact, for the past few days, Josh had been keeping it together better than anyone else I knew, which made little to no sense. Thomas had been his roommate. His friend. And I hadn’t even seen him cry once. But what did I know? Maybe he went back to his room and blubbered in private all night long. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone around Easton kept a secret. I was starting to wonder if secrets were a prerequisite for admittance.

“You really think that’s necessary?” I asked.

“Noelle was right,” Josh said, chewing. “That guy she was talking about? Rick? He was Thomas’s local supplier and he’s a total wackjob. I would bet money he had something to do with this.”

I took a deep breath, straightened my back for a second, then slumped again. “I don’t know, Josh. Do we really want Thomas’s parents to know all this stuff? I know he was into some scary crap, but he was trying to change. Did he tell you he was on his way to rehab the night he left?”

Josh blurted a laugh and took a sip of milk, smiling in mirth. I felt very hot all over.

“What?” I said.

Josh blinked at me and then his face fell. “Oh. You’re serious,” he said.

“Yes, I’m serious,” I said, beyond offended.

Josh put his milk down and wiped his hands on his jeans. “Reed, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but Thomas was the last person who was ever going to rehab. He was so wasted the last night he was here you could have wrung him out and served shots.”

The cafeteria had just become a Gravitron, whirling and tilting and heading for the sky. There was no way to focus, so I closed my eyes.

“What?” I said, my mouth dry.

“I came back from the library and he was on the phone screaming at Rick, so gone he couldn’t even stand up straight,” Josh whispered. “That’s why I think Noelle might be right. Thomas was pretty livid, and I bet he said some stuff he wouldn’t have said if he wasn’t such a mess. I didn’t think much of it at the time, because those two were always at each other’s throats over something, but maybe this time he really pissed Rick off somehow.”

I pressed the heel of my hand into my forehead, trying to make sense of all of this. Thomas was drunk? But he had been so sincere about quitting. And he’d left me that note. He was going to some holistic treatment center. He was getting help.

Had that all been a lie?

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I said aloud.

“What?” Josh asked.

Wait a minute, wait a minute. Why would he have left me that note if he wasn’t actually planning on leaving? I would have been kind of suspicious if I had found the note that night and then seen him on campus the next day. So he must have been planning on going somewhere. But where?

“Maybe it was just a last hurrah,” I suggested. “Maybe he wanted to get drunk one last time before going to rehab?”

It sounded totally pathetic even as I said it. So pathetic that Josh actually had pity in his eyes.

“Reed, what makes you so sure that Thomas was going to rehab?” he asked gently.

The double doors opened and sunlight poured in. Noelle, Ariana, Taylor, and Kiran strode through and headed straight for the breakfast line. I didn’t want them to hear any of this and start speculating. We had to talk fast.

“He left me a note,” I confessed quickly. “I found it in one of my books. He said he was going to a treatment center and not to try to find him. He said he was leaving that night.”

Josh stared at me for a long moment. Slowly, he shook his head. “Leave it to Pearson. I bet the last words out of his mouth were a lie.”

A thump of dread warmed my insides. “What do you mean?”

Josh looked at me as if he’d just realized who he was talking to. “Nothing. Forget it,” he said.

“Josh—”

“It’s just . . .” He crumpled a napkin and squeezed it in his fist, just for the sake of crumpling and squeezing. “I just don’t think that Thomas ever fully appreciated what he had when he had you, that’s all.”

Whoa. My mouth fell open slightly and I snapped it closed. Josh stared at me intently. No averted eyes, no quick change of subject. He really meant what he had just said. I was both flattered and completely thrown. He’d just implied that Thomas had lied to me nonstop . . . and complimented me in the same breath.

“Reed, you have to show that note to the police,” Josh said.

“How do you know I haven’t?” I asked.

“Have you?”

“No,” I admitted miserably.

“It’s evidence,” Josh said. “It might be the last thing Thomas ever wrote. They need to see it.”

My stomach felt acidic and warm. I had been dreading this moment for weeks, but Josh was right. When he put it that simply, it seemed obvious. Besides, I had only kept the note a secret to protect Thomas from his parents hunting him down. Now that was no longer an issue.

“You’re right,” I said, determined. “I’ll go right after morning services.”

Just thinking about it made me feel monumentally better. I was nervous to let the police know I had hidden something from them, but I couldn’t wait to be free of it. Thomas had lied to me. Who knew how often or about what? It was no longer my responsibility to protect him. It was about time I got this whole thing over with, once and for all.



THE RIGHT THING TO DO



It wasn’t until we were walking up the steps to Hell Hall that I realized what I was doing. The second I did, I tripped on the top stair and had to grab Josh’s arm to prevent my knee from cracking on the slate.

“Careful!” Josh said, helping me up.

Our faces almost touched as I fought for balance. Our skin was so close that his body heat warmed my cheek. My heart was already pounding from nervousness. Now it pounded twice as fast. Josh looked at me and his grip on my arm tightened for a split second before he released me.

“I can’t do this,” I told him, stepping back. As if that might slow my pulse. I didn’t need this. Not on top of everything else. What, exactly, was my capacity for confusing emotions? How much could I handle before a vital organ actually imploded?

“What do you mean?” Josh asked, his brow creasing. “I thought we decided—”

“I know what we decided,” I said through my teeth. I could smell the burning nylon as Thomas’s note tried to sear its way out of my backpack.

Mr. Cross ascended the steps. He was the Ketlar House monitor and had been Thomas’s advanced biology professor. Like all the other faculty members, he had an office in Hull Hall. (“Hell Hall” was the students’ nickname for the ancient brick building in which most of the adults on campus spent the bulk of their time.) I pulled Josh aside, averting my gaze with a blush, to let the man pass. Still, my pulse raced at Josh’s nearness.

I will not be attracted to Josh. I will not be attracted to Josh. Josh’s dead roommate is my dead boyfriend. I will not go there.

Cross shot us a disapproving look under his clipped white eyebrows but kept moving. I didn’t speak again until the heavy door had slammed behind him.

“But isn’t this, like, withholding evidence?” I asked Josh under my breath. My earlier righteous bravado was gone, replaced, miraculously, by logic. “I could get in serious trouble here. I mean, before I was just protecting my boyfriend who was alive and rehabbing. Now it’s like . . . what? Aiding and abetting or something?”

Obviously, I had spent too much time watching those bad cop shows. Damn you, Dick Wolf.

Josh stood up straight as this sank in. A cold breeze tousled his hair, and a thick gray cloud moved in front of the sun. I pulled my coat closer to me. Dozens of dry brown leaves chased one another across the stone path down below. Suddenly I really didn’t want to be here. I turned to go.

“Wait. Reed, wait,” Josh said, grabbing my arm lightly.

My foot hovered in the air over the next step and my stomach went weightless, like I was on a roller coaster that had just taken a dip.

“What?” I said over my shoulder.

“We have to show it to them. This is about finding out what happened to Thomas,” Josh said earnestly. “It’s about telling the truth. Finally.”

I recalled a conversation Josh and I had with Walt Whittaker last week in the cafeteria. One in which Whit had accused Josh of being a hypocrite for not turning Thomas into the board of trustees for his illegal activities ages ago. Something in Josh’s eyes told me that conversation had really affected him. Maybe even more so, now that Thomas was gone. Now that Noelle, too, had suggested it was the right thing to do.

The girl really did have power.

“Besides, what can they do to you?” Josh said. “You’re a minor and you were just scared and confused and all that. It’s not like they’re gonna throw you in jail for keeping a love note or whatever.”

His certainty somehow took the edge off my fear. “Fine,” I said. I strode past him and opened the door before I could lose my newfound resolve. “But if I do end up behind bars, it’s your job to get me out.”

“Done and done,” Josh said. Firmly. Like he really did intend to be my rescuer one day.

I walked ahead of him down the long, echoing hallway. Unbelievable. I was potentially walking to my doom, and definitely going to turn in my lying, deceased boyfriend . . . and then I did the most inappropriate, appalling thing possible.

I smiled.



DAYS



“Is that all you two have to say?” Dean Marcus asked, glaring at us from across his wide desk.

Isn’t that enough?

The dean was definitely old, but since Thomas had gone missing, the police had invaded our campus, and parents had started yanking their kids and their tuition, he seemed to have aged ten years. His wrinkles were deeper, the gray at his temples had spread, and his brown eyes seemed to swim sourly in their sockets. The note from Thomas was laid out flat on his leather blotter, the only piece of paper on his otherwise impeccably organized desk. In the corner, the tall, imposing Chief Sheridan whispered intently with his shorter, kinder counterpart, Detective Hauer. After muttering a few expletives toward the beginning of our stories, they had been conferencing on and off throughout the rest of the meeting.

“We’re very sorry we didn’t come in sooner, sir,” Josh said, sounding much more composed than I felt. “We just always hoped Thomas would be coming back—”

“And when he did, you were going to allow him to continue with his illegal activities,” the dean said, his voice rising as the redness of his face deepened to near burgundy. “You were going to allow him to continue disgracing this institution.”

I sank lower in my leather chair. I was going to get thrown out of Easton. I could feel it. I was never going to touch the ivy around the entrance to Billings again. Never find out if I could actually pass Mr. Barber’s history class. Never sit with Noelle and Ariana and Kiran and Taylor and sip wine and eat expensive chocolates and laugh. Never see New York from windows high above Park Avenue again. What had I been thinking, coming here? How could I have forgotten how much there was to lose?

Croton, Pennsylvania, here I come! I wondered if that handwritten HELP WANTED sign was still hanging in the window of the Rite Aid.

“But that’s not even the worst of it, Mr. Hollis,” Dean Marcus continued, his indignation so strong he was starting to tremble. “If you had come to us with this information earlier we might have found Mr. Pearson weeks ago. You don’t—”

My heart completely stopped beating.

“Dean,” the chief said in a warning tone.

The dean went white under his age spots as he realized his slipup. He looked at the chief uncertainly.

Weeks ago? Weeks?

“Is that true?” I heard myself say, my voice sounding very meek. “Has Thomas been dead for that long?”

“I’m sorry, Miss Brennan, but we’re not at liberty to divulge that information while our investigation continues,” Chief Sheridan said firmly, stepping up to the desk.

Dean Marcus sat back in his chair, deflated. The chief’s tone was reprimanding. Clearly, the dean had been relishing his position as man in charge of this meeting, and by speaking a few words too many he had just lost it. It seemed there was an authority higher than our school’s number-one authority figure.

“But Dean Marcus is right. You should have told us these things during our first meetings,” the chief continued, staring us down. “I know you thought you were protecting your friend, but by impeding our investigation you’ve done the exact opposite.”

What little breakfast I’d managed to choke down was slowly rising up from my stomach. Was he right? Could I actually have prevented Thomas’s death by coming forward? How could this be happening?

Tears came to my eyes, and I stared straight ahead at the green glass lamp on the dean’s desk, watching it blur. I couldn’t take this. I couldn’t. I felt like my chest was filling up with something I couldn’t define. Something that would surely drown me.

“You didn’t know,” Josh said, quietly.

I looked at him. He was staring right at me. Somehow, I felt calmer, and I willed him not to look away. If he looked away, I would sink.

“Excuse me, Mr. Hollis?” the chief snapped.

“I said she didn’t know,” Josh said a bit louder. “There was no way she could have known that Thomas was going to get hurt. As far as she knew, that was just a breakup note. How was she supposed to know?”

He glared at the chief. Glared at this man who could potentially end our lives as we knew them. Was he brave or just incredibly stupid? The moment he broke eye contact with me, tears slid silently down my cheeks.

Control yourself, Reed. You can do at least that. Don’t let these people see you crumble. I wiped at my face, but the tears still came.

“Calm down, Mr. Hollis,” Chief Sheridan said.

“I just don’t see what you’re accomplishing by making a girl cry. Sir,” Josh said.

“Josh. It’s okay,” I croaked.

He was going to get us expelled if he kept it up. Or arrested. Or both.

Chief Sheridan held Josh’s gaze for a long moment, then turned his back to us and whispered to the dean. I strained to hear, but all I could pick up were a few stray words.

“ . . . punishment . . .”

“ . . . naive . . .”

“ . . . useful . . .”

Finally, the chief turned to us again. “You may go to class,” he said, exhaling through his nose. The dean, meanwhile, turned his chair to the side, away from us. He looked like a deflated blowup toy version of himself.

Neither Josh nor I moved. It couldn’t be that simple.

“I appreciate that you tried to do the right thing by coming in here today,” the chief said. “It was a little late, but nevertheless, I see no point in charging you with anything. As minors you would get a slap on the wrist, and from the looks on your faces, I believe you’ve already gotten that.”

Not just on the wrist. Across the face and in the stomach. With brass knuckles.

“But if you think of anything else—anything at all—you are to come to us immediately. Understood?” he asked, pressing one finger into the desktop.

“Yes, sir,” Josh said, standing.

“Yes, sir,” I echoed, my voice watery.

“Good,” the chief said. “Now get out of here before I change my mind.”



MY CALL



Weeks ago. Could have found him weeks ago. Thomas had been lying dead somewhere for at least a couple of weeks. But where? Where had they found him? The rumors were conflicting. I’d heard he was found in a field behind the public school. Near a stream in the hills. In some random abandoned building. And—the one that made me shudder the most—in the trunk of a beat-up old car.

Was I ever going to know the truth?

“Reed, you should really eat something,” Ariana said in her mothering tone.

I blinked. The cafeteria was so hushed I had zoned out and forgotten where I was. My turkey sandwich on wheat toast stared up at me, untouched. Kiran and Natasha had just settled in across the table. I hadn’t even heard them arrive.

“At least eat the bread,” Ariana prodded gently.

“Eat the meat. You need the protein, not the carbs,” Kiran said as she lifted a thick issue of Vogue out of her bag.

Natasha looked at me and smiled. Was Kiran ever not thinking about calorie counts? Ariana stared Kiran down while Kiran flipped past the pages and pages of ads at the front of her magazine as if she didn’t notice.

“What? Carbs will just weigh her down. We’re trying to get her energy up, right?” Kiran said finally, her green eyes wide. “Thus, protein.”

No one could ever ignore a serious stare from Ariana. I flicked the bread off the top of my sandwich and ate a piece of turkey with my fingers. “Happy?”

Kiran wrinkled her dainty nose. “I would have preferred a fork, but that’s fine.”

Noelle walked over and sat in her usual chair across from Ariana at the end of the table. She let out a frustrated sigh and glared at Taylor as she slipped in behind me and dropped down in the next chair. Taylor’s nose was red and her curls were matted and dark. As if they hadn’t seen suds in days. She looked tired. Like someone who had spent the entire night staring at her alarm clock, calculating how many hours of sleep she could get if she just passed out right now.

Wait. That was me.

“What’s up?” Kiran asked, looking from Taylor to Noelle.

“What’s up is I’m sick of the morgue vibe already,” Noelle said, flipping her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “Wallowing is good for nothing,” she said pointedly, looking at me and Taylor. “Unless you enjoy getting your frown lines Botoxed.”

“Noelle, they just buried Thomas last weekend,” I said, the back of my throat tight.

“I know, okay? I was there,” Noelle said. “But look at everyone. This is not healthy. If this keeps up, we’re talking terminal downward spiral.”

Just then the doors to the cafeteria slammed open and every single person in the room jumped. Dash McCafferty walked in, his blond hair flopping and eyes bright with what looked like excitement. Behind him were Josh and Gage Coolidge, who strolled along with a cocky expression on, as always, like he was working some invisible runway. Walt Whittaker brought up the rear, his cheeks ruddy from the cold, wearing a thick wool coat that came down past his knees.

Dash paused at the end of the table. All eyes in the room were on him. Freshmen, sophomores, professors stared. It was as if the king had finally arrived after we had all traveled miles to see him speak.

“It’s official, my friends,” Dash announced, spreading his arms wide. “We are throwing a party.”

Instantly a murmur rushed across the room, like a ripple rushing outward and splashing against the far walls before making its way back again. Two seconds later, the caf was alive with chatter.

“Now that’s more like it,” Noelle said, brightening considerably.

“A party?” Taylor squeaked.

“For what?” Natasha asked.

“For Thomas,” Gage said. “To, you know, honor his memory and shit.”

“Very eloquent, Gage,” Whit scolded.

“Excuse me, Master Webster,” Gage said, putting on a stuffy New England accent. He placed his hand flat on his chest and raised his nose. “I intended not to offend.”

Whit blushed and Gage cackled, grabbing a carrot stick from Ariana’s plate and crunching into it. Josh, meanwhile, slid in behind me and sat down on Taylor’s other side. He didn’t look as psyched about the announcement as his friends were.

“Do you really think that’s appropriate?” Natasha said, looking meaningfully at me. I loved it when someone else said what I was thinking so that I didn’t have to. Natasha had another level of depth that the rest of my friends didn’t seem to possess, an ability to imagine what it might be like if the person she loved had been found dead off campus. How that might feel. I suspected that Noelle had not bothered to try to empathize with me by imagining Dash six feet under. Doing that would be too unpleasant for the Golden Goddess of Easton.

“Ah, the moral center speaks,” Noelle announced. She folded her hands under her chin and looked at Natasha, enraptured. “Do tell us, Mrs. Bush. What is our repression of the day?”

The guys all laughed. Natasha’s eyes narrowed into thin slits of hatred. “I’m just saying that maybe not everyone at this school will see death as a reason to party.”

“Well, then, they’re assbags,” Gage said.

“We already got permission from the dean,” Dash told us, rubbing his hands together, as if that put an end to Natasha’s argument. “We’re going to do it the night before Thanksgiving break and make it totally cheesy and cool. Like some kind of Midwest prom or something.”

“That’s hilarious,” Gage said, cracking up.

“Thomas would have loved that,” Ariana said.

I looked at her. She had always hated Thomas. Had been the first to warn me away from him. How would she know what he would or wouldn’t have loved?

“Think we could smuggle in some strippers?” Gage asked. “Now that Thomas would have loved.”

My body heat peaked, and I noticed everyone glancing at me to note my reaction. I tried not to have one.

“Coolidge, you are so crass,” Natasha said.

“Crenshaw, why don’t you and Whittaker get together and spawn already?” Gage suggested. “You could pop out the first mixed-race Republican in America.”

Whit scoffed. Natasha narrowed her eyes. “Know what I like most about you, Coolidge?” Natasha said. “You’re so ignorant, you think it’s something to be proud of.”

“You know you love me,” Gage replied.

“Enough already. Can we get back to the party now?” Dash said.

“I think it’s exactly what we need,” Noelle said.

“Exactly,” Dash agreed. “Get everyone out of this freakin’ morbid state. It’s really bringing me the hell down. And personally, I don’t think Pearson would appreciate it.”

“He was always up for a good party,” Kiran said with a thoughtful frown.

“Please. You just want another excuse to get drunk,” Noelle joked.

“What do you think, Reed?” Ariana asked me.

I have to say, part of me was touched that any of these people considered anything to be my call. But I supposed that was what happened when you were the girlfriend of the person who had infamously, mysteriously, died. To these people I was practically a widow.

Unfortunately, I found myself unable to process anything. This, like everything else that came my way these days, was just too much for me to handle. What would everyone think? How could I possibly handle a celebration? Could this really be up to me?

Everyone was staring at me. Desperate, I glanced at Josh. “What do you say? Are you ready to party?”

He shrugged. “Might not be the worst idea. If it helps people, you know, move on.”

He held my gaze for a moment and I knew he wasn’t just thinking about “people.” He was thinking about me. He wanted me to move on. With him? A skitter of excitement traced its way through the lumps of pain, guilt, and fear in my chest. And, just like that, I had something else I couldn’t wrap my brain around.

“I think it’s a great idea,” I said, forcing a smile. “You guys are right. All this drama isn’t very Thomas. Or . . . wasn’t.”

“Good. Then it’s a go,” Dash said, pulling a chair up from another table to sit at the head of ours. “And who knows? Maybe by then they’ll catch the bastard who did this and we’ll really have something to celebrate.”

Taylor snorted, and by the time I turned to look at her, tears were already streaming down her face.

“God, Taylor,” Noelle said. “Pop a Prozac and get over it already. Like Hollis said, it’s time to move on.”

Taylor winced at Noelle’s words and my heart went out to her. I reached out to pat her back, but she jumped up before I could touch her.

“I have to go to the nurse,” she said.

She fumbled to get her bag strap off the back of her chair and knocked it over in the process, causing a huge clatter in the otherwise silent room. Everyone once again looked at us, and Taylor was mortified. She ducked her head and ran, her now ever-present tissue covering her nose.

“What is her deal lately?” Natasha asked.

Noelle, Ariana, and Kiran all exchanged a look. Like they knew something we didn’t—which they usually did. Then they turned their attention back to their food. I sat back in my chair, recalling something Constance had said about Taylor a few weeks back when Thomas had first gone missing. The police had been routinely interviewing all the students, and Constance had told me that that Taylor had come out of her meeting in tears. It had seemed odd, so Constance had speculated that maybe Taylor had a crush on Thomas.

The thought, at the time, had made me laugh, because I had chalked the whole Taylor-in-tears thing up to a rumor. But now I wasn’t so sure. Considering the way Taylor had been acting since the funeral, it certainly seemed possible that Thomas had meant more to her than I had thought.

On Halloween night, the Billings Girls had assured me there would no longer be any secrets between us. Apparently, they were already taking liberties with that promise.



MURDERED



Early the following week, I was sat across from Noelle in the library, pretending to read The Grapes of Wrath. I had read it back in eighth grade during my English teacher’s spring reading challenge (which I had won by a landslide), so I technically didn’t need to be reading it again. I really should have been studying for my French exam or doing my biology lab, but since I was unable to concentrate on anything for more than five seconds at a time, I figured I’d go with something I had already read. Under the table, my leg jumped up and down as if it were trying to free itself from my torso.

If I didn’t flunk out of this place before Christmas, it would be a miracle.

The library was deathly silent aside from the occasional sound of a book spine cracking or a pencil scratching against paper. Back home, our library was full of giggles and whispers and table-hockey games. It was a place for kids to waste their study hall periods gossiping and being generally stupid. At Easton the library was a place to work. When I’d first arrived, this phenomenon had inflated me with a kind of intellectual pride. I was at an actual institution of serious learning. I was a scholar. Today, the silence threatened to kill me. It made it far too easy for my brain to wander to other things.

“I’m going to grab a bottle of water,” Noelle said, pulling out her Gucci wallet. “You want anything?”

They didn’t have fountains here at Easton. Just Evian vending machines.

“No, thanks,” I said.

It still threw me a bit that she was going to get her own stuff now instead of ordering me to go. That she was actually asking what she could do for me. I should have taken advantage of it—and would have—if stuff like that had even been a remote priority anymore. It didn’t seem like it ever would be again.

Noelle turned and sauntered off toward the bathroom alcove, where the machines hummed away. As soon as she was gone, I heard feet pounding on the carpeted floor and looked up. Everyone, in fact, looked up. Lorna Gross came bumbling into view and raced right over to a tableful of sophomores off to my left. Her frizzy hair was triangular, and a few strands stuck to the sheen of sweat on her face. She whispered something breathlessly, spitting all over her friends’ books.

Suddenly, everyone was looking at me. Constance, Missy, Diana Waters. Kiki Rosen popped the earbuds out of her ears and turned off her iPod. I felt as if a huge tidal wave were hovering behind me and everyone was just watching it, waiting for it to plunge down on me and sweep me away.

“What?” I said loudly.

Constance looked at the others, then braced her hand on the back of her chair as she reluctantly got up. She walked over and sat down next to me, leaning in so that no one might overhear. I gripped my book in both hands until the pads of my fingertips hurt.

“Reed, they arrested someone,” Constance said calmly, soothingly. “Some guy from town named Rick DeLea or something?”

My throat constricted. My heart constricted. My lower stomach tightened into a knot. Suddenly, Constance felt very far away. Everything and everyone seemed to shrink into the background, and all there was in the world was this:

Thomas had been murdered. Thomas had been murdered.

So Noelle had been right. So that townie dealer scum that she and Josh had known about, but whom I had never heard of, had killed him.

So . . . so . . . so . . .

“They’re saying he was Thomas’s middleman or something?” Constance said, her brow coming together and rearranging her freckles.

I nodded mutely. There was no way I could speak.

Missy Thurber got up and strode over to us, Lorna at her side. “Well, well. Guess you won’t be milking the tragic heroine thing much longer.”

“Shut up, Missy,” Constance said, then looked shocked at herself.

“What? I’m just saying. Thomas Pearson wasn’t the innocent victim of some twisted anti-prep-school crime. He was just murdered in the middle of a drug deal gone awry. Like some common criminal.” Missy leaned into the table and looked me in the eye. “I think that knocks you down a few pegs.”

I hardly heard a thing she said. All I could hear, all I could see, was one word: murdered. The word I had been avoiding for days. Murdered.

Thomas Pearson was murdered.

Hot. No air. I needed air. I squirmed, pulling the turtleneck on my sweater away from my prickling skin.

“They said they found drug paraphernalia and a wad of cash near the body,” Missy continued. “Guess somebody had an issue with their dealer.”

Someone moved in behind me. Lorna took an uncertain step backward. Missy’s face lost all its mirth. She stood up straight.

Noelle placed her water and wallet on the table in front of me, leaned forward past my shoulder, and squinted at Missy. She tilted her head deliberately to one side, then the other, as if trying to see something better. No one moved. No one dared say a word.

“Huh,” Noelle said.

“What?” Missy blurted tremulously.

Noelle frowned and rounded her shoulders. “I always wondered if you could actually see through those cavernous nostrils to China, but everything’s pretty much obscured by the forest of nasal hair.”

Someone snorted. Missy’s hand flew up to cover her nose.

“It’s Missy Thurber, right?” Noelle said. “Your mother and sister were in Billings?”

Missy was a marble-white statue of her former self.

“Well, thanks, Missy. You just inspired me to abolish that archaic little Billings rule about automatic admission for legacies,” Noelle said. “Have fun in Dayton House next year. I hear they’ve just about cleaned up that nasty rat problem.”

Missy’s mouth hung open so wide I could have stuffed my fist into it. She let out a strangled noise as she turned on her heel and ran away, fingers still covering her nose. Lorna scurried after her, seeing her own shot at Billings-by-association go up in smoke. It would have been a perfect moment, if those images of Thomas lying dead and bloody with bags of pills and powder all around him would have just stopped assaulting me.

The imagination is a horrible thing.

“Are you okay?” Noelle asked me, stepping into my line of vision.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Maybe you should go lie down or something,” Constance suggested.

“Good idea,” Noelle put in.

Constance turned pink with pleasure.

“Come on,” Noelle said as she quickly packed up my stuff and hers. “Let’s get you back to Billings.”

Constance and I stood up, and Noelle stayed close to my side as we headed for the front door. Somehow, I managed to put one foot in front of the other, but I was glad there were no obstacles in front of me. I was so stunned I would have walked into a rhino if it had stepped into my path.

“It’s going to be okay, Reed,” Noelle told me. She seemed energized. Vehement. “It is. At least they caught the guy, right? It’s finally over. That bastard is going down.”

She pushed open the door and a gust of cold air hit me square in the face. I gasped for breath and looked up at the stars that blanketed the November sky.

At least they caught the guy. That bastard is going down.

Maybe someday those words would mean what Noelle wanted them to mean, but for now they only meant one thing. Thomas didn’t have to die. Someone had decided to kill him.

And suddenly, the anger was back.



OLD FRIENDS



I stared out the front window of Billings the next morning, waiting for Ariana and Taylor to finish getting ready. Tiny droplets of rain dotted the glistening windowpane and the sky was overcast, a perfect backdrop for my heavy mood. I took a deep breath and released it slowly through my lips, marveling at how the campus beyond still managed to look beautiful to me even at this time of year, even in this state of mind. It was already mid-November, but the grass was still green and clipped and the evergreen shrubs perfectly shaped. Overnight, beads of water had frozen along the leafless limbs of the trees at the end of the walk, forming a canopy of diamonds. Back home there would be nothing but brown and gray. Dead grass, dead plants, piles of soaked and rotting leaves the public service had neglected to pick up. November was one of Croton’s ugliest months of the year. Nothing was ever ugly at Easton. Even in the wake of murder.

There was a bustling on the stairs, and I turned to find Ariana and Taylor coming toward me, Ariana pulling on her pristine white calfskin gloves. “Ready?” she asked, looking positively bright-eyed.

“Ready.”

The moment we walked outside I was nearly knocked over by a gust of wind and a smattering of drizzle. Ariana and Taylor stepped out of Billings behind me and instinctively huddled close.

“I need coffee,” I mumbled, buttoning the top button on my new Lands’ End wool coat, which my father had ordered and had shipped directly to me. It was much more practical and boxy than any of the designer coats the other Billings Girls had hanging in their closets, but at least it was warm.

“I need oatmeal,” Taylor added.

She was looking a bit more like herself today. Her blond curls danced around her face, and she had gotten some color back in her skin. Although that might have just been the wind.

“So, you’re going to eat today?” Ariana asked, tucking her arm through mine as we speed-walked across campus, our shoes clip-clopping on the wet stone path. “Both of you?”

“I’ll give it a try,” I said.

The truth was, my appetite had yet to return. The only reason I was in such a rush to get to the cafeteria was to see if there was any more news, if anyone had heard anything about this Rick character. If worse came to worst, I might even seek out Walt Whittaker for a tête-à-tête, as awkward as that would be. Whit’s and my dating experiment had only imploded a little over a week ago, the very night Thomas was found, but Whit also had a blood connection to the powers that be at Easton. His grandmother was on the board of directors, which meant that I might just have to suck it up and talk to him.

We were about to turn up the short path to the cafeteria when I saw someone out of the corner of my eye. I paused and my pulse started to race, warming my skin. Detective Hauer. Out for his morning stroll, even in this weather. If there was one person who could tell me more than even Whit could, it was Hauer.

I stopped and waited for him to join us.

“Good morning, ladies,” he said with a kind smile, though his brown eyes looked sad and tired. His black trench coat was stretched over his stocky frame, the belt barely tying at the waist. “Brisk one.”

“Yes, Detective. It certainly is,” Ariana said, her southern manners kicking in.

“How are you today, Reed?” he asked me.

I don’t know why I grew warm at his singling me out. We had met on the quad before, just like this, except I had been alone at the time. Plus he had interviewed me with the chief just yesterday. We were practically old friends.

“Is it true, Detective?” I asked. I felt a rush of nauseating excitement and dread at being able to pose the question. Finally. “Did they really arrest that guy? Did he do it?”

He lifted his head slightly and studied me for a moment before answering. “We do have a suspect in custody, yes. But as to whether or not he had anything to do with your friend’s death, we’re not sure yet. He’s still being questioned.”

“But if you brought him in, you must have had a good reason,” Ariana said.

“There was compelling evidence, yes,” the detective said.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Just that he’s a suspect, that’s all,” the detective told me gently. “I know how close you were with Thomas, Reed. I didn’t have a chance to tell you yesterday, but I wanted you to know how sorry I am for your loss.”

Ariana’s grip on my arm tightened. Like that last moment in the blood pressure sleeve when you think the doctor might be taking the thing a pump or ten too far just to see if you’ll pop. The twisting in the back of my throat returned. I tried to swallow but couldn’t, and my eyes instantly watered.

“I promise I’ll let you know as soon as we know anything for sure,” he told me.

I nodded. I wanted to thank him, but I knew I had to wait for this latest wave of misery to pass.

“Thank you, Detective,” Ariana said, easing her death grip slightly. “Come on, girls. Let’s get inside before we freeze.”

She really was becoming more like a mother every day. And I couldn’t have been more grateful for it. If it hadn’t been for her tugging on my arm, I might have stood there in the cold all day.

“Ladies,” the detective said, stepping back.

“Bye,” I heard myself say.

Ariana led us over to the door and opened it for us, waiting for Taylor and me to go through first. The warmth of the heated cafeteria enveloped me, and I breathed for the first time in what felt like hours.

“There. See?” Ariana said, facing me and Taylor. She slipped out of her light blue cashmere coat and folded it over her arm. “Don’t you feel better now? Don’t you both feel better?”

I looked at Taylor and she blew out a sigh, smiling slightly. It was the first smile I had seen on her since the Saturday night when we had all been in New York City, partying like the carefree idiots we’d been at the time.

“Yeah. Definitely,” Taylor said, unbuttoning her plaid coat.

“Definitely,” I echoed.

Now I just had to start believing it.



RESIGNED



Our grades arrived.

Grades. I had forgotten the quarter was ending. But there it was, in my mailbox in the hallway outside the school store: a crisp, cream envelope standing at an angle right up against the window. I could see hundreds of others just like it in hundreds of other mailboxes. A few feet away, a group of dizzy freshmen ripped theirs open and compared their contents. They giggled in triumph and groaned in dismay. My fingers itched to work my combination, but my fight-or-flight reflex kicked into high gear. I couldn’t deal with this. Not right now. I turned around and walked out into the cold.

As soon as the door closed behind me I felt lighter somehow, empowered. I’d finally taken control of something, however small. I knew I’d have to look inside that envelope, but for now I was resolved to remain ignorant. And it felt good.

That night, I was determined to actually study. Whatever those grades were, I was going to improve upon them in the second semester. This was exactly what I needed to get over Thomas. I would become a brain. An overachiever. I would throw myself into my work and forget about everything else. I walked determinedly into the library with my history book and my notebook and a new pen. I was going to take notes for the next day’s quiz, using the advice Taylor had given me at the beginning of the year. All I had to do was copy the first and last sentence of every paragraph. That was where Mr. Barber always got his quiz questions. It was busywork. If I couldn’t handle even that, I was in big trouble.

Every person I strode by stopped what they were doing to watch me go, and I felt my shoulder muscles coil, but I kept my focus dead ahead. I was tired of everyone staring at me. Whispering about me. Asking me if I was okay. But how could I blame them? In the past couple of weeks I had become a walking catastrophe. Spacing out in class. Staring at nothing in the library. Sleeping until the very last moment possible because usually those last twenty minutes were the only sleep I got. One morning I was so out of it that I was halfway across the quad before I realized I was wearing two different shoes. At Easton, that was akin to showing up naked.

Well, as of now, that was all going to change. I had to stop waiting for one of those fairy-tale godmother people to come along and hit me with a wand to the head to make me forget everything. It was up to me now.

In the center of the library, two guys from Drake House, one of the less appealing guys’ dorms (nicknamed “Dreck House”), sat at the end of a long table. Neither of them looked up when I passed.

I liked them already. I sat down at the far side and opened my book.

Okay. Here we go. Work time.

“Reed?”

I blinked a couple of dozen times. My eyes stung. Finally they focused on Josh, who was sitting down across from me. I felt like I’d just been shaken awake. I glanced at my watch. Half an hour had passed. My notebook was blank.

“Hey,” he said. He looked wary as he placed his messenger bag down on top of the table. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said through my teeth. “I just wish people would stop asking me that.”

Josh raised his hands. “Sorry.”

I felt instantly guilty. I couldn’t start snapping at my friends now. If I lost them too, I would have nothing at all. Something between a sigh and a groan parted my lips.

“No. I’m sorry.” I crossed my arms over my notebook and my forehead hit my wrist. “I didn’t mean to tear your head off,” I said into the table.

“It’s okay,” Josh whispered sincerely. “What’s going on?”

I felt his finger touch my pinky. It warmed me all over. One millimeter of skin on skin, and my whole body reacted. What would Thomas have thought? Was he watching me right now? Was that even possible? Did he know I was having warm and fuzzy feelings for one of his best friends? I squeezed my eyes closed and shook my head, trying to shake the thoughts out.

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t. Nothing was fair.

“Reed?” His voice took on a serious, concerned tone that set every inch of me vibrating.

With a sigh I lifted my head enough so that my chin was now on my notebook. I looked up at him pathetically. I wished he would just hug me. Somehow I felt that if I could find myself in Josh’s arms—just held there in his arms—I could start to feel okay. But how could I do that? How could either of us do that?

“I just wish I could get out of my head,” I told him after a long moment. “It’s unlivable in here.”

Josh smirked. He leaned forward, bringing his face close to the table, so close to mine I could see every light freckle across his nose. “I might have an idea of how you can do that, if you’re interested,” he said, with a mischievous glint in his normally glint-free eyes.

Well. That was foreboding.

I sat up straight. “If you’re talking about pot or something, I’m not interested,” I said, adjusting my books as if I was actually going to study. “Considering,” I added pointedly.

“It’s not drugs, Reed. Come on,” Josh said, sitting up as well. “How idiotic do you think I am?”

I blinked. A blush moved in from behind my ears, warming my face all the way to my nose. So this was what shame felt like.

“Then what is it?” I asked.

“It’s better,” he said.

I looked down at the blank pages in my notebook and took a deep breath. “I’m in.”



ENOUGH DAMAGE



My heart was pounding so loudly in my ears I had a feeling they would be ringing later. I hadn’t been in Ketlar for weeks. Not since Thomas was still alive. Not since he had brought me here to have sex.

Make love.

Use me?

I had no idea anymore. And now I’d never be able to ask him. Whatever it had been, being so close to the place where it had happened was conjuring several physical reactions.

Nausea. Shaky knees. Headache. Watery eyes. I was one big side effect.

“Come on,” Josh half-whispered the moment the elevator doors slid open.

It took a lot of effort for me to move. I followed him out into the hallway and toward the common room. I knew I should be excited and curious about what, exactly, Josh had in mind, but ghosts of memories were crowding out any immediate concerns. Visions of Thomas sprawled out on the leather couch. Playing video games on the flat screen with his friends. Raucous laughter and cheers and jeers.

There was none of it now. The place was dead. It smelled antiseptic, as if someone had come in and bleached the walls. The TV was gray and the game console had been stashed underneath in the cabinet. One guy I didn’t know read at the table in the corner by the light of a dim lamp.

It was as if all the life had gone out of Ketlar along with Thomas.

Josh quickly crossed the common room—the only place in the dorm where I was legally permitted to be (not that I had heeded that rule in the past)—and headed into the far hallway. Suddenly I knew where he was taking me. To his room. Thomas’s room.

“Uh, I don’t think this is the best idea,” I said.

“We’re not gonna get caught,” Josh whispered, taking my hand, just as Thomas had taken my hand right here in this place not all that long ago. “Mr. Cross has been in meetings practically twenty-four/seven since they found Thomas.”

I tripped forward as he tugged me. My murky brain tried to find the words to tell him that the last place on Earth I wanted to be was Thomas’s room, but we were already in the hall. My breath caught. There it was, the closed door looming up on the left like a creature from hell that could swallow me whole. Inside that room were all of Thomas’s things. The clothes that still smelled like him. The books he always stacked next to his desk. The bed that we . . . that we . . . that—

I opened my mouth to say something. Anything. I could not go in there.

And then we were walking past it.

Josh opened the door at the very end of the hallway. “Here we go.”

“What? But I thought—”

I stepped into the tiniest room I had ever seen, barely larger than a Billings closet. The walls were bare, but there were paint splatters everywhere, in every color of the rainbow. I recognized Josh’s bedspread from his old room. The bed, desk, and dresser had all been pushed up against one wall so that three easels could be set up along the other. The third was dominated by a tall, slim window. Next to the door was a skinny closet jammed with clothing.

“They moved me here the week after the funeral, after they inspected all my stuff for clues or whatever,” Josh said, dropping his messenger bag on his bed. “My old room is a crime scene now.”

“Oh. God. I didn’t even think of that.”

“I know,” Josh said, his eyes dark. “I hate it. It’s like, how much can one person go through? It’s like I—” He stopped himself mid-ramble, as if biting his tongue, and glanced at me. “It just sucks.”

“Yeah,” I said. I had no idea what else to say.

He moved over to the corner where there was a paint-speckled box with a handle on top. He lifted it with one hand and used the side of it to shove some papers and pens on his desk aside so that he could set it down. Watching him, I felt like I could see what he had been like as a little kid. Somehow he had gotten smaller. More vulnerable. And I realized, suddenly, how selfish I had been.

“Josh, I’m so sorry,” I said, dropping down on his bed. I shrugged out of my coat and laid it aside. “Everyone keeps asking me how I am, but I never asked you . . . are you okay?”

Josh blew out a breath through his nose. “Yeah. I guess,” he said. “The whole thing is surreal, but . . . what am I going to do, you know?”

I stared at him. “Most of the time you seem so normal. How are you dealing with all this?”

He looked down. Shuffled his feet. “I have my ways.”

Ooooohkay.

“Like what?”

“That’s why I brought you here,” he said. He popped open the box and lifted out a few paintbrushes. “I’m going to show you one of them.”

He slipped an iPod from his jacket pocket and placed it in its speaker system on his desk. One hit of one button, and suddenly the room was filled with screeching guitar. I had to concentrate to keep from wincing.

“What’re you doing?” I shouted.

“Helping you get out of your head!” Josh moved over to the first easel and opened up a few jars of paint that were sitting in the attached tray. Then he did the same at the second easel. He turned and handed me a few of the brushes. I stared at them, confused. Did he expect me to paint?

Josh lifted one of the jars from the tray and walked to the center of the small room. He dipped one of his larger brushes into the jar.

“This is what I do when my headspace becomes . . . unlivable,” he told me.

Then he dipped the brush in the paint, came out with a big glob, and flung it at the canvas. Half the paint hit the canvas—a huge, red slash across the stark white. The other half of the paint hit the wall. Now I understood where the splatters had come from.

“Try it,” Josh shouted.

“Are you insane?” I asked. His eyes flashed at me and something inside of me paused. Hesitated. I looked around. “I mean, they’re gonna freak when they see what you’re doing to this place.”

“They don’t care!” Josh smiled and shrugged and I wondered if I’d imagined the sudden darkness I’d thought I’d seen. “I’m the poor, pathetic roommate of the dead guy.” He paused for a moment and his expression shifted, as if he’d just realized how callous he’d sounded. “No one cares what I do,” he added.

My heart pounded in sympathy for him. “That’s not true.”

He focused on me as if suddenly remembering I was there. “No! I don’t mean literally. I just mean . . . forget it. Come on, Reed. Try this! I swear it’ll help.”

He took my hand and pressed a brush into it. My breath started to race at his nearness and his excitement. Josh was energized. I craved that. I craved the idea of feeling anything even remotely positive. I pushed myself up and grabbed a jar of blue paint. I dipped the brush into it and looked at Josh.

“Now fling it,” he instructed.

I grinned. Suddenly I couldn’t help it. Being with Josh made me grin. There it was. So what if it was disloyal? If it was cruel? Right then, I just wanted to keep smiling. So I lifted my arm and flung. Most of my paint hit the wall. The easel only took a drop. Somehow the rest of it splashed Josh in the face.

I took one look at him and cracked up laughing. It felt so, so good to laugh. Josh slowly wiped the paint from his nose with his fingertips, making a nice, wide smear across his cheek.

“Oh my God! You’re right! I do feel better,” I said.

It hurt to laugh, like I was using a muscle that hadn’t been exercised in too long. Josh turned around and I was hit in the face with a smattering of green. Kid was so quick I never even saw it coming.

“Touché,” I said, wiping my forehead.

I grabbed another vat of paint and hit him again. He hit me with a blob of red right in the center of my black sweater. I screeched and doused him in yellow. Suddenly we were both laughing and attacking. Before I knew it, Josh was swiping at me with a brush, making random slashes on my clothes. I had paint in my hair, on my shoes, all over my favorite jeans. But I didn’t even care. This was the best time I had had in days. The lightest I had felt since Thomas’s funeral. Even on my nonbudget, I could sacrifice some clothing for that.

Josh came at me with a brush. I straight-armed his shoulder and held him back, wheezing for breath. He grabbed my waist, twisted me around. I escaped his grasp and headed for the wall. Josh was everywhere. His hands, his fingers, his breath, his laughter, his weight. It was all one blur, and all of it sent my heart rate skyrocketing.

He was going to grab me and kiss me. Every inch of me was throbbing and I knew he felt it too. He had to. I gripped the sleeve of his shirt and didn’t let go. Our bodies were pressed together as the vertical wrestling match started to wane. I could feel his breath on my neck as I slowly straightened up. I looked him in the eye.

Come on. Do it. Please. I just want to keep this feeling going. I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to go back. . . .

“I think you’d look good in purple,” Josh said huskily, teasingly, backing me toward the wall. “What do you think?”

My stomach hurt from laughing and I was out of breath. “Don’t. Don’t you dare,” I said, watching the brush in his hand.

Josh, of course, kept coming.

“Reed, hold still! You have to let an artist do his work!”

He lifted the brush.

“Josh! No! Come on!” I laughed, pressing my hands into his chest. “Haven’t you done enough damage already?”

Josh hovered inches from me, taunting me with the paint. Aside from the original blue streak, he had flecks of green and yellow in his hair and a smatter of black across his cheek. He looked me in the eye and grinned.

My heart missed a beat. Then another. I stared at his paint-spattered lips. His breath grew heavier as he stepped even closer. My skin tingled with warmth.

Do it. Please. Just kiss me.

His eyes traveled down to my lips. I could already feel them buzzing. I looked him in the eye.

Please, Josh. Please.

Suddenly, he blinked and backed off. Everything inside of me nose-dived, so fast I almost physically fell over. “You’re right,” he said. “Enough damage for one night.”

My face burned with humiliation. There was no way he didn’t know what I’d been thinking. I’d practically said the word please out loud. I had to get out of here. Now. I cleared my throat and wiped my hands on my jeans, making them even messier. My coat and bag seemed, miraculously, unscathed, but I couldn’t pick them up in my current state.

“I need a bathroom,” I blurted.

“Down the hall on the right.”

Josh couldn’t even look at me.

“Right. I remember.”

After struggling with the door handle with my paint-covered hands I finally broke free and raced down the hall, as if I could somehow leave what had just almost happened behind me. Shoving my way into the bathroom, I startled a Ketlar guy who was standing right opposite the door. I braced my hands on the white sink. My reflection was frightening—matted, sticky hair, multicolored swirls all over my face—but I didn’t even care. All I could see were my eyes.

The eyes of a girl who had just tried to seduce her dead boyfriend’s roommate.



NOT TO BE SAD



I skipped breakfast the next day. I couldn’t face Josh. Instead, I stood in the shower for thirty minutes, letting the hot water scorch my skin, wishing it could burn away all feeling. When Natasha knocked on the door and asked if I was coming, I told her I needed to be alone. She left, no questions asked. One of the benefits of being the widow.

The quad was peaceful when I emerged, cuddled into my favorite white cotton sweater—which I had been wearing almost every day lately—and buttoning up my coat. I expected to take a slow, solitary stroll to morning services, but when I looked up, Constance was just coming out the back door of Bradwell. She grinned in surprise.

“Hey! What are you doing out here?” she asked as we turned together up the path that led past Mitchell Hall and the cafeteria to the chapel.

“Running late,” I said. “You?”

“Oh, my mom called,” Constance said, rolling her eyes. “My little brother Trey got chicken pox and now Carla, the nanny, has it, too, so my mom has basically gone to the zoo. She’s babbling about vaccination shots and surgical masks and the end of the world. Have I mentioned that my mother is not all there?”

I smirked. Constance was always good for a distraction.

“What’s your mom like?” she asked innocently.

I bit my tongue against the flash of anger that always took over at any thought of my mother. It was amazing how powerful it was. But I didn’t want to bite her head off or say something dismissive. I had done that to her before in response to one of her naive questions, and I was trying to better myself.

“Let’s just say she went to the zoo a long time ago and she’s still there, feeding the monkeys,” I said.

Constance’s brows knit, but then she laughed. “You’re too funny, Reed.”

“I try,” I said flatly.

We came around the corner and my stomach attempted to drop out of my body. Josh was waiting against the chapel wall. He stepped away when he saw us. So, waiting for me.

“Hey,” he said tentatively.

“Hey.”

I looked at Constance. Constance looked at me. Like she was trying to process something. Was my guilt written all over my face, or was the warmth in the air that I felt around Josh now palpable to everyone else as well?

“You missed breakfast,” he said knowingly.

“Observant,” I replied. Because he had to say it knowingly. Like he was so smart and had me all figured out.

“Can I talk to you?” Josh asked, one hand in his pocket, the other cradling his books at his hip. He was wearing an open coat over a battered corduroy jacket over a band T-shirt, and his jeans were frayed at the cuffs.

“Sure.”

“I’ll see you in there,” Constance told me. She looked at me over her shoulder before disappearing inside the chapel. Like she didn’t recognize me.

“What’s up?” I asked.

Josh tilted his head away from the door, where students from the cafeteria were hustling by, eager to get back into the warmth of the indoors. I followed him. My pulse was causing my skin to throb. Was he going to mention last night? Our aborted kiss? Was he going to tell me it was wrong? That he didn’t want to be around me anymore? He stopped and turned to face me.

“So, my brother, Lynn, and his girlfriend, Gia, are coming up from Yale tomorrow to check up on me,” he said.

Hello, whiplash. Both the words and the casual tone in which they were said were so unexpected it took my brain a second to catch up.

“Okay,” I said brilliantly.

“See, my parents are in Germany and they’re all worried after what happened, so they’re sending out a posse, basically,” Josh said. “We’re probably going to go up to Boston to hang out for the day, so I was wondering if you wanted to come.”

The invitation hung in the air. Around us students talked and milled and laughed. Each day since the funeral the student body had reanimated a bit more. They were almost back up to normal pitch now. Just a couple weeks later.

“So. Do you?” Josh prompted.

“Want to come to Boston?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“With you and your brother and your brother’s girlfriend.”

Sounded like a double date to me. Was that what it was intended to sound like?

“Yeah,” Josh said, confused. “Was that not clear?”

I smiled and looked down at my shoes. Why did he have to be so cute?

“We’ll do something fun,” Josh said, nudging my arm with his books. “I think it’ll be good, you know? To get out of here . . . do something different . . . ?”

The very thought sent a rush of excitement through me. Followed by a crippling stab of Thomas-related guilt. What was I supposed to do here? What? Stay true to the memory of my murdered boyfriend, or start trying to get on with my life?

I knew what Noelle and Ariana would say. That there was no point in wallowing, and here Josh was, offering me one day of carefree fun. One day to not be sad.

And, okay, if I was being honest, one day to figure out what the hell there was between us.

“Okay,” I said finally, lifting my shoulders. “Sure. Why not?”

Josh grinned and my heart stopped. Just like that.

Good decision, Reed. Good decision.





FIRSTS



There were no lights on in the chapel. The November sun cast a dull glow on the room, and all the faces appeared muted and blurred at the edges, like an impressionist painting come to life. I slid into the pew and sat between Constance and Diana. The moment my butt hit the hard wood, the back doors closed. Darker still.

“What’s going on?” I asked. A sliver of irrational fear raced down my spine.

“It’s firsts,” Diana whispered, as the entire room hushed.

“Guess not even a murder investigation can stop them from whipping out the jackets,” someone behind me muttered bitterly.

Okay. That sentence made zero sense. “What’s ‘firsts’?”

“Shhhhh!”

Just like on the very first day of school, two freshmen boys stepped out from the shadows and lit the lanterns at the front of the chapel. We were all bathed in their warm, cozy, glow. Dean Marcus rose from his chair and stood at the podium. He looked around at all of us in an appraising way.

“Tradition, honor, excellence,” he intoned.

“Tradition, honor, excellence,” we all echoed.

“Students, today is a day of celebration,” the dean announced, his strong, weighty voice echoing off the stone walls. “We here at this hallowed academy will not allow recent events, as terrible as they may be, to deter us from our ultimate goal. We will continue to strive for excellence in every facet of our lives. Today I have the pleasure of announcing to you the names of those students who have achieved first honors for the first semester of our academic year.”

“Here, here!” one of the professors cheered with a raised fist, earning a round of applause from the hall.

“As always, I will start with the freshman class. When I call your name, please come up and receive your founders’ jacket,” the dean said. For the first time in days, I saw a hint of a smile on his face. The man vibed on tradition. “From the freshman class, the students who have received the highest all-around marks this first semester are . . . April Park and Carson Levere.”

As everyone around me applauded, I leaned toward Diana’s ear. “Founders’ jacket?”

“The guy and the girl from each class who get the highest GPA get to wear founders’ jackets all day,” Diana said as she clapped. Onstage, the dean was lifting a blue blazer with the Easton crest on the pocket onto April Park’s shoulders. “It’s this huge honor. People around here would kill to wear that jacket.”

Sure enough, April’s face shone and her eyes brimmed with tears. She touched the sleeve of her jacket with her fingertips as if it were made from spun gold. You could tell she was just aching to call her parents right then and there. Maybe they’d give her a pony. A quick survey of the room revealed that almost every student of any merit was sitting forward in his or her seat, salivating. This was serious business.

April and Carson stood aside. Instantly, the applause halted.

“From the sophomore class,” Dean Marcus continued, glancing at a page on the podium. Suddenly I wished I had opened my mailbox and gotten my grades. Not that I had any sort of shot at this, but I would have loved to have known for sure that there was zero chance my name would be called. “Kiki Rosen and Corey Snow.”

“Omigod! Kiki!” Diana exclaimed, elbowing her roommate.

At first I thought Kiki hadn’t heard, that her music was deafening her as always. But then she calmly removed her earbuds and stood up, looking totally and completely unaffected. It wasn’t until the jacket was safely on her body that she finally busted out in a grin. Honestly, in that moment, I was jealous. And in the next I marveled at how quickly something like that could take hold. And the next, how I was actually thinking about something other than Thomas.

Amazing, the power Easton could have.

“Did you know she was that smart?” Constance asked us.

“No! Maybe she has our lessons on constant loop on her iPod,” Diana said, baffled.

“From the junior class,” the dean continued. “Well, here’s no surprise. Taylor Bell and Lance Reagan.”

I cheered extra loud for Taylor, but as she walked past us, she hid behind her hair and kept her eyes trained on the floor. My spirits slumped along with her shoulders. I wished I could see her bounding up there all bubbly and excited. I missed the Taylor I’d met back in September.

“And finally, from the senior class . . .” Dean Marcus announced.

“Noelle Lange and Dash McCafferty,” Diana recited with a slight eye roll and smile.

“What?” I said.

“They always win,” Diana told me. “We’re talking four semesters a year since seventh grade. Accept no substitutes.”

Shocker.

“Ariana Osgood—”

There was an audible, chapelwide gasp, like we’d all just gone over the top of the highest hill on one massive roller coaster. Every single pair of eyes turned around to gape at Noelle, who was half out of her seat, and at Ariana, who was perched next to her as always, looking stunned. There was an awkward moment of suspended animation before Noelle plopped, more awkwardly than I’ve ever seen her do anything, back into the pew.

“And Dash McCafferty!” the dean finished.

When Dash got up, he looked deeply confused. Ariana whispered something to Noelle before sliding past her and joining Dash in the aisle. Together, they walked stiffly to the front of the chapel. Anyone who was not watching Ariana was watching Noelle. She kept her eyes trained straight forward, but I could see her jaw clenching.

“What happened?” someone whispered.

“Noelle is going to throw a shit,” someone else said.

Up on the stage, the dean lifted the jacket onto Ariana’s shoulders. Never had I seen her smile so wide.





A VIBE



“How’d you do?” Constance asked me as we walked out of history class.

“Okay, I think.”

I hugged my books to my chest and stepped sideways to get around a couple of the guys in my class. I just wanted out of here. Everywhere I went these days, I wanted out. Then I’d get to wherever I was going next and want out of there, too. At least I hadn’t been forced to lie about the quiz. After my encounter with Josh the night before, I had been in a manic state of self-loathing and simultaneous euphoria that had made me more hyper than ten shots of espresso. With my desk light on half the night I had actually managed to study and absorb enough info to squeak by.

Thank God. Because after the head rush of the first-honors ceremony I had run to the post office to grab my grades. All B’s. Every last one of them. Except for history. Barber, thanks to my stellar quiz grades, which I had only achieved due to Taylor’s advice, had been forced to give me an A. Now that I had one, I thought it might be nice to keep it. Maybe even earn another one somehow next semester. If I could just manage to stop obsessing about other things.

“So . . . what’s the deal with you and Josh Hollis?” Constance asked.

“There’s no deal with me and Josh,” I lied.

I shoved open the door to the stairwell so hard I almost rearranged April Park’s face. She scowled at me. Her founders’ jacket was obviously lined with bravado. Already she was high on the instant fame.

“Sorry,” I said.

Suddenly her face seemed to register who I was and she ducked past me without a word. Yeah. Billings Girl and Pearson widow trump first honors and founders’ jacket, freshman. Keep walking.

“Are you sure?” Constance asked. “Because . . . it’s just I thought you guys had kind of a vibe before and I just thought . . . I don’t know. I thought it was weird.”

A hot rush of anger zipped through me, severing my nerves.

“You thought it was weird,” I said, my fingers curling tightly.

“Because, you know, he was Thomas’s roommate and everything,” Constance pointed out as we found ourselves on the second floor.

Like I needed that fact to be pointed out.

“Well, there was no vibe, okay?” I snapped. “Maybe you should re-adjust your radar.”

Constance’s chin drooped, like I’d just snatched away her lollipop and tossed it in a gutter. I turned on my heel and walked ahead of her. Okay, so maybe I should have bitten my tongue again, but a girl could only take so much. Could I do nothing around here anymore without being questioned? Judged? Here everyone was telling me to get on with my life, but whatever I did, it seemed there were a thousand people watching me and waiting to comment. It was so unfair. I wished everyone would just leave me alone. Didn’t they have better things to think about?

I passed by a couple of whispering junior girls and stared stonily ahead, my fingers clenching ever tighter at my sides. I couldn’t take being under the microscope for much longer. Something was going to have to give, before I snapped.





ME AND MY ANGER



“Brennan! What the hell are you doing? Pass the ball! Brennan!”

I ignored Coach Lisick and streaked down the field, dodging the defenders and faking out one of my teammates so badly she fell on her face. Not my problem. If you can’t keep up, don’t bother trying. The ball was mine.

My body was hot with exertion, but the sweat on my neck and under my hair was cold. It tightened my scalp as a stiff wind blew, but it only made me run harder. With each step I was more in control. Out here no one could stare at me or whisper or point. Out here there was no one but me. Me and my anger. And only one of us was going home alive.

I saw Maddy Sullivan coming at me from the corner of my eye, the red mesh vest she wore over her practice jersey a mere streak. At six feet tall and with one hundred seventy-five pounds of muscle, Maddy could have been a linebacker—or even a pro wrestler, with her rep for playing dirty. I knew she was out for blood just then. My blood.

“Bring it on, bitch,” I said through my teeth. I had to take this out on someone. She was as good a candidate as any.

Maddy slammed right into me full force, but I was ready for her. She might as well have hit a brick wall. She stumbled backward, surprised, then came at me again, but this time she did something she had never done before. She went for the ball instead of the body. And she got it. Easily, since I’d been expecting a tackle and had instead gotten a good soccer maneuver.

“Shit,” I said under my breath, turning on my heel to chase the ball back the other way. That was my ball. Mine. No one was taking it away from me.

Maddy passed to Bernadette Baskin, who avoided Noelle by passing upfield to Karyn Morris.

“Do I have to do everything around here?” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “They’re eating us alive!”

I tore across the field. That was my ball. Mine. I was getting it back. No matter what.

Karyn made the mistake of pausing to assess the defense. I raced up behind her at full speed, turning on the sprint the closer I got. She was just reaching her foot back to pass when I slammed into her from behind, shoving her over with both arms. Karyn let out a surprised sound just before her face slammed into the dirt.

“I’ll be taking that,” I said, kicking the ball away.

The whistle blew. It shrieked, actually.

“What the hell was that?” Maddy shouted, coming at me with her unusual abundance of testosterone.

“What? That was a clean play!” I shouted back.

“Like hell it was!” Maddy snapped.

Behind me someone helped Karyn up. She coughed dramatically, trying to catch her breath.

“Wuss,” I said under my breath.

“What’s your problem?” Maddy shouted, bumping my chest. Coach Lisick jogged across the field.

“Maybe you’re my problem!” I raged, getting up in Maddy’s face.

“Hey! Back off, you two!” Noelle demanded.

She stepped in between me and Maddy and held up her hands. I glared triumphantly at Maddy. Everyone on this field knew whose side Noelle was going to take. I even saw a few of them roll their eyes.

Noelle took a deep breath and looked at me. “Reed, hit the showers. You’re done for the day.”

My face prickled. Maddy smirked. I think she even grunted.

“What? Noelle!”

“She’s right, Brennan,” Coach Lisick said. “Go cool off.”

“Coach, I’m fine,” I argued.

“No, you’re not,” she told me flatly. “That was your third questionable hit of the day. If this were a game, you would have been red-carded twenty minutes ago. Now I need you to get your ass to the showers before you injure someone. I do have to field a team this weekend, you know.”

Someone laughed. Everyone else stared me down or avoided eye contact completely. Like I was supposed to feel chagrined or sorry.

They had no clue. All I really felt was betrayed. I glared at Noelle as fiercely as humanly possible as I shoved by her and headed for the bleachers. Where the hell did she get off, taking Maddy and Karyn’s side? I thought the Billings Girls were supposed to have one another’s backs. No matter what.

“Reed!”

She was jogging to catch up with me. I kept walking.

“Reed!”

Her fingers closed around my arm. I yanked it away so quickly her fingernails scraped me through my long-sleeved undershirt.

“What’s your problem?”

I whirled on her. “I’m really sorry you didn’t get first honors like always, Noelle, but you don’t have to take it out on me.”

Noelle looked as if she’d just been slapped. For a moment. In the next moment her eyes smoldered with barely suppressed rage. “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand, glass-licker,” she said. That was the first time she’d used my derogatory nickname in weeks. “I’m going to give you a pass on that one because you’re clearly out of your mind right now.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Thanks for the support out there.”

She stared at me. “We have our last game coming up,” she said. “Coach is right. You were going to hurt someone.”

“Like you care,” I scoffed, and kept walking.

I wasn’t making sense. I knew I wasn’t. But I was pissed off. And if she wasn’t going to give me something to kick or hit, I didn’t want to be there anymore. But Noelle didn’t give up that easily. She jogged in front of me, forcing me to stop. Her dark eyes searched mine.

“Reed, if this is about Thomas—”

Instantly all the heat in my body rushed to my face. “I don’t want to talk about Thomas anymore!” I shouted.

She didn’t even flinch. “Reed, you need to calm down. You need—”

“All I need is for you and everyone else to stop telling me what I need!” I snapped.

This time when I stepped around her and stormed off, she didn’t even try to stop me.



KIDNAPPED



I awoke with a jolt. My first thought was earthquake. Not that there were many of those in rural Connecticut. Then I heard the whispers. Saw the shadows looming against the white walls. Not an earthquake. Just the Billings Girls.

“What the hell?”

“She’s awake. Get the blindfold,” Noelle said.

My heart, already in my throat, started to pound there.

“What—”

Someone slipped a silk scarf around my eyes, blocking out the early morning light. The blindfold caught hair and yanked at my scalp.

“Ow!”

“Sorry. Too tight?” Ariana’s voice. Sugary sweet. She didn’t attempt to loosen the blindfold.

“What are you guys doing?” I asked. My hand flew to the knot at the back of my head. Someone grabbed my wrist and brought it back down.

“Kidnapping you,” Kiran replied. “Let’s go.”

Kidnapping me? Kidnapping me? I had thought all the hazing was over. Why couldn’t these people just leave me alone? The covers were yanked down and someone forcibly grabbed my ankles, turning me so that my legs shot out over the floor. I reached for the blindfold again. Someone slapped my hand so hard it stung.

“Don’t make me get out the handcuffs,” Kiran said.

Drawers opened and slammed. I could hear whispers but could make out nothing that was said.

“What are you guys doing?” I asked, my throat tightening.

“Get the blue sweatshirt,” Natasha instructed. “Her socks are in there.”

No one was answering me. Why was no one answering me? With the blindfold keeping me in pitch-black darkness, I wasn’t even sure how many of them were in the room. My palms prickled with heat and it was getting harder to breathe.

Come on, Reed. Play it cool. Don’t let them see you sweat.

“This has all been very amusing, you guys, but I’m going back to sleep,” I said, reaching for the blindfold again. Another slap. I felt my adrenaline start to rush.

“Stop hitting me!” I snapped.

“Stop making me,” Kiran shot back.

“Kiran—”

Suddenly my hair was yanked back from my face and I felt hot breath on my ear. I froze. “Shut it, Reed,” Noelle said harshly. My heart all but stopped. Her lips were practically touching my ear. She meant business. “This is for your own good.”

Someone jammed socks and shoes onto my feet. I tried to suck in some air.

“Now get up.”

Two sets of hands yanked me up and turned me around. Someone shoved me from behind and I tripped forward. I had no control and I was terrified. As if at any second I might trip over the stairs or slam into something. As if the whole world might turn upside down. The girls had fallen silent, but I could feel them close in around me. Somehow, that made my heart pound even harder.

As we walked out of my dorm room, I twisted my head from side to side, trying to make the blindfold ride up. Give me a little something, anything, so that when we got out of the dorm I could keep an eye on where we were going. Where were they taking me? Had I, by snapping at Noelle yesterday, broken some cardinal Billings House rule? Even before I got into Billings and Noelle and the others were messing with me every other day, they had never done anything like this. A hundred gory hazing stories gone bad from a hundred evening news broadcasts fizzled through my brain. My temples started to throb.

They wouldn’t actually hurt me, would they?

For a split second I thought I could see light out of the corner of my eye. But then my coat was thrown over my shoulders and the hood was lifted around my face and everything was dark.

From that moment on, I was at the mercy of the Billings Girls.



LOVE HER



The cold air on my face gave me hope. From what I could tell, we were walking right across the wide-open quad. Someone had to see us. Put a stop to this thing. What time was it? Where were Detective Hauer and his morning stroll when I needed them?

Not that I wanted to get my friends arrested. At least, part of me didn’t. The other part really wanted to avoid getting my head shaved or being left in the middle of the woods somewhere to find my way home in my pajamas.

“This way. Around here,” Noelle whispered.

I was pushed to the right and stumbled slightly, bumping into someone’s side. Someone shorter than me and kind of soft. Taylor? Natasha? If they were both still there maybe this would be fine. Natasha was a semi-decent person, and Taylor was too skittish to do anything really awful.

I hoped.

Suddenly I was hit with a strong gust of wind and my hood flew off. Light flooded the blindfold and my heart leapt. But I still couldn’t see anything. The swirling paisley pattern of blues and greens was just that much brighter. A car engine hummed nearby and I could smell that acrid scent that warming-up engines give off.

A painful knot tied in my stomach. They were taking me off campus.

“You guys, come on,” I said, sounding fairly desperate. “What are you—”

“Just get in,” Noelle said.

A shove at the small of my back tipped me forward. My hands flew out and touched the side of the car. There was frost on the window. My fingers trembled.

“Get her head,” Noelle instructed.

A strong hand pushed my head down and I crawled inside. Vanilla air-freshener choked me. I fell into a seat and immediately reached for the blindfold. Someone sat down beside me, and her hands made it there before mine. My hair was yanked once again as the blindfold was torn free. Tears stung my eyes.

“Surprise!”

There was a pop and a screech and a splatter on my foot. I blinked a dozen times and tried to focus. When I did, I saw that Taylor, Natasha, and Kiran were sitting across from me in the back of a gray limousine, all dressed and fresh-faced and smiling. Natasha handed out champagne glasses while Kiran held a spouting bottle away from her six-hundred-dollar heels.

“What the hell?”

“Reed Brennan, this is your day,” Ariana said, reaching for my hand.

Her fingers were cold as ice, but somehow I found them comforting. Perhaps because they were kindly holding mine instead of forcing me to eat cow dung or something. On my other side, Noelle reached out and took three glasses from Taylor. She handed one to me, then grabbed the still-foaming champagne bottle.

“Christov! Let’s go!” she shouted. “This hunk of metal isn’t going to drive itself!”

“Yes, ma’am,” the handsome driver said.

He hit a button over his head and a tinted window slid up, shutting him off from the rest of us. Natasha lifted herself up to mess with a stereo that was set into the ceiling. Two seconds later, party music filled the car. This was definitely a whole new brand of kidnapping.

“Here you go, Reed. Drink up,” Noelle said, handing me a full glass.

“Is someone going to tell me what’s going on here?” I asked.

“We’re taking you for a spa day!” Taylor cried, downing her champagne in one gulp.

“Kiran knows this exclusive place in Boston,” Ariana explained, smoothing her slim skirt. “Only models and movie stars are allowed.”

“And a few politicians,” Kiran said, sipping her drink. “As long as they’re dating models or movie stars.”

“We got Suzel to pull a few strings and get us all day passes,” Noelle said with a smile. “Love her!” she trilled.

“To Suzel!” the girls cheered, clinking glasses and sipping their champagne.

“What’s a Suzel?” I asked.

“Suzel. Susan Llewelyn. Board member. Former Billings Girl. Love her,” Kiran sang.

“To Suzel!” the girls all cheered again. Another clink. Another sip.

“Suzel thought you deserved a day of distraction,” Ariana said. “So this is it.”

I found it interesting that Suzel had an opinion on what I might deserve, considering I’d never met the woman.

“Your day,” Taylor said with a smile.

“To get your mind off things,” Natasha told me, looking me in the eye.

“Exactly! We’re here for you, Reed,” Noelle said. “Massage, facial, manicure, pedicure. Whatever you need to make you feel relaxed. It’s all about you.”

I looked at her in her perfect jeans and cozy turtleneck sweater, her thick hair washed and shining and giving off a rich, clean scent. Meanwhile, I smelled like I needed a shower, and I knew I looked ridiculous, my feet sticking out of my pajama pants in my sneakers. I could only imagine what my hair was doing—probably being greasy and knotted and frizzed.

“Really? So what was the kidnapping thing all about?” I asked.

“Oh, that? That was payback,” she said, taking a slug from her glass.

“Payback is her favorite pastime!” Kiran said, lifting a glass toward Noelle. Everyone else lifted theirs as well, as if this, too, was something to celebrate. Everyone other than Natasha, who had reasons not to rejoice over Noelle’s mind games.

“You didn’t really think you’d get away with yesterday’s little performance without any repercussions, did you?”

Noelle smiled teasingly, and somehow I found myself smiling back. Love her or hate her, this was Noelle. And as I was being whisked off campus in a limousine on my way to a day of beauty at an exclusive spa, I decided to choose “love her.”

For now, anyway.





PAMPERED



“London is not getting a reduct,” Kiran cried, pushing herself out of her cushy chair as her aesthetician finished her facial. She walked over to a slatted-wood counter, where twelve fresh mimosas were lined up, and grabbed one. “That girl lives for those double-D’s.”

“I’m just telling you what I heard,” Taylor replied with a shrug.

“Call me crazy, but I don’t believe half the stuff I hear at Easton,” Natasha said wryly. A direct commentary on the other girls in the room, I knew.

“I thought you were supposed to be resting quietly,” Noelle commented.

Natasha smiled beatifically. She was still lying back in her own chair with a cold blue pillow over her eyes, breathing in and out as instructed. Up until a few minutes ago, Kiran, Natasha, and I had been alone in the small, orange-blossom-scented room with our spa worker bees, but Noelle, Ariana, and Taylor had just rejoined us, having finished their treatments.

“Anyway, Taylor, you’re missing an important detail of the story,” Noelle said, laying her W magazine aside.

Her facial having been finished just a few minutes before, she now sat on the leather couch in the corner with her face covered in purple shellac. Her hair was back in a white towel and her diamond earrings sparkled in her ears. She crossed her legs and her white, waffle-weave robe—standard issue from the spa and exactly like the ones we all wore—fell open to expose her entire thigh.

“London floated the rumor that she was getting a reduction so that Vienna would book one over Christmas break,” Noelle told us.

“You know how the Twin Cities always need to one-up each other,” Ariana put in. She stood against the wall, her arms crossed over her stomach and her legs crossed at the ankle. Her blond hair practically glowed in the soft pink light.

“The idea is that Vienna will come back from break all deflated,” Noelle continued. “And London—”

“Will be the only Pam Anderson on campus,” Kiran said slowly, narrowing her eyes. “Now that’s ingenious.”

“Which is exactly why I don’t buy it,” Natasha said, still blinded. “This is London we’re talking about. You know, the girl who asked me if strawberry milk would turn her bones pink?”

“She did not,” Ariana said, her jaw dropping.

“Hand to God,” Natasha replied, lifting a hand. “The best part being, of course, that I think she wanted them to be pink.”

Everyone laughed, including me and the girl working on my face, whose name was Teresa. She shook her head as she finished touching up the area near my temples.

“Your friends are a rare breed,” she said with a slight Italian accent.

“Tell me about it,” I replied with a smile.

“Okay, you’re all done,” she told me. “Just relax for twenty minutes and then we’ll come give you the final scrub and toner.”

“Thank you,” I told her, sitting up.

She handed me a glass of cucumber water and slipped from the room. A smile had attached itself to my face without my even thinking about it. My whole body felt so relaxed, it was as if nothing else in the world mattered. Every person on the planet should get a massage and facial every month. It should be an accepted part of normal life, like checkups or haircuts. I could only imagine how much more chill my mother would be if she was able to get pampered every once in a while. Maybe my childhood wouldn’t have been all psychodrama all the time. Maybe she wouldn’t feel the need to pop all those pills and take out any residual anger on me.

“You look happy,” Ariana said, sipping her mimosa.

“I think I am happy,” I said.

Noelle and Ariana exchanged an approving, triumphant look. At that moment, one of the cell phones lined up on the bench near the wall trilled. I recognized my ring and jumped down to get it. My heart gave a flutter when I saw Josh’s name on the caller ID.

“Who is it?” Ariana asked.

“It’s Josh.”

I was about to flip the phone open when Noelle grabbed it out of my hand. “No men.” She turned the phone off and placed it in the pocket of her robe.

“But I—”

“Eh! This is our day,” Noelle said, lifting her finger. “No men.”

I glanced at her pocket. What was I going to do, tackle her? Not likely. No one wanted to see the repercussions of that. Instead, I surrendered. I was not going to argue now. Not when I was feeling this good.

“Josh, huh?” Kiran said. “You two sure have been talking a lot lately.”

Everyone was staring at me now, their faces green and purple and white. They were all silent, and for the first time since Noelle and the others had joined us, the soothing bamboo flute music that was being piped in from hidden speakers was actually discernable. I felt the familiar sourness of Thomas-guilt creeping over my shoulders and into my chest, but I refused to let it settle.

“I thought the rule was ‘no men,’” I said, walking over to get a drink. “So I suggest we change the subject.”

“She’s right,” Ariana said lightly. “What were we talking about again?”

“What were we talking about?” Kiran said, dropping her empty glass and reaching for another. “Oh, yes! Plastic surgery. Would you guys ever do it?”

“Are you kidding? To maintain this?” Noelle said, pointing at her purple face. “Of course. In fact . . .” She looked around conspiratorially as she slid back into one of the facial chairs. “I’ve already done it.”

“You have?” I gasped.

“No! How did I not know this?” Kiran demanded.

“Come on, people. A nose like this does not exist in nature,” Noelle said.

I stared at her nose. It was darn perfect. But I couldn’t believe that Noelle hadn’t been born her own, beautiful self. It felt almost wrong somehow, that she was even slightly less blessed that I’d believed.

“I had my chin fixed,” Kiran put in. “When I was twelve.”

“Your parents let you do that?” Natasha asked, appalled.

“My mother insisted on it,” Kiran said with a shrug. “She said I’d never have a career with my wicked-witch chin, so . . . slice!”

She made a cutting motion with her hand under her chin. I cringed. This was very enlightening.

“Oh my God. That is just evil,” Taylor said. “Even for your mother.”

“Clarissa Hayes has been evil as long as I’ve known her,” Noelle said matter-of-factly.

Kiran stared at a fixed point somewhere on the floor. “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t have a billboard in New York if she wasn’t.”

She swallowed an entire glassful of mimosa in one gulp.

“Has anyone else in Billings had something done?” Natasha asked. I got the idea she was changing the subject for Kiran’s sake, rather than because of any real lust for dirt. Aside from the strawberry milk story, I’d never known her to gossip.

“I heard Cheyenne took growth hormones from age ten because the doctors predicted she’d only be four-eleven,” Taylor said.

“So obvious,” Noelle said. “Check the arms. Have you ever seen her sitting in class? They practically drag on the floor!”

Soon everyone was laughing and gossiping and drinking away any uncomfortableness caused by Josh’s call or Kiran’s evil mom. I had nothing to contribute, so I sat back in my chair, closed my eyes, and listened to the chatter.



SAVING TAYLOR



As Natasha and I padded back down the hallway after our manicures and pedicures in our spa-issue slippers, I was perfectly relaxed. My face tingled, my nails were thick with polish, and my feet were softer than pillows. Was this how Kiran and the other girls felt all the time, just walking around on a normal day? Because if so, I could almost understand why they acted so superior. I felt undeniably beautiful.

I wished Thomas could see me. And when I wished it, sorrow seeped into my heart. But it was a softer kind of sorrow than the red-hot anger and confusion I had been feeling for so long. It was a nostalgic, wistful sorrow. A kind that didn’t send me hurtling over the edge.

“So, was this a good idea?” Natasha whispered. There was something about the hushed, opulent vibe of this place that made a person want to whisper. “I wasn’t sure.”

“It was a great idea,” I told her. “I almost feel like myself again. Whatever that means.”

Natasha’s freshly waxed brows came together. “I don’t think anyone really knows what that means.”

“I don’t know if that makes me feel better or if it’s just really, really sad,” I replied. We both smirked. Deep conversations were for another time.

I pushed open the slatted door to the locker area and stopped. Instantly, I recognized the distinct snorts and sniffles of Taylor’s sobs. Natasha and I exchanged a look and neither of us moved. A silent agreement. Suddenly I felt all kinds of close to her. We were conspiring together. Me and Natasha. Considering how much conspiring had been done all around and about me since my arrival at Easton, it felt sort of good to be on the other side.

“It’s going to be okay,” Kiran said in a soothing voice. I’d never heard her sound so gentle. “Taylor, please. Just try to calm down.”

Taylor gasped in a breath. “I just . . . I just . . . I just . . . can’t—”

“I can’t take this anymore,” Noelle said. “Taylor, I swear to God, if you don’t freaking chill the hell out in the next five seconds, I cannot be held responsible for the shit fit I’m going to throw.”

Taylor whimpered, like a hungry dog that had just been kicked by its master. Natasha’s and my eyes met. All right, enough was enough. I was “one of them” now, wasn’t I? Hadn’t they told me that a dozen times? No more secrets and all of that. I had to know what was going on in there.

And saving Taylor from whatever Noelle’s “shit fit” would bring seemed like a wise idea.

“Hey, guys!” I said, striding into the small room as if I had just walked in. Natasha, on the ball as ever, fell right in behind me. I looked around at Noelle, Taylor, Ariana, and Kiran, who stood in a square in the center of the room. “Everything okay?”

Taylor turned away from me and ran for the bathroom.

“Where did you come from?” Kiran asked.

“We just got back and I heard Taylor crying,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

“She’s just freaking out because she was rejected from that summer program at Harvard,” Noelle said, turning to her locker. “She just called home and found out.”

“Getting in would have guaranteed her a spot in their freshman class year after next,” Ariana explained. “She so wants to go there,” she added, looking pityingly toward the bathroom.

“And on top of everything else that’s been happening . . .” Kiran said.

I instantly felt horrible for begrudging Taylor all her tears and mood swings. Somehow I had forgotten that every one of us had other stuff going on. All Taylor’s notebooks and folders were stamped with the Harvard University logo. I knew she wanted to go there more than anything and that everyone at Easton, and in her family, expected her to. There was a lot of pressure on her to succeed. Maybe Thomas’s death was just screwing with her already raw emotions.

“That sucks,” Natasha said. She crossed the room and opened her own locker. “But there has to be someone she could talk to. It’s not like we have no connections at Harvard.”

Right. Didn’t being a Billings Girl guarantee things like this? Automatic acceptance to whatever one wanted acceptance to?

“That’s a good point, Natasha,” Ariana said, sounding oddly detached. “We should look into that when we get back.”

Natasha and I exchanged a look. There was something weird about the way they were all talking. It was too antiseptic. Too clipped.

“And she could still get in next year, right?” I suggested. “It’s just not a given.”

“Very true,” Noelle said calmly, turning away from me to pack her bag. “You should remind her of that when we get in the car.”

“Okay,” I said. “Maybe I will.”

I stepped up next to Natasha to open my locker and she widened her eyes at me and shrugged. Call me crazy, but I don’t believe half the stuff I hear at Easton, I heard her say in my mind. Words to live by.



PODUNK COPS



Somehow, we were back on campus early that afternoon. I felt like I had been gone for days. Years. That was how different I felt from the angry, tense, scared (I did have a blindfold over my eyes) person who had left that morning.

Now I was energized. My skin practically sizzled and my hair felt freakishly soft against my face. Since I hadn’t been allowed to shower that morning, Noelle had treated me to a shampoo, deep condition, and blowout before we left—a ridiculously expensive blowout. But worth every penny, especially since I hadn’t paid for it.

I pulled some of my wavy brown locks in front of my eyes, just to see how shiny they were. Unbelievable. This could not be my hair.

“Look at her. You’d think no one had ever shampooed the girl before,” Noelle said as we made our way around Bradwell.

“What are you gonna do next? Throw your arms out and twirl?” Kiran asked.

I paused, embarrassed. “Actually, I was about to say thank you, but you guys make it so hard. . . .”

“Sorry.” Noelle stopped in her tracks and the other girls lined up beside her. “Proceed.”

“With what?” I asked.

“The thank you,” Noelle replied.

They all looked at me expectantly—even Taylor, with her bloodshot eyes.

“Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes slightly just so that they wouldn’t think they had me entirely under their thumbs. “Thanks, you guys. Really. I actually feel almost normal. Like, I don’t know, like life might actually go on. And I just—”

Suddenly, I realized that Noelle’s gaze had wandered past me and over my shoulder. Gradually, all the other girls looked as well. Their expressions changed so abruptly I felt the stone path tilt beneath my feet.

What now?

When I turned around, I saw Dash and Gage stalking toward us with military stiffness. Dash’s nostrils were almost as wide as Missy Thurber’s, who could have snout-doubled for Seabiscuit. He had a rolled-up newspaper in his hand.

“What happened?” Noelle asked as the boys arrived, blustering and short of breath.

“They let the prick go. They let the freakin’ prick go,” Dash said.

“They didn’t,” Ariana said.

Dash shoved the newspaper at Noelle and Ariana, his hands trembling. Slowly, Noelle took the paper in both hands. It was a local publication I had seen around campus before. The headline read MURDER SUSPECT FREED. Beneath it was a picture of a person I assumed to be Rick DeLea walking out of the Easton police station.

“He came up with an alibi,” Gage said. “Some crackhead girlfriend, no doubt. We should’ve known. These podunk cops’ll take care of their own over us any day. Even if he is a scum-sucking drug dealer.”

Thomas was a scum-sucking drug dealer, too.

I don’t know why that was the first thought that came into my head, but it was. And even though it was the truth, I felt guilty for thinking it.

“I don’t believe this,” Noelle said. “I thought we had this all under control.”

“We?” Dash said.

“We. They. You really want to debate pronouns with me right now?” Noelle snapped.

Her skin looked shiny with sweat, and her hand was over her mouth. Seeing her look so thrown was almost more disconcerting than the news itself. Turning in Rick the Townie had been her idea, and clearly, she didn’t enjoy being wrong. I glanced at Ariana and Kiran and Taylor. Everyone looked like wide-eyed caricatures of themselves. I wondered if their stomachs felt as tight and empty and sick as mine did. If the police were right, then Thomas’s killer was still out there.

“What’re we going to do?” I heard myself say.

No one replied. Natasha reached out and slipped her arm around mine, pulling me to her. I had thought this whole thing was over. I had thought the police had done their job.

But now I saw that this was never going to end. That I was going to feel this way forever.

How to Go from on Top of the World to Rock Bottom in Less Than Five Seconds: A Cautionary Tale, by Reed Brennan.



SOMEONE ELSE



“He did it. We all know he did. I say we take justice into our own hands,” Dash said at dinner that night. His eyes were wide and he was unable to sit still. I had never seen him so fidgety, and every time his hand jerked or he shifted in his seat, I flinched. This guy was primed to blow.

“Does anyone know where this fuckhead lives?” Gage said.

“What are we going for now, mob rule?” Noelle joked.

She seemed to have recovered nicely from her initial shock. Of course, teasing the guys was always good for her mood.

“If that’s what it takes.” Dash let a bit of spittle fly. “I’m not playing here, Noelle.”

Noelle rolled her eyes and sighed. We all stared at one another. It had been like this all through dinner, and neither my stomach nor my nerves were enjoying it.

“Can we talk about something else?” I suggested.

“Maybe he didn’t do it,” Natasha said.

“What did you say?” Dash blurted.

Noelle leaned back in her chair, shaking her head. Kiran pushed her vegetables around on her plate. Ariana stared down at her book. Taylor was MIA. Probably curled up in a bed in the infirmary, where she seemed to spend half her time lately.

“I’m just saying, clearly they didn’t have enough evidence to keep him in custody, so maybe he didn’t do it,” Natasha said, lifting a shoulder. “Sometimes you just have to trust in the system.”

“That’s good stuff, coming from you,” Gage said.

Natasha dropped her fork and crossed her arms on the table. “Is this going to be another ‘Republicans are evil’ diatribe? Because I so don’t get enough of those,” she said sardonically.

“I’d love to hear about why Republicans are evil,” Kiran put in. “At least it would be a change of subject.”

“Look, Gisele, just because you don’t give a shit that Thomas was murdered doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be trying to figure out who did it,” Gage said. “The world does not revolve around Kiran Hayes.”

“You think I don’t give a shit?” Kiran blurted. Her tone was so venomous, it made me jump. Startled tears came to my eyes and I was instantly embarrassed, but I couldn’t control it. I was that on edge. “Who the hell do you think you are? You have no idea what I do and don’t care about! I would love to know what really happened to Thomas, what the police are thinking. But no one seems to want to tell us, do they? No! They just want us to sit here and suffer.”

“Kiran,” Ariana said in a warning, soothing tone.

Kiran looked around as if just remembering that anyone other than Gage was at the table. “Sorry. I’m just sick of this,” she grumbled. “It’s too weird. A few weeks ago he was sitting right there being obnoxious and now we’re talking about who did and didn’t kill him. I mean—”

“I can’t listen to this anymore,” I blurted.

I pushed my chair back so hard it slammed into Cheyenne’s, who was sitting at the next table. Clumsily, I gathered up my bag and coat. One of the wood buttons whacked Cheyenne on the back of the head and she made a big show of how much it hurt. I ignored her.

“I’ll see you guys back at Billings.”

“Reed—”

I had already turned to go, but I paused and swung around. “I thought you guys were planning a party for Thomas,” I said, looking at Dash and Gage. “Why don’t you concentrate on that instead of making everybody even more miserable than they already are?”

I turned and stormed out, narrowing my eyes to try to quell the tears as I shoved through the door and into the cold night. The second I hit the pathway, I slammed directly into Josh.

“Reed! Are you okay?” he asked.

He placed his hands on my arms to steady me. The wind blew a few of his blond curls across his forehead. Being so close to him so suddenly brought on another huge rush of emotion that I wasn’t sure I could take. I moved aside and sucked in a broken breath.

“I’m fine,” I said, pressing the heel of my hand to my forehead.

Breathe in, breathe out. Remember how you felt this morning. How you felt before everything caved in again. I’m at the spa. I’m cuddled into that soft, soft robe. I’m lying back in the chair, content. . . .

“I was freaking out all day. Where were you?” Josh demanded.

I blinked at him, confused. Ripped from my reverie before I could fully realize it. Was he angry at me for some reason? “I was with Noelle and them.”

“Oh.” Josh’s face became hard as he stood up straight. “I thought we were going to Boston.”

I felt as if someone had just dumped a bucket of water over my head. Josh’s brother and his girlfriend. The day of fun in Boston. I had completely forgotten about it, what with being forcibly torn from my bed and everything. My heart squeezed as I noticed the depth of disappointment in Josh’s face. This had meant a lot to him, and I had completely blown it off. And even as I realized this, I was touched. Josh really wanted to be with me. Introduce me to his brother. Treat me with that level of importance. Which made my forgetfulness that much worse.

“Josh, I am so sorry,” I said. “I completely forgot. Noelle and Kiran woke me up at the crack of dawn and I was half out of it. I’m an idiot.”

“It’s fine. Really,” he said, all aloof. “It’s good to know I’m that forgettable.”

He turned to go. Guilt overcame me. All I wanted to do was explain.

“Josh, wait,” I said, grabbing his arm.

“No, Reed. It’s okay. You’d rather spend the day with your girlfriends than me. I get it,” he snapped. “Message received.”

I’d never seen him this angry. Where was this coming from?

“I would not rather spend the day with them than you,” I said, desperate. “Believe me.”

Josh paused and searched my face. “Yeah?”

“I swear.”

Slowly his demeanor relaxed. He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. “Oh, God. I’m sorry. I was just worried about you. I called you twenty times and I kept getting your voice mail. I was freaking out. I mean, after what happened to Thomas . . .”

I felt like I was trying to swallow my heart. Everything was different now, wasn’t it? A few unanswered phone calls and one could reasonably assume disappearance and death.

“Josh, I’m really sorry. I didn’t think,” I said.

“Why didn’t you answer your phone?” he asked. The accusation was gone from his voice, replaced by concern. I took a deep breath, glad to have normal Josh back. He was supposed to be the rock around here.

“Noelle stole my phone,” I told him. I shivered in my thin sweater. The hot streak of anger had passed and I suddenly realized I was freezing. I placed my bag on the ground and pulled my coat on. “I really am sorry.”

“It’s cool,” Josh said. “Just . . . next time, don’t let her take it. With everything that’s been going on . . .”

For a second I thought he was going to reach for my hand, and my heart skipped nervously, but then he thought the better of it. He shoved his fists into the pockets of his coat instead. My fingers itched for the phantom contact.

“I know,” I said. “Won’t happen again.”

Josh managed a smile. “Good. Because if anything happened to you . . .”

My chest felt warm and full. I had all but forgotten the unpleasantness in the caf.

“Okay,” I said. Because there were a million things I wanted to say but couldn’t.

Josh leaned back against the brick wall behind him and tipped his head up. He let out a huge sigh.

“So, did you hear about Rick?”

“Yeah,” I said. I leaned back next to him. Looked down at my shoes. “It’s all anyone can talk about.”

“I can’t believe it. After all that, they let him go? How incompetent are these people?” he said.

“I know. I feel like we’re never going to know what really happened,” I said.

“I know what happened,” Josh snapped. “Rick and Thomas got into it and Rick killed him. End of story. Why can’t these people ever just accept the easy answer?”

I felt something flip in my mind and tried to keep the thoughts at bay, just as I had all day long. But there was no more avoiding it. On they came. If the police were right, if Rick was not the killer, then the killer was obviously still out there. One thing we knew for sure was that Thomas’s body had been found in the area. Somewhere near Easton. Rick the townie had made sense because he lived in town, but if it wasn’t him, then it stood to reason that it was someone else from around the school. Maybe even someone at the school.

Whenever I got to that point on the logic train, my engine died. I just could not wrap my brain around the idea that someone at Easton hated Thomas that much. That someone at Easton was capable of murder.

“I don’t know,” I said, glancing away.

“It had to be him,” Josh said. “It had to be.”

“It would make everything so much easier,” I said, feeling numb. “Because if it wasn’t him, then it was someone else. Maybe someone—”

I couldn’t finish the sentence. There was no way.

Josh stared into the darkness. “Maybe someone we know.”



A BLIP



“This feels sort of weird,” I said as my friends and I approached the Great Room in Mitchell Hall on Tuesday night. I could already hear the dance music pumping through the walls. A few of the former headmasters’ portraits were shaking in their gilded frames.

Headmaster Stern from the early 1900s did not look happy about it.

“What doesn’t these days?” Natasha asked.

She had a point. Ever since Thomas had died, everything had felt weird. Laughing, eating, talking, studying. But partying, no matter how much we tried to justify it, felt even weirder than everything else.

“All we have to do is get through the next couple of hours,” Kiran said with a degree of grimness unfit for a party girl of her caliber. “Then, tomorrow night, we’ll all be outta here.”

“It will be nice to be home for a few days,” Ariana agreed, pausing outside the open double doors. Inside, our classmates milled about, sipping punch and chatting. Some were even dancing. “Get away from all this insanity.”

I nodded my agreement, even though I neither a) agreed nor b) was actually going home. On day one, my father had arranged for me to spend Thanksgiving here at Easton with some of the other scholarship students and foreign kids who didn’t celebrate the holiday and were too far from home to travel. Getting home was too expensive and just not worth it. Thanksgiving had never been big in the Brennan household anyway—what with so little to give thanks for and a mother whose idea of a big home-cooked meal was ordering in from Boston Market and having it delivered instead of picking it up.

“Shut up, you guys. You’re depressing Reed,” Noelle said.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come home with me?” Natasha asked. She had floated this option earlier in the week, but I had declined. I knew she wanted to spend as much time as possible with Leanne while she was in New York and I didn’t want to be in the way. Plus, to be honest, I didn’t like Leanne all that much. Or at all. But to each her own.

“Really, I’ll be fine,” I said, feeling conspicuous. I shook my hair back and smiled, standing up straight. “I heard the apple pie is to die for,” I joked.

All the pretty faces around me fell. Everyone looked into the Great Room. My heart thumped. Wow. That had been a highly inappropriate thing to say.

“Let’s just go in,” I suggested.

“Good plan,” Noelle said.

She cleared her throat and led the way. Only a few steps off the plush carpet of the hallway and onto the hardwood floor inside, she stopped. Suddenly I felt as if the whole room was closing in on me.

Thomas was everywhere.

“He has got to be kidding me,” Noelle said.

Huge photos of Thomas clung to poster board on every available wall surface. Thomas standing in front of Grecian ruins. Thomas two-fisting tropical drinks with a straw hat on his head. Thomas and his brother, Blake, on skis. Thomas on a horse. Thomas with Dash and Gage on the back of some boat named My Second Bride. Thomas and Josh in suits and ties. Thomas and some random girl dressed for a formal. Thomas and three big-breasted waitresses. Thomas and an exotic beauty who was licking his face while he grinned.

Thomas. Thomas. Thomas.

And now I couldn’t breathe.

Noelle stormed across the room and unleashed that stored-up shit fit on Dash. I turned around to flee.

“Don’t.”

Ariana’s cold hand was on my arm. I felt like all the oxygen was being sucked directly out of my lungs.

“I can’t do this. I can’t stay here,” I said.

Everyone was watching me. Concerned faces. Amused faces. A camera bulb flashed. I felt as if there was a space heater inside my body, emanating heat through my pores. Thomas was dead. Thomas was dead. Thomas was dead.

“Reed, we have to do this. We have to look at him and accept what we’ve lost,” Ariana said. She swallowed, took a breath, and looked around. “We have to accept that he’s gone.”

My mind felt like it was a whirling moth, trapped inside a lantern, frantically trying to beat its way out. “How can you say ‘we’?” I asked. “You don’t understand what it’s like.”

Ariana’s eyes were back on me like that. Her lips were thin and white.

“I understand that everyone is watching you,” she whispered. Her grip tightened like a claw. “Now, you can either be a weakling who turns and runs, or you can be strong and face this. Your choice.”

I knew which one she wanted me to be. Which one even I wanted me to be. The question was whether or not I was up to the challenge.

I turned around slowly and scanned the room. Most of the people who caught my eye quickly looked away. I forced myself to look at the pictures again. Thomas had led such a full life . . . and I had known nothing about it. I had never known he had traveled so much. Never realized that he and his friends were so close. Never known who his family was. Never known how many girls he had been with.

I caught a glimpse of Thomas and his face-licker and was overcome with jealousy and a severe sense of emptiness. Not a single photo had ever been taken of me and Thomas. We hadn’t been together long enough, or I hadn’t been important enough, for us to be captured on film together.

The moment I thought this, I felt deeply ashamed. How could I stand here feeling sorry for myself? Thomas was dead. He would never have any of these experiences again. All because some psycho out there had felt the need to end his life. God, what I wouldn’t give to look that person in the eye and rip his heart out.

“Deep breath,” Ariana said. “You can do this.”

I inhaled slowly through my nose. Let Ariana’s confidence cool me. Across the room, Gage smirked in our direction. He and Dash both sported suits and loosened ties and looked very proud of themselves, even as Noelle ranted at them.

“Let’s get something to drink,” I suggested.

“Now you’re talking,” Kiran said.

This time, I led the way. When we got to the drink table, I dunked a cup directly into the punch bowl and sucked the fruity liquid down my dry throat. Kiran took a moment to slip out her flask under the table and spike her drink and Taylor’s.

“Nice work,” I said to Gage. “You guys should go into funeral planning.”

“It is the only business where you’re guaranteed a nonstop flow of customers,” Gage replied lightly.

This boy needed a good ass-kicking. Like yesterday. Maybe Noelle should have let them go after Thomas’s townie.

“You need to take down the pictures, Dash,” Noelle said, apparently attempting to regain her composure. “It’s Tim Burton–level morbid.”

“What? I think it’s cool,” Dash said, admiring his handiwork. “We’re supposed to be celebrating Thomas’s life. Well, this was his life.”

“It’s creepy,” Kiran said, shuddering as she took a sip of her punch. “It’s like he’s staring at us.”

“From beyond the grave,” Taylor put in.

Gage scoffed. “And the Oscar for superfluous drama goes to—”

Dash laughed and the two boys slapped hands. “Nice!”

“This from the guys who were forming a lynch mob just days ago,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes.

“I don’t understand you, Noelle. Did I or did I not ask for your help planning this, and did you or did you not turn me down cold?” Dash asked, squaring his broad shoulders.

Noelle’s eyes narrowed. I felt a lovers’ spat coming on. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, you didn’t want to get involved, so now you don’t get to complain about it,” he said.

Noelle’s mouth fell open. Dash looked mighty proud of himself. No one, not even Dash McCafferty, rendered Noelle speechless very often. Could it be that the balance of power in this relationship was shifting? You could practically see the hope in his eyes.

“Why don’t you girls all down some of Kiran’s secret stash and unclench?” Gage said, with his usual subtlety. “Meanwhile, we’ll be over here letting Dean Marcus congratulate us on a job well done.”

Gage slapped his hand down on Dash’s shoulder and tugged him away. Noelle fumed silently as she watched the guys lope casually across the room. She wasn’t big on making scenes, but I knew Dash was going to pay for that one later. Possibly, she was already plotting her revenge.

“I’m sorry about this, Reed,” she said. “I suppose etiquette and testosterone cancel each other out.”

I took a sip of my punch and set the glass down on the table. “You don’t have to apologize for them, Noelle,” I said. “It’s good, actually. Ariana’s right. I need to face this head-on. I need to stare right into the face of the guy who said he loved me and then lied to me and was then brutally murdered. In fact, I think it’ll make the whole mourning-process thing that much easier.”

“Reed—”

I was ranting. Billings Girls didn’t rant.

“I’m going to the bathroom now,” I told Ariana. “Or does that make me a weakling too?”

She opened her mouth to speak.

“Actually, forget it. I don’t care,” I said, cutting her off. “I’m going now, and when I get back, I’m going to dance.”

“I’ll be ready!” Kiran said, raising her glass.

My eyes were dry as sand as I wove my way back through the room. Reality was finally setting in on me. Thomas was gone. And even when he had been here, I had been just a blip to him, a nothing.

A nothing who seriously had to move on.



PLEASANT DEVELOPMENT



“Are you all right? You look like you’re evaporating,” Josh said, handing me a glass of iced punch.

I was taking a break from my cathartic dance ritual and my skin was beaded with sweat, but it felt good. It felt like I was getting something out of my system. I just hoped whatever it was didn’t smell.

I took a sip of the fruity punch and watched Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor, who apparently still had stuff to work out. They were all out there, hogging the center of the dance floor. I saw a few non-Billings girls shooting them snide looks behind their backs, but whenever one of my friends turned their eyes on the same girls, they were all smiles. Such power.

“I’m fine,” I said casually. “What do you think of the decorations?”

Josh looked around. “I’m gonna go with cool but eerie.”

I smirked. “Where’s that one from?” I asked, lifting my hand toward the shot of him and Thomas all dressed up. I tried to look at Josh instead of Thomas. Pretend Thomas wasn’t there. Pretend I was just a-okay, hunky-dory, peachy-keen. All phrases my fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Cornerstone, had used on a daily basis.

“That was Penny Halston’s wedding the week before school started,” Josh replied. “The guy she married has some stake in the Anheuser-Busch Companies, so they had bottled beer at the reception. Thomas snagged, like, a whole dolly full of cases and stayed up all night drinking, just to see how far he could get.”

I shook my head and looked at the floor. Were there any Thomas stories that didn’t include him being wasted?

“When we found him at dawn, he was lying on the eighteenth green, singing ‘Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer’ and flinging the empties into a sand trap,” Gage said with a laugh, joining us.

“Almost killed one of the landscaping crew,” Josh added.

“Whatever. Like twenty stitches is such a big freaking deal.” Gage took a slug of his drink. “Kid did know how to party, though. But you knew that, didn’t you, Brennan?” he asked lasciviously.

He reached out as if to run his finger down my arm. Josh shoved Gage’s shoulder about two seconds before I would have grabbed Gage’s finger and twisted. “You have serious problems, you know that?” Josh spat.

“Look who’s talking, Hollis,” Gage shot back.

Josh glanced at me as if snagged. Huh?

“Back off, asshole,” he said to Gage.

The last thing I needed right now was a scene. “Guys, come on—”

“Oooh. I’m so scared.” Gage set his drink down. “You think I’m scared of you, freak? Let’s go.”

“At least I’m not pathological,” Josh retorted.

“Well, maybe it just hasn’t been diagnosed!”

Another shove. Even trash-talking was more sophisticated at Easton. Bigger words, subtler insults.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Dash walked over with his hands raised and lowered them onto Gage and Josh’s shoulders, with me in between. The man had a serious wingspan. “This is supposed to be a party. Everyone mellow out.”

“Mellow out? What have you been smoking?” Gage said, still belligerent.

“Nothing. I’m just saying, what’s there to fight about? All our friends are here, we’ve paid our tribute to Pearson, and day after tomorrow we’ll be home gorging on the best food of the year,” Dash said, leaning back against the wall next to Gage. “It’s all good.”

“Speak for yourself, dude,” Gage said. He took a step back from Josh. “Somehow I don’t think my mom’s new Venezuelan cook is going to know how to work a turkey.”

Subject officially changed. Josh’s shoulders uncoiled and Gage seemed to have already forgotten he was about to tear someone’s head off. Dash was good. Not for the first time, I appreciated his maturity and levelheadedness. He never stooped to join in with Gage’s random mockery and insults and was always able to defuse awkward situations. Plus, he’d managed to be in a solid relationship with Noelle for three years—an achievement in and of itself. I saw politics in his future.

“Thank you,” I mouthed to Dash. The last thing I could handle just then was a pummeling between supposed friends. I’d already had enough drama for one semester. Dash nodded in response. I looked out at the dance floor and waited for my heartbeat to return to normal.

“Has your mother ever hired an American?” Dash asked Gage.

“Mara Coolidge? Champion of the should-never-be-employed? No,” Gage said.

“Well, I will be eating a nice home-cooked meal at my grandmother’s manse,” Dash said, glassy-eyed at the prospect. “Turkey, cranberries, stuffing, the whole nine.”

“Oh, you are so the all-American boy,” Gage said, reaching out to pinch Dash’s cheek. “What about you, new girl?” Gage asked. He walked over to the nearest table and sat, legs spread. We all followed, Dash and me sitting between Josh and Gage, just in case of a relapse. “What’s turkey day like in Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania? Turkey roll and Bud from a can?”

Love this guy. Love him.

“Dude, back off,” Josh snapped.

“Josh,” I said. Like, Calm down already. I appreciated the effort, but I could take care of myself. “Actually, I’m not going home,” I told them. “I’m staying here.”

“You are?” Josh asked. His eyebrows shot up under his curls. “So am I.”

Really? This was an unexpected and pleasant development. A warm sensation prickled over my skin. I was actually going to have a friend here. Someone to eat with. Someone to talk to. And not just someone, but Josh. The two of us. Here alone. With no one to watch us or judge and comment. Suddenly, the long four-day weekend was looking much better.

“What?” Dash and Gage blurted at once. “Come on, man. The Hollis Thanksgivings are legendary,” Dash added.

Josh tore his eyes away from mine and cleared his throat. I hid a smile by suddenly becoming very interested in the dance floor and fluffing my hair alongside my face.

“Not this year,” Josh said, leaning into the table to better see Gage and Dash. “My parents are stuck in Germany so the kids are going to my aunt’s house on the Cape and Lynn’s gonna be with his girl. Neither one appealed, so—”

“So you’d rather stay here,” Gage said incredulously. “Alone.”

Under the table, Josh’s fingers grazed mine. My heart spasmed and I turned my hand palm up on my thigh. Josh took it, cupping my fingers with his. The flush started at my wrist and shot straight up my arm and throughout my body. I tried my hardest not to smile.

“Yeah,” he said with a smirk, squeezing my hand. “Alone.”



OUT OF CHARACTER



The party, inevitably, got out of control. It was clear to the world that Kiran had not been the only “mourner” to smuggle in alcohol. All that was left to be determined was when the dean’s gradually simmering anger would finally go nuclear, putting an end to the evening, and whether or not there would be any repercussions. On the dance floor, Kiran, London, and Vienna twirled and whirled, falling all over one another and laughing their toned butts off. Dash was dancing with himself. Missy Thurber stepped slowly back and forth, clinging to one of the guys from my history class—even though the song playing was an upbeat one—half-asleep and drooling on his shoulder. He looked down the back of her dress, undoubtedly trying to determine whether or not he could manage to unhook her bra without her noticing. Considering her present state, I gave him two-to-one odds.

Over in the far corner, Walt Whittaker and Constance Talbot were talking with their heads bent close together. They had been there most of the night. Every once in a while Constance would smile and blush and Whit would preen, pleased with himself. Looked like Constance had finally bagged her lifelong crush. Good for her.

“Dean Marcus has checked his watch ten times in the last three minutes,” Natasha pointed out. “What’s he waiting for?”

“He’s probably hoping we all survive until ten o’clock without anyone making a scene or passing out,” Ariana replied. “He did tell Dash we could have the room until then. This way he won’t have to go back on his word.”

“Always toeing the line, that Marcus. I bet he was a real wild man as a kid,” Josh joked.

Natasha and I laughed and Ariana smiled. We were all sitting at one of the round tables, people-watching. I felt exhausted and almost content after a night of dancing, chatting, and laughing. I barely even noticed the photos of Thomas anymore, and when I did, I refused to let them bother me. From now on, nothing Thomas-related was going to bother me.

“What the hell!?”

My eyes shot to the door. Someone was shouting. A few people ran over to see what was going on. My heart drooped. What now? There had been so much drama lately, they should be turning Easton into a theater-in-the-round. Someone was freaking out, but their words were unintelligible over the music. Ms. Ling, the cutesy Bradwell housemother, and Mr. Shreeber, the cross-country coach and Spanish teacher, raced over to see what was going on. Soon most of the kids in the room were moving toward the door, jostling for a better view.

“What are you thinking?! Do you have no self-control?!”

My heart seized. I knew that voice.

“That’s Noelle,” Natasha said.

Ariana was already on her feet.

“That’s it. I can’t even look at you anymore!” Noelle shouted, storming back into the room with Ms. Ling on her heels. Noelle’s face was blotchy with rage. She looked over her shoulder at Taylor, who was pale and unsteady on her feet. “I swear to God, sometimes I don’t even know why we let you in.”

There was an audible gasp from somewhere in the crowd. A Billings Girl questioning the worth of another Billings Girl was heresy to the commoners. When alone with each other, of course, we did it all the time. But it was never done in public.

“Noelle,” Ariana gasped. Though there was no way Noelle could have heard her from halfway across the room.

Dash stepped forward and tried to take Noelle’s hand, but she snatched her arm away. She grabbed her clutch, then turned and walked out the emergency-exit door into the night. After the briefest hesitation, Ariana followed her. I had never seen her look so stunned. For a long moment, no one moved. My heart pounded so hard it hurt. Something must really have pissed off Noelle for her to have gone that ballistic in public.

Ms. Ling slipped her arm around Taylor’s shoulders and helped her back out into the hallway. Two seconds after they were gone, Gage slid into the Great Room through the same door, hands in his pockets, looking amused and sheepish all at once. He might as well have been casually whistling.

Dash made a beeline for Gage.

“Let’s go,” Natasha said, grabbing my hand.

She, Josh, and I followed Dash into the corner with Gage. Kiran was already there.

“What the hell just happened?” Dash asked Gage.

Behind us, the music stopped and the dean announced that the party was over. A bunch of people groaned. We ignored him.

“Nothing, dude. I swear,” Gage said.

“Well, something obviously happened,” Natasha said.

Gage narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know, all right? I’m coming back from hitting the head and I see Taylor sitting on the floor in the hallway all weepy. So I ask her if she’s okay, right? I’m a gentleman.”

He pulled down on his cuffs. Kiran, Natasha, and I all scoffed. Dash shot us a silencing glare.

“So she says no, she’s not okay, and she’s all snotty and everything, so I sit down next to her and ask her what’s wrong,” Gage continued.

“Why?” Natasha asked, voicing the thought on everyone’s mind. Gage was not known for his compassion.

“Because he figured he could get some,” Josh said under his breath.

“Whatever, dude. She’s not even my type,” Gage shot back.

“Gage, what happened with Noelle?” Dash asked through his teeth.

“That’s just it, man. I have no idea. Taylor’s blubbering all over me, making no sense. She’s saying all this crap about Thomas and how sad it is and how his parents will never know what happened to him now, and all of a sudden, Noelle comes storming out and goes all Emily Rose all over the place. I swear to God, it was like she was possessed. She practically ripped the girl off the floor just so she could get in her face.”

Dash looked completely confused. Much like I felt.

“I have to go talk to Taylor,” Kiran said, turning to go.

“I’ll come,” I offered.

“No!” Kiran snapped. I flinched and she paused and took a deep breath. “Sorry. It’s just, I know her better than you do. I think I’d better go alone.”

Then she hightailed it out of there before I could even find the words to protest.



LONELY TRAVELER



I awoke with a start, my heart racing so quickly I might have just run a mile. I was half asleep, but I had the distinct impression I had just heard a door slam. My room was one notch lighter than black. The digital clock read 5:32 a.m. Natasha was asleep on her back, her mouth hanging open. Had I dreamt it?

A bang sounded in the hall and I sat up straight. I tried to quiet my own breath and listened. Someone was moving past my door. I heard the distinct creaking of the ancient Billings House stairs. Moments later, the front door of the dorm opened, then slammed.

I quietly slipped out of bed and tiptoed over to the window by my desk. The campus grounds were covered with a thick, wet fog, and the old-fashioned torch lamps that dotted the pathways gave off a pathetic, fuzzy glow. Down below, the grayness swirled. Someone was walking along the path. Whoever it was wore a black hat and pulled a huge suitcase on wheels behind her—huge enough for a monthlong trip. Just when I thought I’d never get a good enough look at the lonely traveler, she stepped under one of the old-fashioned street lamps. I recognized Taylor’s blond curls.

My already racing pulse started to sprint. Where was Taylor going? It was too early to leave for break. We still had a whole day of classes. Taylor did not miss class.

Dammit. Taylor couldn’t go. Not this way. Not before anyone cleared up what had happened last night, what was going on between her and Noelle. Not before I figured out what the hell was happening with her.

As quietly as possible, I unlatched the window lock and slid the pane open a few inches. I had no idea what I was hoping to hear, but I didn’t want to miss anything that might clue me in to what was going on. Cold air rushed into the room and I clenched my teeth to keep from shivering. I could hear the wheels of Taylor’s suitcase bumping along the stone path. Then something else moved down below. My heart caught in my throat. Someone was following Taylor.

I almost shouted a warning, but in the next second I choked it back. Suddenly I recognized the trench coat, the wide shoulders. They belonged to Detective Hauer.

Why would the police be trailing Taylor? Had Hauer just been out for his morning stroll early today and happened to see her?

Taylor disappeared around Bradwell. Hauer followed. Moments later I heard the pop of a car door closing. Lights flashed against the wall of fog. A sleek black town car swung into view between Bradwell and Dayton, then slipped down the hill toward the Easton gates.

I stood there and waited for Hauer to reappear, but he never did. He had gone off in another direction, or he was hiding out somewhere . . . or he had gotten in the car with Taylor. But why? What was going on?

I sat down on the edge of my bed, feeling suddenly overcome. There I sat and listened until the sounds of the car engine faded into the fog and the car officially vanished, taking Taylor and about a hundred unanswered questions with it.

There was no going back to sleep. I tried to do work until everyone else started to wake up and start the morning ritual of blow-drying, plucking, and garment-swapping, but I just ended up staring at the wall.

All through breakfast I waited for someone to mention Taylor’s absence. No one said a word. The talk was all who was leaving when and who was going to shop where and how the NYC people were all going to meet up over the weekend. Was it just me, or was Noelle’s nonchalance a little more studied this morning?

I had to bite my tongue to keep from asking. I don’t know why, exactly, but I didn’t want to be the one to bring it up. It was almost like a game. How long could they continue acting as if nothing was wrong? How long could we all keep up the charade?

A long time, apparently, because soon I found myself sliding into a pew at morning services and still, no one had so much as mentioned the T word. What was up with this school? It was like keeping secrets was everyone’s favorite pastime—when they weren’t busy gossiping. The whole place was a functioning contradiction.

“Omigod. What is up with Taylor Bell?”

My heart skipped a beat. I looked at Constance’s eager face. Trust my former roommate always to play forward for Team Gossip. Considering I was constantly surrounded by the starting lineup of the Secret-Keepers, Constance was good to have around.

“What do you mean?”

Constance settled in next to me and nestled her backpack under her feet. “Kiki totally saw her getting into a car on the circle this morning way before the sun even came up.”

“What? How?” I asked.

“Girl never sleeps. She’s the queen of insomnia. Maybe that’s why she won firsts. Nothing else to do in the middle of the night but study,” Constance said. She pondered this for a moment, maybe wondering if she could become an insomniac and thereby become celebrity for a day, then got back to the subject at hand. “But anyway, she saw the license plate on the car and guess what it was?” she asked, lowering her voice.

I was about three seconds from imploding. “What?”

“It was Hayes three,” Constance said. “It was one of Kiran Hayes’s mother’s cars, but Kiran wasn’t with her! What’s up with that?”

Suddenly I had that awful sour feeling—that feeling that comes over you when you first realize that everyone around you knows more than you do. That you’re completely idiotic and stupid and have missed something completely. I turned around in my pew to look at Kiran, who sat a few rows back with the juniors. She sat straight, with her eyes focused on the front of the chapel. There was an empty space next to her, a space that the other girls in the junior class had left open for Taylor, who was always at Kiran’s side. Little did they know that Taylor would not be present this morning.

But Kiran knew. Kiran knew a lot more than she was letting on. I stared at her, willing her to look at me, but she refused, even though I could tell she knew I was staring.

Dean Marcus stepped to the podium to begin the service. I faced forward again, so angry I was practically shaking. No more secrets, huh? And I had believed it. Someone should really have tried selling me a bridge already. I was the easiest mark ever.



LAST DITCH



From the high-backed chair near the front window of Billings, I was able to keep watch on both the main door and the stairs. Kiran had been avoiding me all day, but I was not going to let her leave campus without talking to me. I had to know what was going on. A cozy fire crackled in the fireplace in our lobby, and Rose and Vienna sat in front of it, chatting, surrounded by at least a half dozen pieces of luggage as they waited for their rides. I just hoped their being there didn’t get in the way of my mission.

From my vantage point I was able to see all of my housemates on their way out for the holiday. A couple of parents picked up their daughters, but there were more drivers than family members. Something about the whole procedure made me feel sad and empty, even though it hardly seemed to faze any of the girls. They were used to it, I supposed. And hell, I was the one who wasn’t even invited home for Thanksgiving, so who was I to judge?

One of the drivers I had seen come in, a tall, handsome guy with a layer of peach fuzz on his head and a tiny, triangular bit of hair under his bottom lip, appeared at the top of the stairs. I recognized the Louis Vuitton luggage under his arms and stood up. Kiran appeared, wearing a sleek red dress, black boots, a fur-collared coat, and red lipstick. She took one look at me and blew out a sigh.

“I don’t have time right now, Reed,” she said, slipping on her dark sunglasses as she descended the stairs behind her driver. “Call me over the weekend. You have my cell number, right?”

“No way. You’ve been avoiding me and I want to know why,” I told her under my breath. I glanced at Rose and Vienna. They appeared interested but confused. I could tell that the crackle and pop of the fire were masking our conversation.

Kiran scoffed. “I have not been avoiding you. I’ve been busy packing. Get over yourself.”

“Where’s Taylor, Kiran?” I asked.

“She went home,” Kiran said flatly.

“Yeah, in one of your cars,” I said.

Kiran paused. The driver was halfway out the front door, but he turned to look at her. “Problem, Miss Hayes?”

Kiran shook her head. “No, no. I’m fine. I’ll be right behind you.”

He shot me a suspicious look that made me think he was more of a bodyguard than a driver, then shoved his way through the door. Kiran pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head and looked at me in an almost pitying way.

“Why did no one even mention that she slunk off in the middle of the night?” I demanded. “Why did she take one of your cars?”

Kiran glanced at our audience, then pulled me into the alcove behind the front door and practically shoved me against the wall. “Will you shut up?” she said through her teeth. She glanced back into the house, then very deliberately straightened her back, rolled her shoulders, and looked down her nose at me. “How did you find out about that?”

“One of my friends saw her leave,” I said, my pulse racing. “Kiran, what is going on?”

Kiran scratched just above her eyebrow and breathed in. She lifted her head, and when she looked at me again, she was all smiles.

“What’s going on is you’re paranoid,” Kiran said. “No one mentioned Taylor slinking out of here because she did not slink. The only flight she could get back to Indiana was early this morning, so I offered to have one of my mother’s drivers come up and take her. We all knew she was leaving early.”

“I didn’t,” I said.

“Well, forgive us if this incredibly pertinent bit of information didn’t trickle down,” Kiran said sarcastically. “There’s been kind of a lot going on lately. Now if you’ll excuse me, I don’t like to keep Helmut waiting.”

“Hang on,” I said, stopping her before she could make it to the door. “If you all knew about it, then why did you just freak when you found out I knew about the car?”

Kiran turned to look at me, impatient. “What?”

“You just slingshotted me in here when I said something about the car. Like you didn’t want anyone to hear me. If everyone knew she was leaving early, then what’s with all the cloak and dagger?” I asked.

“Well, Reed, it’s not like I want it advertised that I’m just giving people free rides everywhere,” Kiran said smoothly. “Word gets out and everyone in this dorm is going to be all over me for trips to Boston and rides to the airport. Like I really need that kind of stress in my life.”

I stared at her. She was good, but I didn’t believe her. She knew I didn’t believe her. And that’s why, two seconds later, without so much as a goodbye, she slammed the door in my face.

    To: taylor_bell@gmail.com

    From: rbrennan391@aol.com

    Subject: Are you okay???

    Hi Taylor,

    I’m writing because you’re not picking up your cell and I don’t have your home number. I wanted to talk to you last night after your fight with Noelle, but Kiran told me to wait. You seemed really upset and then I didn’t get to see you this morning, so I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.

    Anyway, I saw you leave early this morning and . . . I don’t know. I just felt weird about it. Kiran says I’m just being paranoid, but I feel like something’s really wrong. I can’t help it. I’m worried. So write back if you get a chance and tell me I’m insane.

    I hope you’re okay.

    Love,

    Reed



THANKSGIVING



That night I checked my e-mail on Natasha’s computer about once every five minutes, but Taylor never wrote back. I hoped she was just busy with family stuff and that she wasn’t avoiding me too. If she decided to avoid me, then I might never find out what was really going on around this place. That was not an option.

With everyone gone, having fled Easton for the airport or for the posh neighborhoods of various eastern-seaboard cities, Billings House felt eerie and still. No shouts and giggles, no music blaring, no fevered study sessions. It was a completely different place. I walked the carpeted halls, for the first time closely studying the photographs of former Billings Girls—until I started to feel as if their ghosts were watching me. Then, irrationally spooked, I went around and opened all the doors to all the bedrooms until the Billings housemother, Mrs. Lattimer, tracked me down and told me to kindly quit making so much noise. I finally retreated back to my room.

After a little while, I started to relax. Yes, the place was silent as a grave, but that also meant that there was no one around to walk into my room and demand something of me. No one to remind me of tragedy. Maybe alone was good. Finally, I settled in to catch up on my reading and actually got some work done. Every time thoughts of Thomas tried to invade, I just concentrated harder on taking notes. I ended up falling asleep with a book open on my lap and didn’t turn out the light until my notebook hit the floor and scared me half to death.

On Thursday I slept late, called my brother to wish him luck at the homestead (he was in for the Boston Market feast, though I had no idea why), and talked to my dad as well—making sure he knew that I was perfectly fine and that no one else had gone missing from school. My mother took the phone for three minutes to give me a nonstop diatribe about how it wasn’t safe at Easton and I should come home. Not because she was worried about me, but because she didn’t want me to have anything I actually wanted. Then my father got back on to talk about my report card and wonder if straight B’s and one A were enough to maintain my scholarship (which, by the way, they were). I couldn’t get off the line fast enough.

Some time after noon I took a long run around the campus, taking in the deserted walkways and darkened windows. There wasn’t a soul in sight. I took the time to admire the beauty that was Easton. Even with bare trees and flowerless beds, the campus was far more elegant than any block of land back home. Every inch of every building evoked tradition and pride, from the beautiful stained-glass windows set deep within the stone walls of the chapel to the columns marking the entrance to Easton Library. There was no trace of the modern world here. And without all the Bluetooth phones and PSPs and iPods around, I could almost imagine what it had been like to stroll these paths back when the school was founded. All tweed suits and school ties and leather-bound books. Back when things were simple. The longer I jogged, the more solitary I felt. I might as well have owned the place.

Apparently, even Detective Hauer had gotten Thanksgiving Day off. I kept expecting to see him lurking like I had the morning before, but he was nowhere to be found. I started to wonder if I’d imagined his presence in the fog the previous morning. Maybe I had been half-dreaming. Maybe it hadn’t happened at all. And if it hadn’t happened, I should stop obsessing about it.

For now, that was a tack I was willing to take.

That afternoon I checked my e-mail again. Still nothing. I shot off another missive to Taylor, telling her she didn’t have to talk about anything she might not want to talk about. Telling her I just wanted to know that she was all right. Then I turned off the computer and promised myself I wouldn’t check again until the next day.

By the time I arrived at the cafeteria that night for the scheduled seven o’clock holiday meal, I felt rejuvenated. I was going to sit down, have a nice dinner, and not think about Thomas, Taylor, Hauer, Rick the townie, or anyone else.

Anyone other than Josh, who was already seated at the end of a table in the center of the room. He wore a corduroy jacket over a blue shirt and looked so handsome I felt unworthy. Candles flickered along the length of the table and cornucopia centerpieces sat on beds of autumn leaves. There were a total of three tables set this way, all in the middle of the room. At the first sat Mrs. Lattimer, with a few other faculty members. At the second was a klatch of foreign students. Josh sat at the third, with a few other scholarship students at the far end, their noses buried in books as they ignored one another.

The place smelled amazing. Roasting turkey, gravy, freshly baked bread. I glanced behind me at the buffet line, but it was empty.

“What’s going on?” I asked Josh.

I folded the skirt I had “borrowed” from Kiran’s Closet of Dreams under me and sat. God bless the person who had opted not to put locks on our doors. Kiran didn’t want to tell me the truth? Fine. Then for the next three days, her stuff was my stuff.

“Table service,” Josh said. “Guess that’s what happens when only twenty people are eating.”

“Wow. It’s like we’re royalty.”

Josh leaned across the table and glanced at the next one over. “Actually, I think one of those guys is royalty.”

I laughed just as the kitchen doors opened, spilling forth a half dozen cafeteria workers and their trays. Soon platters of sliced turkey, bowls of potatoes, stuffing, and vegetables, and baskets of rolls were laid out in front of us. Already I could tell this was going to be the best Thanksgiving dinner of my life.

“Once you’re finished, we bring out the dessert,” our server told us with a slight dip of the head. “Apple pie and ice cream.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

She was already on her way back to the kitchen, but she paused and smiled back at me, as though no one had ever said thanks to her before.

“Ready to feast?” Josh asked.

He was already holding a few slices of turkey over my plate with a huge fork.

“Bird me,” I said.

Josh grinned and weighed our plates down with tons of food. Once he had everything he wanted, he dumped a ladleful of gravy over all of it, even the roll. He watched me as I covered only the meat in gravy.

“Wuss,” he said.

“I just like it the way I like it.”

“So, what’re you doing later?” Josh asked. “I don’t know about you, but I was bored off my ass today.”

“What did you do?” I asked.

“Painted a little. Called my parents. Called my brother. Called my aunt’s house and defused an argument between Tess and Tori having to do with sleeping arrangements,” he said. “They’re twins. Thirteen-year-old female twins with opposite personalities. It’s no fun.”

“What was the argument?” I asked.

“My aunt put them in the bunk room, as always,” he said. “They were fighting over who got to sleep in the bottom bunk. Three years ago they were fighting over who got to sleep in the top bunk. I don’t get girls.”

“We are a mysterious people,” I said.

Josh laughed, his eyes shining in the candlelight.

“You must be a really good big brother,” I said. “Most guys wouldn’t bother trying.”

“Just hoping to save the world from nuclear meltdown,” Josh said. “Do you have any siblings?”

“Just my brother, Scott,” I said. “He’s older.”

“What’s he like?”

“I have no complaints,” I answered.

“And where’s he this weekend?”

“Home with the parents,” I said. “Actually, if I were looking out for him, I’d be there too. Although he’s better off there alone than I would be.”

“Volatile situation?” Josh asked.

I froze. How had I let a detail like that slip? I never talked to anyone about my home life. Except Thomas.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” I said, then filled my mouth with potatoes.

Josh watched me for a moment, and I had a feeling he was going to ask me something, but instead he changed the subject.

“So, do you want to hang out after this?” he asked.

I glanced around to see if anyone at the faculty table had heard him. They were all too involved in their meals and their hushed conversation.

“I don’t know. How would we get past Lattimer?” I asked.

“She does have certain hawklike qualities,” Josh said, looking over at her. My dorm mother was cutting her food into tiny morsels and lifting them to her pinched lips with clipped, precise movements. “We can go to my dorm.”

“Please. Mr. Cross will totally hear us,” I said. “You’re the only one in the entire building. He’s got nothing to distract him.”

“Reed, look at the man. He’s about four hundred years old. If he gets enough turkey in him, he’ll pass out before he even gets to Ketlar.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Mr. Cross lifted a napkin to wipe gravy from his moustache. Then he took a second helping of turkey. Seconds already.

“Looks like we’re good to go, then,” I said with a smile.

Josh smiled back. “Looks like.”



A SOFT PILLOW



“So, wait. You’ve never broken a bone? Not one?” Josh asked in awe as we approached Ketlar. “How is that possible?”

The air was crisp and cold, and ten thousand stars winked at us from above. I tipped my head back and turned around, feeling heady and drunk, even though there wasn’t an ounce of alcohol in my system. I was practically tingling from the novelty of the evening—the campus so deserted and still, the amazing food, laughing nonstop with Josh through dinner with no one watching me. Plus there was the anticipation of what might be to come. Maybe nothing. Maybe something. I didn’t want to think about it too hard. That always seemed to ruin things.

“Perfect balance, stunning athleticism, fear of hospitals,” I replied. “Why? Have you?”

I put my arms out and turned in a circle, enjoying the feeling of my hair down my back, the feeling of freedom I was experiencing. Savoring every minute of it.

“Are you kidding? I was a menace as a kid. Falling out of trees, falling off of bikes, falling down stairs. If it was in my sight, I fell off of it. You should have seen the time I broke my pinky. The bone was completely sticking out the side of my hand. My brother even threw up. It was totally wicked,” he rambled nervously. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets and shivered, bouncing a little on his toes.

I bit my lip to keep from grinning too hard. I was making him nervous. Clearly, he wanted something to happen here. His manic behavior was giving it all away.

“I even broke my jaw!” he announced, like it was an achievement.

“Really? How?”

“That’s what happens when parents drag their kids to country houses where there’s nothing to do,” Josh told me. “It was in Litchfield. Lynn and I were bored, so we tried to break the sound barrier on my Razor scooter. There was a brick missing in the sidewalk and I went airborne. A bike rack broke my fall. Excruciating. Excruciating! Plus I had to have my mouth wired shut for, like, ever.”

I cracked up laughing, stopped twirling, and fell sideways into Josh, nearly knocking us both over.

“Oh, yeah. You have perfect balance,” Josh said, laughing as well.

For some reason this made me double over and gasp for breath. I felt like Josh was somehow feeding me laughing gas. No guy had ever had that effect on me before.

“Get it together, Brennan. We’re supposed to be stealth here,” he teased.

“You’re the one who hasn’t shut up since we left dinner,” I pointed out.

He stared at me for a second, his eyes searching mine, back and forth, back and forth, like they couldn’t figure out what to focus on. “Right. You’re right. Sorry. I’ll stop now.”

“No. It’s okay,” I said, laying a hand on his arm. “Let’s just both whisper from here on out.”

“Good plan. Good plan,” Josh said.

He reached for the door and held his finger to his lips, widening his eyes comically. I nodded and tried not to laugh. Together we slipped inside and Josh held the heavy door until it closed, making sure the click was minimal. Inside, he pointed at Mr. Cross’s door and once again widened his eyes in warning. Ever so quickly, we tiptoed past the closed door. The second we were in front of it, a giggle welled up in the back of my throat. I slapped my hand over my mouth. What was wrong with me? Did sneaking around really make me this giddy? Doing it with the Billings Girls had never had this effect.

Of course, none of them was as cute as Josh, nor did they smell as good.

I snorted.

“What are you doing?” Josh whispered.

Then he grabbed my hand and ran.

Covering the ten yards to the end of the hall felt like it took ten minutes. Mr. Cross was going to walk out of his room any second. We were doomed. My heart was in my throat, but I was smiling. This was fun. Actual fun. And then we were safely behind the door.

“Sorry. Sorry,” I said, out of breath. “I just couldn’t help it.”

“You’re dangerous to have around, you know that?” Josh said, his chest heaving. He glanced over his shoulder at the door, as if he could see through the heavy wood.

“Do you think he heard us?” I asked, stepping closer to him.

“No. No. He’s probably snoring already,” Josh said.

He turned his face back to me and our noses touched. There was a split second of hesitation. A distinct sizzle of warmth in the air. I could practically hear his heart pounding through his shirt. My hand reached up and gently touched his chest. He stared at it as if wondering why it was there.

And then he grabbed me. He grabbed both my arms in his hands and kissed me. Hard. So hard I stumbled backward against the wall. We broke contact for a split second, but then he was on me again, kissing me like his life depended on it. Mashing my lips against his own. I couldn’t even begin to try to kiss him back. It was all wrong. All completely and totally wrong.

Thomas had never kissed me like this. Thomas had made me feel special and beautiful and cared for every time we kissed. Thomas . . .

A sob welled up in my throat. I couldn’t breathe. I reached up and shoved Josh away from me.

“What happened?” he demanded, out of breath. “Is something wrong? Was that wrong?”

“No! Sorry, I just . . . Sorry.”

What was I doing? Why was he gone? Nothing made sense. I was crying. Already crying.

“Reed. Oh, God. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

I held my stomach and stared at the pebbly carpeting of the stairwell through bleary eyes. Two minutes ago I’d been doubled over laughing. Now I was doubled over sobbing. I was losing my mind.

“No. I’m not,” I cried.

“God, I shouldn’t have done that. We shouldn’t have—God, I’m sorry,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and making me stand up. He pulled me against him, holding me. “Shhhhh. It’s okay,” he said in my ear. He moved my hair behind my shoulder and stroked it quickly, all the while holding me tightly with his other arm. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

He said it over and over until I finally stopped crying. Until I almost started to believe it.



MORTIFIED



The next morning I woke up feeling like an idiot. Why could I not get my emotions under control? How long, exactly, would I be walking around like a ticking time bomb? I couldn’t believe I had burst into tears in the middle of my first kiss with Josh. Maybe it hadn’t been perfect, but he was still Josh. Sweet, funny, solid Josh. Josh, who could be a real boyfriend. Who was already a real friend. He didn’t deserve to be treated like that.

Every time I thought about it, I actually shuddered in embarrassment. I was so mortified, I didn’t even go to breakfast. I just sat in my room watching my e-mail inbox and eating Drake’s coffee cakes, lifted from Kiran’s closet and her faux box-of-shame. I was becoming a serial looter.

Around 10 a.m., I decided I’d waited long enough. The longer Taylor was MIA, the more my somewhat irrational concern started to feel rational. I typed up another e-mail.

To: taylor_bell@gmail.com

From: rbrennan391@aol.com

Subject: Please?

Taylor,

Seriously, getting freaked now. Just e-mail me back. Please. Thanks.

Reed

As soon as I hit send, my cell phone rang. After a long moment, during which I finally discerned that I wasn’t in the midst of an actual heart attack, I reached for it. The sight of Josh’s name on the caller ID made me cringe. I let it go to voice mail.

Ten seconds after it stopped ringing, it started again. Josh. Once more, I let the voice mail handle it. Once more, it started ringing again.

Finally I heaved a sigh and picked it up.

“Hey.”

“So it’s true. Third time is the charm.”

I smirked.

“What’s up?”

“I am. For a game of soccer,” he said. “The question is, are you?”

“What?”

“Look out your window,” Josh said.

I pushed myself away from Natasha’s desk and crossed the room to the window. When I moved the curtain aside, there was Josh, on the path down below, grinning up at me with a soccer ball in the palm of his hand. He was wearing a dark-blue Easton hoodie and sweatpants. I had never seen anything so inviting.

“So . . . you don’t think I’m a psycho?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think you’re a psycho,” he said. “If anything, I’m the psycho. I think I was a little hyper last night and I . . . I didn’t mean to be so forward.”

A blush crept over my cheeks.

“Anyway, let’s just forget about it. Can we do that?” he said.

Ouch. Did that mean he was ashamed of the kiss? That he never wanted it to happen again? Because I, for one, was willing to leave that door open. If we could take it a bit easier, that is.

“So . . . you want to play soccer,” I said.

“I figure, what better way to get over last night than to let you kick my ass all over the field,” Josh said. “Come on, Brennan. Show me what you got.”

His grin, even from a few floors up, was infectious. But even more infectious was the realization that wherever we were headed, everything between us was going to be all right.

“I’ll be right down.”



ENTANGLED



Soccer was the perfect elixir. Not just the soccer, actually. The beautiful, clear, day. The view of the campus from the playing field. The cold air in my lungs. The exertion, the sweat, the burning in my legs. And, of course, the trash talking. Trash talking was always therapeutic.

“Oh! And she steals the ball again!” I shouted at Josh as I kicked the ball away from him, then chased after it. “I thought you were on the soccer team, Hollis. Your footwork is for crap!”

Josh tripped forward as he raced after me. He was fast, I’d give him that. Somehow he got in front of me and tried to block my path to the goal.

“I never said I was first string,” he said, gasping for breath. “I kind of ride the bench, to be honest. Baseball’s more my game.”

“Ah. Well, that explains it. Cardio’s not a priority when you’re just standing on base all day, huh?” I stopped and put my foot atop the ball. Josh placed his hands on his hips and drew in a few deep breaths.

“Why’re you stopping? You intimidated?” he asked. Rather, gasped.

I laughed. “No. Just hoping I don’t need the defibrillator.”

“Come on. Let’s go,” he said, wagging his hands at me weakly. “I’m getting the ball back.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Are you really? Go ahead.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and smirked. Josh looked at me. He looked at the ball. He looked at me again.

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah. I dare you to try to take it from me,” I told him.

Josh shrugged and turned away. “Whatever. If you’re not even gonna make it hard—”

Suddenly he whipped around again and kicked out his leg for the ball. My ninjalike reflexes, however, had long since switched on. I simply rolled my foot back, sliding the ball around my legs, where it came to rest at my other side. Josh tried to pull up and switch directions. Instead he tripped himself and slid forward. My eyes widened. His leg swept right toward mine and with a sudden swoop, I was going down, too. So much for those reflexes.

Suddenly I was lying crooked over Josh’s side, face to the ground. We both turned to extricate ourselves, but instead our legs got hopelessly, awkwardly entangled. My heart started to pound.

“You really do fall a lot, huh?” I said, trying to turn over.

Josh turned on his side so that he was facing me. His chest was a mere inch from mine. He had a leaf stuck in his curls and a streak of brown and green across his chin.

“Actually, I did that on purpose,” he said.

Gravity reversed itself as he leaned in to kiss me. Gently. Softly. Reverently. Sweetly. This was a real kiss. It was exciting but also comforting, like sinking into a soft pillow. It was as if we just fit. He touched my face with his fingertips and I rested my cheek on his bicep as I kissed him back. There were no thoughts of guilt or remorse or comparison in my mind. It was just Josh and the cold breeze and the scents of cut grass and fallen leaves. This felt like our real first kiss.

“Ahem!”

Josh and I sprang apart. I tried to scramble up but slipped on my heel and fell right back down on my ass. Hard. Standing not twenty yards away were three not-so-happy-looking men. Detective Hauer. Chief Sheridan. Dean Marcus.

“Perhaps I should have had a stricter schedule for those students whom the school was so kind as to host this weekend,” Dean Marcus said. He looked cold. Cold and tired and annoyed and accusatory. Like he blamed us for the fact that he was cold and tired and annoyed.

“Sorry, sir,” Josh said, pushing himself to his feet. He offered me both his hands and yanked me up from the ground. “Heat-of-the-moment thing. Won’t happen again.”

“It certainly will not,” the dean said, walking toward us. The other two followed. Detective Hauer looked at me as if he was trying not to laugh, and I quickly cleared my throat and looked away. If he thought there was some kind of kinship between us, he was wrong. Especially now that I’d seen him following my friend in the dark for God only knew what reason. Until that was explained, we’d be sharing no amused glances. “I think the two of you should separate yourselves for the rest of the weekend. I’ll make sure that both Mrs. Lattimer and Mr. Cross are aware of it,” Dean Marcus said.

“Yes, sir,” Josh replied.

“Yes, sir,” I echoed.

“Mr. Hollis, Chief Sheridan and Detective Hauer would like a word,” the dean said.

“More than a word, actually,” the chief amended, sounding stern. “We have quite a bit to talk about.”

Josh lost all color in his face. I stared at him, waiting for him to glance back, to show me that he was as confused as I was. He didn’t. His eyes were locked on the chief.

“Why? Did something happen?” Josh asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Mr. Hollis. Nothing to be alarmed about,” Detective Hauer said. “It’s just now that your lead fell through we have a few more questions for you. We want to make sure we didn’t miss anything.”

“Normal procedure. You understand,” the chief stated coolly. “You were the last person to see Thomas Pearson alive, so we’re hoping there might be some details you’ve omitted—”

“I didn’t omit anything,” Josh said quickly.

All three men stared at him as if he’d just flipped them off. My stomach felt oddly hollow.

“Or perhaps some details you may have forgotten,” Detective Hauer said.

“Oh. Sure. Right,” Josh finally glanced over his shoulder at me, then wiped his palm on his sweats. “I guess I’ll . . . see you later.”

“I thought we already discussed that,” the dean corrected.

“I’ll see you soon,” I told Josh firmly, hoping to convey some kind of solidarity and support in those four meaningless words. Josh was clearly freaked, and I hated that he had to go off with those men alone. It was so unfair that the focus was on him just because he’d been unlucky enough to share a room with Thomas. I wished there was something I could do to help him, protect him. Anything.

“Yeah. Soon,” Josh said with a small smile, and I knew he got my message.

He kicked the soccer ball back to me as he walked off. The two policemen flanked him, and even though he was quite tall, he looked like a child between them, his head hanging. I glanced at Dean Marcus.

“I’ll escort you back to Billings, Miss Brennan,” he said sourly.

There had been a point in my career at Billings, however brief, when the dean had no idea who I was. What I wouldn’t give to reclaim that anonymity.



A CALL



Mrs. Lattimer confined me to my room for the rest of the day. She came to get me at lunchtime and walked me over to the cafeteria. Josh was not there. She then walked me back. This was, of course, not necessary—I wasn’t about to make a break for Hell Hall and bust in on Josh and the cops—but I kept my mouth shut. Lattimer smiled more during those walks than I had ever seen her smile before. Putting those hawklike qualities to good use made her happy, I suppose.

Alone in my room, I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t stop thinking about Josh. Worrying about him. Wondering what they were asking him. What more could he possibly have to tell them? They had already interviewed him several times. It wasn’t Josh’s fault they couldn’t do their jobs and figure out what had happened to Thomas. It was amazing how I had come to this school to study and better myself and ensure that I would never have to go back to Croton, Pennsylvania, after high school again, and instead I was spending the bulk of my time worrying about guys. Where had I gone wrong?

Just to compound my feelings of loneliness and confusion, Taylor still had not e-mailed me back. The more I checked my e-mail, the more disheartened I became. It looked like I was going to have to wait until she returned on Sunday night to talk to her, but I still wasn’t quite ready to give up. I wrote another quick plea and sent it into the ether. Maybe she would message me to quit stalking her. At least it would be something.

Between the Josh situation and the Taylor disappearance, I was driving myself crazy with questions that couldn’t possibly be answered, so I decided to force myself to study. Once I cracked open my books and got started. I was absorbed again. I had a lot to catch up on, and with each item I ticked off my list, I felt a distinct sense of accomplishment. What better way to keep my mind off Josh’s troubles than to concentrate on thwarting my academic demise? It was definitely better than pacing the floor.

The sun started to go down early—as it did these days—and I flicked on my desk light. When my cell phone rang, it nearly startled all the major organs right out of me. I was surprised to see Noelle’s name on the caller ID.

“Hello?” I said, pushing away from my desk.

“Hey, Reed. How’s Siberia?”

“Fine,” I said with a smirk. “How’s New York?”

“It’s New York,” she said. “I spent half the day at Bergdorf’s watching my mother try on slacks.”

“How very glamorous,” I said.

“At least I got a new purse out of the deal.”

Like she needed one. She had about five hundred already, stuffed in every crevice of her room.

“So how’s Thanksgiving at the caf? It’s hard to believe anything actually goes on when we’re not there.”

I blinked, surprised. Was she really just calling me to chat? About me, of all things? She must have been really bored. Still, I was touched that she’d chosen to call me instead of . . . well, anyone else. I stood up and walked over to my bed, then settled back against the pillows for what might turn into my first-ever pointless phone conversation with a girlfriend. Yet another random way in which becoming a Billings Girl seemed to be paying off.

Maybe if I kept her on the phone long enough—got her guard down—I could ask her about Taylor. Find out what they had fought about, and whether or not Noelle had actually known Taylor was leaving early.

“It wasn’t bad, actually, but today kind of sucked,” I told her.

“Why? What happened?”

“The police dragged Josh off for more questioning,” I replied. “They made it sound like they were back to square one with the investigation.”

“And they think Josh knows something?” Noelle asked, sounding suddenly very alert.

“I don’t know, maybe. They think he might have forgotten to tell them something that might help,” I said, my heart turning over. “Actually, they sort of implied that they thought he might have purposely not told them something.”

Silence. I expected a scoff or a laugh or some kind of reaction. All I got was silence.

“Noelle?”

“So what happened?” she asked.

“I have no idea. I haven’t seen him all day,” I replied. “God, what if they’ve had him holed up all day questioning him?”

“You seem more than a little concerned,” Noelle said, suddenly sly.

I blushed and was happy she wasn’t in the room to see it. Part of me would have loved to dish with a girlfriend about my new crush. But I already knew from my experience with Constance that this whole thing might not go over well. I didn’t want to risk any negative feedback. Not when I still shivered every time I thought of our kiss.

“There’s really nothing else to think about around here,” I told her flatly. “I just hope he’s okay.”

“Don’t worry. He’ll be fine,” Noelle said.

“Yeah, but—”

“Believe me. If anyone can handle an inquiry, it’s Josh Hollis,” Noelle said.

I froze. “What does that mean?”

Another beat of silence.

“Nothing. It’s just Josh. You know Josh. He’s the most mature person at Easton,” Noelle said quickly. “He’s more mature than most of the professors.”

She wanted me to laugh, I could tell, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t shake the feeling she had meant something by her comment.

“Noelle—”

“Hang on.” She covered the phone with her hand and I heard her shouting something, but it was muffled. Then, a moment later, she was back. “I’ve gotta go, Reed. We’re late for drinks before the opera. It’s kind of a family tradition. But I’ll see you on Sunday.”

“Wait a second.”

“Don’t read so much into every little thing, Reed. I was just talking,” Noelle said in that patronizing tone that always made me feel like I was five. “You’ll see Josh at dinner and everything will be fine.”

I sighed. She was rushing and I knew I wasn’t going to get anything else out of her. “I hope so.”

“I have to go,” Noelle said. “Later.”

Then the line went dead.

My books sat on my desk, ready and waiting, but suddenly the very idea of getting up from my bed exhausted me. I hunkered down and decided to wait there until Lattimer sprang me for my next meal. Wait there and obsess.



INSIGHT



Noelle was right about one thing: I did see Josh at dinner. He walked in half an hour later than everyone else, with Mr. Cross, and he looked like roadkill. His skin was waxy, his face was drawn, and his curls were in desperate need of a hot-oil treatment.

Yes, that was the first thing I thought when I saw him. Apparently, pilfering things from Kiran’s room was causing her worldview to rub off on me.

But in the next second, I felt an overwhelming, almost suffocating anger. That this was happening. That they were keeping us away from each other. That Josh was being put through hell. That nothing could just be normal.

I sat up straight and Josh glanced at me from the corner of his eye. In that one look, there was more anger and fear than I could even comprehend. He said a few words to Cross, they argued, and then Cross finally sighed and pressed his lips together in a disapproving manner. Then he nodded. Josh walked away from him so fast it was like he’d been pushed.

“Hey,” I said, standing up as he approached.

I felt extremely conspicuous. My face was red. I could feel it trying to burn itself free. All I wanted to do was hug him, but every pair of eyes in the room was on us. Like we were suddenly the black sheep of the student body.

“Hey.”

Dean Marcus glared at us as Mr. Cross came over and leaned toward his ear. My heart pounded with anger and trepidation. I focused on the anger and stared back at the dean.

Just try me.

He looked away.

Josh slumped into the chair across from mine and put his head in his hands. I deflated from my own exertion and sat down.

“Are you all right?” I whispered.

“No. Not really,” Josh said. He dropped his arm down on the table and his watch smacked against the surface, making me jump. Up close, his eyes looked bloodshot and his pupils were huge. “They’ve been on my ass all day. They just keep making me go over that night over and over and over again, like they’re waiting for me to crack or something.”

“They don’t think you had anything to do with it, do they?” I asked.

My heart was beating behind my eyes. They couldn’t think that. It wasn’t possible. Josh was the nicest, kindest, most decent person in this pit of egotistical, overprivileged psychosis they called Easton. If Hauer and Sheridan thought he had anything to do with Thomas’s death, they should seriously consider a change in profession, to something that required no intuition or insight into the human mind.

“No. I don’t think so. I don’t know.” Josh pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. I’d never seen him like this. “It’s like they think that since I didn’t tell them Thomas was dealing, there must be something else I didn’t tell them. They just keep pressing and pressing and pressing.” He said the last word through his teeth, gnashing them together so hard I thought they would shatter. He put his hands down again and I reached for one, holding his fingers in mine.

“That doesn’t make any sense. Everyone in the student body knew Thomas was dealing and no one told on him,” I said. Perhaps a bit of an exaggeration, but it was close to true. And I tend to exaggerate when I’m seething. “They should suspect every last one of us of lying now.”

Josh blew out a sigh. “True. But they don’t. They just suspect me.”

I wanted to do something, but I had no idea what. I wanted to say something, but I had no clue what would help. I felt like I was being torn apart.

This was the definition of unfair. Josh was a good person. He was a good person who cared about his friends and tried to do the right thing, and here he was, upset and tortured and scared. And why? Because he had tried to protect the wrong friend. He had tried to protect a lying, scheming drug dealer.

“They have to stop,” I heard myself say. “Sooner or later, they have to realize you don’t know anything and they have to stop.”

Josh crossed his arms on the table and lowered his chin to rest on them. With his fingertips, he grasped at the ends of his sweatshirt sleeves, pulling them up toward his palms and gathering himself in, like a little kid hiding from the cold. He looked so small. So scared. We stared at one another for a long moment, and I felt like I could hear our hearts pounding out a frantic rhythm together—an angry, confused, frantic rhythm.

“God, I hope so. I can’t do this again.” Josh was close to whimpering. “I really can’t.”

“I know.”

I wanted to hit someone. Anyone.

Who was I kidding? I knew who I wanted to hit. Pummel. Beat with my fists until I was spent or he was dead, whichever came first. Only problem was, he was already six feet under.

“It’s gonna be okay,” I said, when nothing else coherent came to mind.

“I hope so.” Josh shuddered slightly and squeezed my hand. “God, I really hope so.”

In that moment, I hated Thomas Pearson. Dead or alive. I hated him.



THE ART OF DISTRACTION



I walked back into Billings on Sunday afternoon to a gaggle of voices and laughter and an occasional screech. I smiled as I closed the door behind me. The Billings Girls were back, and it was as if they hadn’t seen each other in two months.

With a quick glance I noted that Taylor was not among the revelers in the lobby. I greeted the group, which included the Twin Cities, Rose, Cheyenne, and a few others, and made my way up to my room to drop my stuff. Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Natasha all turned to look at me when I opened the door. There was a brief moment of stunned silence, as if they were surprised to see me walking into my own room.

No Taylor. Everyone was there but her.

“Reed! Hey!”

Natasha broke away from the pack and hugged me. She was positively glowing. “How are you? How was your Thanksgiving?”

“It was . . . fine,” I said. “How was yours?”

“Good,” she said, lifting her shoulders. “Leanne and I hung out.”

Ah. Hence the glow.

“Reed!” Kiran strode over in her tasteful shift dress and black heels and air-kissed each of my cheeks. She looked perfectly scrubbed, polished, buffed, and waxed and had adopted a new scent in her few days off—something flowery and soothing. Apparently, she was no longer irked over our last conversation. Unfortunately, I still was.

“How was it here without us?” Ariana asked as she hugged me lightly.

“Boring as sin, I assume?” Noelle put in.

“Like sin is ever boring,” Kiran said.

Noelle smirked. “Touché.”

“Okay, enough chitchat,” Kiran said. “Let’s do presents!”

“Presents?”

Kiran turned and picked up a big black shopping bag from the floor, dangling the rope handles from her thumb.

“For you,” she announced. “For having to endure four days all alone at Easton.”

I was stunned. Did these girls use any excuse they could find to buy stuff? And why did I get the idea that this was more of an apology/bribe?

“What is it?” I asked.

“Open it!” Kiran exclaimed.

“You didn’t have to do this,” I said, taking the bag from her. It was heavy. I slipped a big, sleek box out, and Natasha grabbed the bag before it could hit the floor. I laid the box down on my bed and lifted the lid. A clean, crisp scent hit me in the face as tissue paper fluttered. The scent of wealth. I carefully unfolded the paper and froze. Inside the box was a black cashmere-and-wool coat with a tufted silk lining. The tag had one word embroidered on it: DIOR.

Natasha whistled.

“Kiran—”

“Isn’t it delicious?” she asked, ripping the coat out of the box. She held it up to herself and twirled. “When I saw it, I knew you had to have it. You cannot keep walking around in that ratty blue thing.”

Ratty blue thing. As in, my brand-new Lands’ End coat that my dad had bought for me. Part of me was offended, even as I agreed with her. My outerwear just did not measure up to the outerwear of the rest of the Billings Girls, nor to that of anyone else at Easton. Except, maybe, for Kiki, who insisted on walking around campus in a puffy black parka with fur around the hood that made her look like a sausage with hair. Although I had a feeling that was some kind of statement, whereas my blue coat said only one thing: middle class.

“Thanks, Kiran,” I said as she handed the coat over. “I love it.”

“My turn,” Ariana announced.

They each had a present for me. A red silk scarf from Ariana, a pair of Coach sunglasses from Noelle, and from Natasha, a book: The Lovely Bones.

“You got her a book?” Noelle said, as if I was holding a pile of dog doo.

Natasha ignored her. “It helps. Trust me. You might think it’s weird at first, but it’s good.”

I smiled. “Thanks. But you guys didn’t have to do this. Really. I have no idea why you did.”

“There’s nothing to do in New York but shop,” Noelle said.

Yeah, right.

“There are other things to do in Atlanta, but I’ve done them all,” Ariana added with a small smile.

I placed all my booty down on the bed and hooked my thumbs in the back pockets of my jeans. I could no longer avoid asking the obvious.

“So, where’s Taylor?” I asked.

They all looked at one another in a way that made the hair on my arms stand up. Like, Do you want to tell her, or should I? Finally, Ariana took the bullet.

“Reed, Taylor’s not coming back to school.”

My brain whirled. “What?”

“She’s taking some time off,” Ariana said. “She needs a bit of a rest.”

She whispered the last word and scrunched up her nose, as if it displeased her to say it. I looked at Kiran, who was very involved in toying with my new scarf.

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

“God, Reed. What Ariana is trying to say is that Taylor snapped, okay?” Noelle said. “The pressure finally got to her and she lost it. It’s not uncommon around here.”

“Her parents checked her into a facility,” Ariana whispered. Nose scrunch. “Nothing drastic. Just sort of a spa retreat thing. So she can regroup.”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute. This doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “Taylor wasn’t under any pressure. She doesn’t even need to study and she gets straight A’s. Taylor was fine.”

“Sorry. Fine?” Noelle said. “Have you not noticed the random waterworks and near breakdowns?”

I blinked. Okay. Girl had a point. But I had thought Taylor was just upset about Thomas’s murder and that whole Harvard summer program thing. Was that really enough to push Easton’s resident genius over the edge and into a “facility”?

“She’s going to be fine,” Kiran announced. “She just needs some time off. I bet she’ll be back next semester.”

“I’m sure she will be,” Ariana said comfortingly.

“Well, can I talk to her?” I asked. “I’ve been trying to e-mail her.”

“They usually cut you off from the outside world in these places. You know, so you can concentrate on getting better,” Natasha told me. “She probably won’t get back to you for a while.”

Now I was seeing Taylor in a straitjacket, locked up in some padded cell, staring at the wall. This couldn’t be right. She had seemed perfectly fine when she had walked out of here. How could things like this happen?

“A few weeks, at least,” Noelle added.

“But . . . but I—”

“Look, Reed, Taylor is not coming back. Get used to it,” Noelle said firmly. Then she smiled. “But we’re here. And I vote for a change of subject!”

“Like how fabulous your new things are!” Kiran announced. She swung the Dior coat out and draped it over my shoulders, then stepped back to admire it. “Ah, yes. Now that is a coat.”

I absently touched the luxurious fabric. Why were they being so blasé about this? Taylor was one of them—one of us. Or maybe I was overreacting. Maybe the whole thing really wasn’t a big deal. Maybe this kind of thing really did happen all the time in their world. Judging by the way they were brushing it off, that seemed to be the general consensus.

Kiran grabbed me and pulled me in front of the full-length mirror. “Look at yourself!”

“Here!” Noelle said, handing over the glasses.

Kiran placed them on my face. Instantly, I was transformed into one of those waify fashionistas who were always stuck on the covers of US Weekly and People. I looked like a paparazzi-shy movie star.

“I’ve got it,” Natasha said. She took Ariana’s scarf and tied it around my head, covering most of my forehead and matting my hair down.

“Dear God, it’s Sienna Miller,” Kiran said.

“Please,” I scoffed.

“You do look famous,” Ariana said.

“If you walked through an airport right now, people would mob you for your autograph,” Noelle said. “That’s how famous you look.”

These girls really seemed intent on steering us all away from thoughts of Taylor. And although I knew I wasn’t going to be able to rid my mind of her completely, I also knew I would never get them to talk about her if they didn’t want to. I took a deep breath and decided to let it go. For now.

“You know what she really needs? A signature scent,” Kiran said.

“Really?”

I had never owned a bottle of perfume in my life. But somehow I liked the idea of everyone knowing that I, Reed Brennan, had a certain scent that was all mine. It seemed like something a sophisticated girl would have—a Billings Girl. It also seemed like something a guy might appreciate. Like Josh, for instance.

“Yes!” Ariana seemed thrilled at this idea. “Let’s see what we have back in our room.”

“Wouldn’t it not be my signature scent if you guys are wearing it?” I asked, trying to get into the spirit of things.

“I have like ten bottles of crap I don’t wear anymore,” Noelle said, getting up. “Let’s go.”

My signature scent derived from ten bottles of crap? Sounded about right. I sighed with a smile as we all walked out the door. Drama and intrigue aside for the moment, it was good to have them home.



ACTUAL NORMAL



“We need to do something normal,” Josh announced.

He sat down next to me at Sunday dinner, looking almost back to his old self. Apparently the police had decided not to stalk him today. Thus the regular-size pupils and lack of bunny-rabbit skittishness.

“Define normal,” Kiran said, laying her W magazine aside.

“We could BASE jump off the chapel roof,” Gage suggested.

I was about 99 percent sure he was serious.

“You cannot BASE jump off the chapel roof,” Ariana told him.

From the look on Gage’s face, you’d have thought she’d just insulted the size of his manhood. “Why not?”

“Because you’d impale yourself on Big Bubba before your chute even opened,” I told him.

Natasha snorted as she continued to text away on her BlackBerry, which she’d been doing nonstop since her return. “Now that I would like to see.”

Big Bubba was the nickname of this huge oak tree that stood next to the chapel. It had a memorial stone at the base of its trunk indicating that it had been dedicated to the memory of Robert Robertson, class of 1935. At some point, long before I ever arrived at Easton, the tree had been christened Big Bubba. I guessed Bubba was Rob Robertson’s nickname. You’d need a good nickname if your parents named you Rob Robertson.

“I mean actual normal,” Josh said, pulling his seat closer to the table. “Not ‘it could crack your head open’ normal or ‘I’ll be vomiting in my friend’s Chinese takeout by the end of it’ normal.”

“Hey! That happened one time!” Gage snapped.

Noelle and a few of the others laughed. Inside joke. They had a lot of those. So many that I was getting used to them.

“So, boring normal,” Dash said.

“Actual normal,” Josh confirmed with a nod.

“Sounds good to me,” I said, smiling. “Actual normal is in short supply these days.”

Josh’s eyes sparkled when he looked at me. “Thank you.”

I blushed. “You’re welcome.”

Josh reached out under the table and ran the knuckle of his index finger down the side hem of my jeans. Tingles everywhere. Suddenly all I could think about was kissing him again. Kissing him and not being interrupted by three stiff-as-a-boards bent on making our lives miserable. Or by, you know, my own blubbering breakdown. Somehow, from the look in Josh’s eye, I knew he was thinking the same thing.

When? Where? For how long . . . ?

Okay, breathless.

When I looked up again, Noelle was staring at me. I froze for a second, startled, and when she didn’t look away I became very interested in my vegetables. What was her problem with me now?

“So, what do you want to do?” Dash asked finally.

“I don’t know. . . . Gage, would your dad have any movies yet?” Josh asked.

Everyone seemed to perk up at this idea.

“I haven’t seen a new movie in ages,” Ariana said wistfully. Whenever she was wistful, her southern accent was more pronounced.

“Nah. Those don’t start rolling in till December,” Gage replied.

“Gage’s dad’s in ‘the business,’” Kiran explained to me with a couple of lazy air quotes. “He gets to vote for the Academy Awards, so he always gets all the new movies on DVD when they’re still in the theater. So he can, you know, ‘watch them.’” More air quotes.

“Oh. That would’ve been cool,” I said, wondering exactly what Gage’s father did in “the business.” Had Gage ever met any celebrities? Somehow I doubted it. Because knowing Gage, if he’d been acquainted with any famous people, he’d have been dropping their names every time he took a breath.

Josh grazed my leg again and I warmed from my neck all the way up through my temples. I surreptitiously dropped my right hand down under the table and touched his fingers, stopping him. If he kept this up, I was going to melt. But instead of pulling away, he hooked his pinky through mine and held our hands on top of my thigh. I turned toward him and smiled goofily, resting my head on my left hand and letting my hair fall forward to hide my face from the rest of the table.

His grin was just as goofy as mine.

“I don’t think we’re capable of normal around here,” Noelle announced rather loudly.

I flipped my hair back to look at her, my heart pounding as if I’d just been caught sleeping in class.

“I think you’re shit out of luck, Hollis,” she said, talking to him but staring right at me. “Around here, there’s nothing but strange.”





THE ART CEMETERY



The text message read MEET BY GRT RM. POST FNL BELL. J

That was it. That was all. And yet it was enough to keep me giddy all day long. My skin tingled with curiosity and trepidation as I approached Mitchell Hall, the large brick building at the center of campus, which housed the Great Room, where we’d held Thomas’s funeral/drunken disaster, along with several other parlors and gathering spaces. I glanced over my shoulder before opening the huge glass door. Inside, the air was warm and still.

“Josh?” I whispered.

I took one step onto the paisley-patterned runner rug and heard a woman’s voice.

“The holiday fund-raiser is one of the most important events of the year!”

Clipped footsteps approached from my right. My heart flew from my throat, pulling me with it down the hall and into the indentation around one of the many doors. The headmasters of yore glared down their noses at me from their gilded frames. The footsteps continued to approach.

“I will have nothing less than fresh holly and Douglas fir. Do not bring me one of those horrid Frasers like you did last year.”

Ms. Lewis-Hanneman, Dean Marcus’s assistant, strode right past me, talking into her cell phone. I saw my entire Easton career flash before my eyes. If she turned her head so much as an eyelash width, she’d spot me here, where I definitely was not supposed to be. Why was I always doing these things? Did some sadistic part of me want to go back to Croton?

“No . . . no! That is unacceptable! I believe I have been perfectly clear!”

Damn, that woman was wound tightly. She shoved open a door down the hallway and I glanced after her. I could see what Kiran had been talking about at Thomas’s funeral. Ms. Lewis-Hanneman did have a nice body, probably the product of daily yogalates or something. And her dark-blond hair, back in a bun, gleamed under the recessed lighting. But had she really been carrying on an affair with Blake Pearson a couple years ago? Youngish or not, what kind of adult had sex with students?

There was a slam and she was gone. I was just about to breathe again when the door behind me opened and gravity took over. I fell backward, my stomach swooping skyward. Someone caught me in his arms.

“Reed Brennan. What, pray tell, are you doing falling into rooms where you do not belong?” Josh smiled down at me.

“You scared me to death!” I whisper-shouted, whacking his arm as I stood up. Every inch of my skin was throbbing now, unwilling to respond to the fact that I was out of danger. I straightened my Dior coat and glanced around the room. It was circular in shape, and I realized we must be inside one of the four rounded turrets that stood at each corner of the building. It was dimly lit, thanks to a few green-glass torch lamps, and heavy curtains all but covered the two tall windows. But the most striking features of the room were the paintings. Every last inch of wall space was crowded with paintings of all sizes: portraits, landscapes, abstracts, still lifes. There was barely an inch of wall visible between each work.

“What is this place?” I asked, stepping toward a beautiful canvas, all yellow and orange swirls.

“The art cemetery,” Josh explained. “People are constantly donating artwork to the school, and they don’t have nearly enough space to display it all, so most of it ends up here.”

“Seriously? What a waste,” I said.

“Well, some of it sees the light of day occasionally,” Josh said. He hit a few keys on a laptop set up on a low table, which sat between two round-backed couches—the only furniture in the room. He turned the screen toward me. “They keep a list of who donated what. This way if, say, Sir Cornelius Mosley calls and says he’s showing up for tea with the dean, they can whip out his prized Manet and hang it in the drawing room.”

“Wow.” I stepped past him and squinted at the long, long list. “So . . . why are we here?”

“Mr. Lindstrom’s an old friend of my mother’s, so he lets me help him with the collection. I keep the list up-to-date and make sure all the paintings go back where they’re supposed to be, so I have keys to the room,” Josh said, lifting a key ring out of his front pants pocket by his thumb.

“That’s why you’re here,” I said, turning around to face him fully. “But why are we here?”

But I knew why we were here. It couldn’t have been more obvious to the world. It was difficult to wrangle alone time at Easton. And an untrafficked room with a locked door in a remote corner of campus seemed almost too good to be true.

Josh smiled slowly. “I guess I was hoping it would impress you. Does it impress you?”

“Oh, so much. Really. The keeper of the art cemetery? Wow!” I joked, clasping my hands beneath my chin.

“Not that, you loser,” Josh said, grabbing the flap on my coat and pulling me closer to him. “The fact that there is a room on campus to which I am one of only two people who have the key.”

My heart pounded a sweet little beat as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Now that is impressive.”

“I thought so.”

Josh grinned before leaning in to kiss me. Everything fluttered as his tongue searched mine, his hands cupping my face. We stood there for what felt like a very, very long time. Kissing, touching, gently searching. Slowly, he unbuttoned my coat, and I let the ridiculously expensive piece of couture hit the floor. I was very aware of the couch right next to us, and when my legs started to ache from standing in one place, I crooked at the knee and brought Josh down with me.

“We don’t have to do anything,” Josh said, breathless. His lips looked swollen and pink. He was trembling slightly. “I just wanted to see you. That’s all.”

“I know. I know,” I said. I trusted Josh in that moment more than any guy I had ever touched lips with before. “Let’s just . . . see what happens.”

So we did. And everything that happened was sweet and pure and perfect.



CONGRUITY



What is Josh doing right now? Is he painting? Studying? Possibly sitting on his bed pretending to be reading, but instead daydreaming about me?

I looked down at my open history text and smiled to myself. I was descending into dorkdom over this guy—and it didn’t even bother me. Especially since Natasha was downstairs in the lounge and not here to catch me spontaneously smiling.

I felt a pang of guilt oncoming and steeled myself for it, let Thomas’s face pass before my mind’s eye. At moments I wished there was something I could do to bring him back. I did. But at other moments I wished that I would have just stayed broken up with him before his disappearance. Then maybe my new crush wouldn’t be overshadowed by guilt and sadness. I wished I could just be happy. I was human, after all.

The door to my room opened and I jumped. Noelle stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

“You scared the crap out of me,” I said, my hand to my chest.

Noelle’s nose wrinkled quickly. “I’ve always hated that phrase. I mean, just the visual.” She shuddered. “That would be so unsanitary.”

I rolled my eyes and pushed back into my pillows, setting the heavy book aside. “What’s up?”

Obviously, something was up. She wouldn’t have been here unless something was up.

“Not much.”

Noelle walked over to my desk. She picked up a framed picture of me and my brother, put it back. Plucked the top off my one ceramic jewelry box, which held my four pairs of earrings, then placed it down. Slipped the novel Natasha had given me from atop a pile of books and flipped through it. I waited patiently as she pawed my things. It wasn’t as if there was anything interesting for her to find.

“So, you and Hollis,” she said finally.

A pleasant warmth spread through me at the mention of his name. I drew my legs in, knees to chin, and held them. Was she actually here for girl talk? First the Thanksgiving phone call and now this. Crazy.

“Okay, you got me,” I said. “How did you know?”

“Have you not been paying attention? I know everything.”

It always stunned me when she made statements like that. Who had that kind of ego? That kind of absolute certainty? I envied it to no end. She had moved on to my collection of classic novels on the shelf above my desk and was inspecting their well-worn spines. Not that I’d had a chance to crack any of my old favorites since arriving at Easton. Too much to do—studying, playing soccer, getting hazed, mourning boyfriends: My plate had been pretty full.

“Do you not approve?” I asked with a bit of a challenge.

Noelle raised one eyebrow at me. “Do you care?”

Of course I care. You know it. I know it. Who are we kidding?

I decided, however, to ignore the obvious and move on.

“He’s so amazing, Noelle,” I said. “He makes me forget all about Thomas. In fact, he makes me wonder what I was ever doing with Thomas.”

“Something we all wondered.”

I decided I’d ignore that as well.

“It’s just that he’s so good, you know?” I said. “He’s like Thomas’s polar opposite.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Noelle said flatly.

My heart kind of halted. “What?”

Noelle sighed and moved over to my bed. She sat down near my feet and looked at me in that way that made me feel like I was the kindergartener and she was the teacher.

“Reed, there’s something you should know about Hollis.”

Oh. Dear. God. What now? Please tell me it’s something good. Like he’s the undercover heir to the British throne or his dad is the guy who came up with Google. Please tell me this warning will be along the lines of “You may have to get used to jetting around the globe and meeting loads of interesting people. Can you handle that?”

“He’s only at Easton because he got kicked out of his old school. He used to go to St. James Prep in New Hampshire.”

“Josh got kicked out of school? Please,” I said.

“I’m serious, Reed. And it wasn’t for anything normal like going on a bender or flunking out,” Noelle told me. “There was this whole scandal involved.”

I felt a tickle in the back of my throat. “What kind of scandal?”

Noelle blew out another sigh. I wasn’t sure if she was having a hard time telling me this or if she was pausing for dramatic effect. If it was the latter, I didn’t appreciate it.

“What, Noelle?” I prompted.

“His roommate died,” she said.

All the air whooshed out of my lungs.

“Come on.”

“Supposedly, he killed himself, but the details were all suspicious,” she said. “Some people said that the suicide looked—”

“What?”

“That it looked staged.”

I laughed. My temples started to throb. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m not kidding, Reed. There was this huge investigation, and no one ever proved anything, but people suspected that the guy was actually . . . murdered.”

A chill shot down my spine, but I ignored it. It was just that word. That god-awful word I could not seem to get away from. It was not the congruity of the situation. Because it wasn’t even a situation. It was a lie.

“And—don’t tell me—Josh was a suspect,” I said wryly, holding up my hands.

She was not getting to me. She wasn’t. My heart was not fluttering in a way that scared me.

“Well, apparently, rumors started flying that maybe he had something to do with it—”

“Noelle—”

“And then he, like, stopped taking his meds or something and went on this manic-schizo rampage that ended with him tearing apart the dean’s office,” she continued. “That will get you booted. Deans tend to like things tidy, you know.”

“His meds?”

Noelle looked at me blankly. “You didn’t know about his meds? Kid’s like a walking pharmacy. He’s on everything from Haldol to Ambien. It’s a wonder he’s not walking around drooling half the time.”

At that moment I heard a snap. “Stop it, Noelle!” I was on my feet. I didn’t even know how I got there. “Just stop it!”

“Reed—”

“No! This is some kind of joke, right? More hazing?” I said. I was shaking. My fingers trembled so violently I shoved them into my hair and held them against my skull.

“Reed, no.”

I didn’t understand. She wasn’t actually saying what I thought she was saying.

“So . . . what, Noelle? What do you mean? Are you trying to tell me that Josh killed this guy? Is that what you’re saying?”

Noelle lifted her shoulders. “I’m just telling you what I know.”

“Well, if he killed some guy, he wouldn’t just be kicked out of school,” I told her defiantly. “He would be in prison, right? Or do you people not go to prison?”

“Reed, calm down,” she said. “I told you, they weren’t able to prove—”

“No! I don’t believe you! Why the hell are you doing this?” I blabbered. “Do you not want me to be happy for some reason? Do you just get off on seeing me miserable? Why are you lying to me?!”

“I’m not lying to you,” Noelle said with an incredible calm. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“Right. Because you’ve never done it before,” I said sarcastically.

Noelle stood up slowly. “Reed, I told you that was over. I told you that you could trust us now.”

“Consider the source,” I spat.

Noelle’s eyes flashed. She was seething at that one, I could tell. But she took a deep breath and shook her hair back.

“Fine. I suppose I deserved that,” she said finally. “If you don’t believe me, research it yourself. It was all over the news. Or just ask the guy, see what he says. It’s up to you.”

“Fine! Maybe I will,” I said.

“Fine.” Noelle took a deep breath. “I think I’ll go now.”

“Good.”

She turned slowly and walked to the door. She paused with her hand on the knob, gazing at me over one shoulder, her thick, lustrous hair tumbling down her back. She looked as beatific as a Renaissance angel. “I’m just trying to protect you, Reed. That’s all.”



SEARCH AND DESTROY



Josh’s pen tap, tap, tapped against the tabletop as he scanned his essay for Spanish, reading it over for mistakes. He chewed on his bottom lip and tap, tap, tapped. The white collar of his rugby shirt had a small, nonspecific stain right near the left point. For some reason, I couldn’t stop staring at it. Tap. Tap. Tap, tap, tap.

I could ask him, right? Just ask him. How long had he been going to Easton? Seemed like an innocent enough question. Why couldn’t I just get myself to ask him?

Suddenly Josh looked up. “What?”

“Nothing.”

I trained my eyes on my book quickly, but not before noticing that his pupils were really tiny today. Were they always changing size like that?

He slapped the paper down and I flinched. “This isn’t making any sense. I need sugar.” He pushed back from the table in the library and fished a dollar out of his messenger bag, then closed it back up. “Want anything?”

I smiled briefly. “No. I’m good.”

“Be right back,” he said distractedly.

He walked off and disappeared around the stacks. I stared at his bag. Every inch of me trembled. All I had to do was grab it. It would take all of five seconds to search the thing. I could do it, no problem. If I could stop trembling.

I glanced left. The Dreck boys who were always at the next table had their noses buried in their books. I could hear some angry guitar screaming from the earbuds of one of their iPods. They didn’t even know the rest of the world existed, let alone that I did. No one would ever know.

I reached for the bag, then felt a sizzle of guilt and fear and pulled back. I hated Noelle for doing this to me. She’d turned me into a paranoid freakball. Pretty soon I was going to need some psychotropic meds, thanks to her. But now that she’d planted the seed, I couldn’t not know. I glanced toward the stacks. No Josh. I grabbed his bag.

All I was going to find were vitamins. That was all he was taking. He had told me as much. I was going to open this bag and all I was going to find was some special one-a-day formulation for overprivileged teenage boys.

My heart was in my throat as my sweaty fingers ripped the flap open. I pawed through the contents. Books. Notebooks. Pens. A mushed, empty M&M’s bag. Random crumbs. A crusty paintbrush. Dammit.

I swatted the flap closed again and ripped open the side pocket. His cell phone clattered out onto the table, causing the non-iPod-sporting Dreck boy to shoot me a death-ray glare.

“What’re you doing?” he demanded.

“Looking for a pen,” I shot back.

“You have a pen.” He was very cocky about this declaration.

Mind your own business, Detective Dork.

“I . . . need another color. It’s a study-system thing.”

He narrowed his eyes but went back to his work.

I almost cried. I was becoming a better liar by the day. But the close call was too much for me. I was just about to shove the phone back and give up when out slid a long, thin, plastic box with seven small compartments. Each was marked for a day of the week.

Every one of my vital organs was moving up my throat now. I opened today’s compartment. There were five pills nestled inside nice and tight. So many they barely fit. If Josh had to take these every day, he hadn’t yet taken today’s dose. Today’s huge dose. The pills were blue and orange and green and white, with various milligrams stamped on their surfaces. My heart stopped, then thumped so hard it hurt.

All kinds of drugs, from Haldol to Ambien.

Noelle had not been lying. At least not about this. Which begged the question, what else had she not lied about?



PROOF?



I rushed back to Billings like my shoes were a pair of ticking time bombs. I had just looked up Josh’s various drugs in The Pill Book at the library—once I’d gotten over the shock that the Easton Academy library owned a copy of The Pill Book. I only even knew the drug-cyclopedia existed and how to use it because my mother had been referencing her battered copy for years. She kept it in her nightstand, and why not? It was her bible.

It turned out Josh was on medication for depression, anxiety, insomnia, and seizures. And now everything was as clear as daybreak to me. Of course Josh was medicated. Of course he was. He’d been acting strangely ever since Thomas’s funeral. First, he hadn’t reacted at all aside from at the very moment he heard the news. No tears. No sorrow. No nothing. Like he couldn’t feel a thing, even when this horrific tragedy had happened. Then, a few weeks later, the even-tempered guy I knew had started to become way more emotionally askew. He’d gotten so tense with me when I’d missed his Boston trip. And then the manic state on Thanksgiving. I’d thought he was nervous about potentially hooking up with me, but apparently he was just on an upswing. The pupils, the jitters, the quick mood changes, the sugar addiction all pointed back to some serious issues. Had his medication stopped working? Or had he missed a few doses? Who knew?

God, now that I thought about it, there were so many clues. I’d never seen Josh drink more than half a beer. He’d been the only sober soul at the Legacy. And what was that crack that Gage had made about him the other day? Well, maybe it just hasn’t been diagnosed. Everyone knew about this. Everyone, as usual, but me.

The walls of Billings House shook from the force of my door slam. Natasha looked up from her desk at the ceiling as if she expected it to cave in.

“Reed! What is it?”

“I need to use your computer,” I said.

I dropped everything on the floor. My bag, my new coat—all on the floor near my bed. I must have looked half out of my mind as I approached her, because she stumbled out of her seat without another word. The pocket of her fleecy sweats got caught on the arm of the chair and she tore herself free.

“What’s the matter?” she asked me.

I sat down and double-clicked the Google icon. For someone in the midst of a panic attack, I was experiencing a pretty sharp clarity. I couldn’t believe I was even able to function, let alone type. But I did. I typed Joshua Hollis.

Natasha was getting impatient. “What are you doing? You’re Googling Josh?”

“What do you know about him?” I asked her. I clicked the search button.

“Not much. Just that his parents are world-renowned philanthropists,” she said. “They’ve helped everyone from the homeless here to AIDS victims in Africa. Why?”

The Google results popped up. There were more than a million entries. I started a new search: St. James Academy suicide.

“Oh. Did you want to know what I know or what I’ve heard?”

Natasha’s disapproving tone should have been patented. It could be recognized at even the faintest decibel level. So it was true. She’d heard about Josh’s shady past as well. I glanced at her over my shoulder. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she gazed down at me like she was all disappointed. This girl was going to make a great mother one day. Or a drill sergeant. I was about to apologize for being so very immature when she glanced at the computer screen and blinked. Her mouth dropped open slightly. My heart stuttered. When I looked back again it was all there in headline form.

ST. JAMES STUDENT IN SUICIDE SCANDAL

PRIVATE SCHOOL SUICIDE . . . OR IS IT?

POLICE SAY ‘NOT ENOUGH EVIDENCE’ IN PRIVATE SCHOOL MURDER MYSTERY

“Oh my God.”

There was a basketball hovering just behind my mouth. Natasha grabbed my desk chair and pulled it over. She nudged me aside and commandeered the mouse. Good thing. I wasn’t sure of my motor functions at the moment.

She opened the first story and we scanned it together. Sophomore Connor Marklin. Dead of an apparent drug overdose. Bruises on his arms. Signs of a struggle. Alleged falling-out with roommate—a minor whose name has not been released. Police suspect foul play. Local authorities bring boy and parents in for questioning.

Then, in the next article: Suicide note ruled authentic. Parents of the deceased will not press charges. “We ask that you respect our family’s privacy during this difficult time.” Investigation closed.

I sat back in Natasha’s chair. My body had been filled from head to toe with lead. I couldn’t have moved if I’d tried.

“Everything she said was true.”

“Everything who said?” Natasha asked.

“Noelle.”

“Well, that would be a first.”

“What if he did it, Natasha?” I said quickly. “What if he killed this guy?”

“First of all, I’d like to point out that Josh’s name appears nowhere in these articles,” she said.

“Yeah, because he’s a minor,” I replied.

“But Josh Hollis? Come on, Reed. You really think he’s capable of something like that? You know him.”

“I thought I did,” I said. “But clearly . . .”

Suddenly, snippets of conversations with Josh started playing themselves out in my mind. Josh saying Thomas didn’t appreciate me. How Thomas never thought about other people’s feelings. Had he been trying all along to undermine Thomas? To make me hate him? To make himself—his thoughtful, considerate self—look like an angel in comparison? I remembered the look Josh had given me when I had first hooked up with Walt Whittaker in the woods. He had looked so angry, but I had thought he was angry on Thomas’s behalf. Now I wondered . . . had Josh always liked me? Had he been manipulating me all along?

“He turned in Rick,” I heard myself say.

“What?”

“That townie guy. It was Josh who turned him in. Josh who finally told the police that Thomas was dealing,” I said, my mind rushing ahead. “Natasha, what if he just did that to deflect blame from himself. What if he—”

“Josh Hollis did not kill Thomas Pearson,” Natasha said.

“How do you know that? The police questioned him all weekend long! And he was so freaked when they decided Rick was innocent. More freaked than anyone else,” I told her. I felt like my heart was about to squeeze itself into oblivion.

“Even more so than the mob-mentality boys?” she asked.

“Why are you defending him?” I snapped.

“Because if you’re right, then that means we’ve been eating lunch every day with a freaking murderer, that’s why!” Natasha cried.

Her words hung in the silence. I suddenly felt as if the very walls were listening to us. Mocking us. Laughing at our paranoia.

“You’re right,” I said, rubbing my face with both hands. “You’re right. There’s no way. This is Josh we’re talking about here.”

“This proves nothing,” Natasha said. “Nothing except that something horrible happened at St. James. Maybe Josh wasn’t even this guy’s roommate. There’s no name. What’re the chances it was actually him?”

Suddenly, I felt energized. “You’re right,” I said, turning for the door.

“Where’re you going?” Natasha asked.

I stormed into the hallway, Natasha on my heels. “Someone has some explaining to do.”

Noelle was just getting up from her desk when I walked into the room she shared with Ariana. Without knocking. She had a brown envelope in her hand. She froze and glanced at Ariana, who was fiddling with the lace on one of her throw pillows. The moment we arrived, she tossed it aside and stood.

“Reed!” Noelle said. “I was just coming to see—”

“Okay, so some guy named Connor died at St. James last year,” I blurted. “But that doesn’t prove anything. If Josh really was involved, why didn’t you tell me before? You must have suspected something, right? With Thomas winding up dead too? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Reed, calm down,” Ariana said.

“No! Don’t tell me what to do!” I shouted. “Tell me what’s going on!”

Noelle and I stared at each other. I could see her nostrils flare as she breathed. When she spoke, not a single muscle outside of her mouth moved.

“If we’d sat you down on your first day in Billings and told you about every single scandal that every one of the students at this school had been involved in, we would still be talking about it,” she said through her teeth. “We didn’t tell you because we didn’t care. Until now. Until you made it necessary for us to care by hooking up with a psycho.”

“He’s not a psycho,” I said automatically.

“I had a feeling you wouldn’t believe me, after the way you treated me earlier,” she said coolly. She flicked her eyes over me derisively. In that one moment, I felt like I had lost more ground than I had gained in the past two months. “So I got you this.”

She held out the brown folder. It was thick and the flap was open.

“What is it?” I asked, too petrified to move.

“Just open it,” she told me. “It’s fairly self-explanatory.”

I glanced at Natasha. She shrugged, at a loss. I grabbed the envelope, all high and mighty, and yanked out the document inside. It was about forty pages long. The Easton crest was stamped at the top of the first page. Typed across the center were Josh’s name, his birth date, and the words Dr. David Schwartz, Results of Psychiatric Evaluation. Status: Approved. The pages fluttered in my hands.

“Not everyone has to go through a psych eval before being admitted to Easton,” Noelle said. “You have to be a real . . . special case.”

Natasha stepped up behind me to read over my shoulder. My vision blurring, I turned to the first page. The paragraphs were long and filled with jargon I did not understand, but certain phrases popped out at me.

“Seems to have accepted death of friend Connor Marklin . . . becomes truculent and withdrawn when asked to talk about the state in which roommate Connor was found and how it made him feel . . . refuses to discuss sessions in which he was questioned by police . . . grows agitated and borderline violent when asked if he had anything to do with death of Connor Marklin . . .”

I swallowed hard. This couldn’t be right. It couldn’t be real. There was just no way. My insides were crumbling in on themselves. I found myself sitting without knowing how I’d gotten there. Numb, I flipped a few pages and stopped on an entry from late August.

“Responding well to new medications . . . mood swings under control . . . expresses genuine excitement about prospect of starting at Easton and rooming with his friend, Thomas Pearson . . .”

“Oh my God.” The document dropped from my hands.

“Where did you get this?” Natasha asked, bending to retrieve the evaluation. She slipped it back into its envelope and held it in both hands.

“Turns out doctor-patient confidentiality does not apply to everyone,” Noelle said. “I’m sure the police have already memorized that particular document.”

“We just want you to be careful, Reed. That’s all,” Ariana said, her southern accent softening her words. “It’s not just a rumor. It’s solid fact.”

I trembled as I looked up at them. The three of them. Standing over me all concerned. Like I was a mental patient. My brain still refused to accept what I had just read. It felt like it was expanding, trying to fill my skull to keep me from fully processing the words.

“The only solid fact that I can see . . . is that Josh Hollis is really unlucky,” I said, my voice surprisingly clear.

“Reed—”

“No. I am not going to sit here and let you try to twist everything,” I said, standing. My hands were rock-solid fists at my sides. “I won’t let you do this.”

“What about the meds?” Noelle said. “How do you explain that?”

“So he’s got a chemical imbalance. That’s hardly gonna make headlines. Every other person I know is on Ritalin or Prozac.”

“Yes, but he lied about it, didn’t he?” Ariana said. “Why would he lie?”

“If you were on all that stuff, would you advertise it?” I demanded.

“I wouldn’t,” Natasha said.

Noelle and Ariana were silent and it buoyed me. I felt better. I did. My logic was actually logical. But it wasn’t enough. I turned on my heel and walked out of the room.

“Where are you going?” Noelle shouted after me. “Reed! We need to talk about this.”

It took every ounce of self-control I had in me, but I kept walking.



DEFIANCE



I needed to hear it from Josh. I needed him to tell me the story of what had happened to him last year. If I didn’t hear it from his lips, I would always be wondering. And I couldn’t have that uncertainty. Not again. I needed something to be certain.

I walked into my room and grabbed my cell phone from my bag.

“What are you doing?” Natasha asked, closing the door behind us.

“I’m calling him.”

My palms were sweating and I could hardly breathe. I stuffed my left hand under my arm and held it there to keep it from quaking.

“Hey, Reed.”

His voice filled me, as always, with warm fuzzies. Even as typed words like withdrawn, agitated, and death flitted through my mind.

“I need to talk to you,” I said firmly.

“Are you okay?” he asked. See? Always concerned.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I just need to talk to you. In person.”

A moment of silence. “It’s past hours.”

“So we’ll meet somewhere.”

Natasha widened her eyes at me, but I turned my back on her.

“What’s this about, Reed?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you when I see you. Wherever,” I told him. “We just have to do this. Now.”

“Fine. The cemetery. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

He hung up before I could say goodbye.

I tossed the phone on my bed and grabbed my coat and scarf. I might have been sweating, but it was frigid outside. I was practically trembling with anxiety. I just wanted to get this over with. Hopefully tomorrow everything could go back to normal.

Not that we had yet figured out what that was. I was starting to realize that the term normal was relative.

“You’re sure about this?” Natasha asked me.

I checked my watch and buttoned the last button on my coat.

No, I’m not sure. But what else am I supposed to do?

“Yes. I’m sure. I’ll . . . see you later.”

Natasha sighed and I walked out into the hallway. “Normally,” I would have been concerned about getting snagged by our housemother, but I knew that she actually didn’t much care what any of us did as long as we could bribe her heavily enough. I didn’t have the means for that kind of thing, but by now I knew plenty of people who would do it for me as a reflex. It was us against Lattimer, and we always had the upper hand.

I was two steps from the front door. I needed to plan out what I was going to say. How was I going to broach this? How did you ask someone why they’d been lying to you when the only reason you knew they’d been lying was because you had searched through their stuff when their back was turned. What was I doing?

“Reed.”

I froze. As did my heart. It was Noelle.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

I turned around. She stood on the bottom step of the common stairs. I hadn’t even heard her behind me.

“I’m going to meet Josh.”

Her dark eyes were piercing. “Do you really think that’s the best idea?”

She was too serene. Too placid. How did she do that?

“It’s not true, Noelle,” I told her, infusing my voice with certainty. “Josh could never hurt anyone.”

“If you believe that, then why are you going to meet him?” she asked me. “What are you hoping to accomplish?”

“I . . . I just want to clear the air,” I told her. “I want to be—”

I stopped myself. Noelle’s full lips twisted into a smirk. “You want to be sure. Which means that you’re not. You’re not sure that this guy isn’t a cold-blooded killer and yet you’re going out, at night, to meet with him. Alone.”

I could feel my heart pounding in every vein. I wanted to rip that smirk right off her face. She was messing with my mind again, her favorite pastime. I had no idea why she wanted me to believe that Josh was a dangerous psychotic, but she did. But this time I wasn’t going to fall for it.

“I am sure,” I told her.

“I don’t appreciate this, Reed,” she said. “I go through all that trouble to get you evidence, to prove to you that I would never lie to you—which, by the way, I should never have had to do—and this is how you repay me?” She crossed her arms over her chest and stared me down. “You’re not going to go.”

I pulled my hat down over my head, covering the tips of my ears. “Watch me.”

Then I turned around and shoved the door open, blasting my way into the cold.



THE QUESTION



I stepped into the silence of Mitchell Hall and paused. The only light came from the tiny spotlights set into the ceiling, illuminating each of the ghostly headmasters. The place might as well have been a mausoleum, and for the first time since I’d walked righteously out of Billings, I considered turning back.

“Reed.”

His voice echoed down the hall. He was nowhere and everywhere.

“Josh?”

My heart beat in my throat. Why was he hiding? There was nothing but the sound of the blood rushing in my ears. How could I have come here without telling a soul where I was going? What was I thinking?

Answer: I hadn’t been thinking. I had been working on pure emotion, adrenaline, defiance. And now here I was. Alone.

“Josh, where are you?” I hated the fear in my voice, but it worked on Josh. He stepped into the hall at the far end, from the doorway to the art cemetery.

“Hi,” I said.

Josh didn’t smile.

Go home now. Get out of here.

“What are we doing here, Reed?” he asked.

I have no idea.

“I . . . I needed to talk to you.”

“Then come over here and talk to me,” he said.

I hesitated. There were a good twenty yards separating us. His face was half in shadow.

“Why don’t you want to come over here?”

Okay. Clearly this was a mistake.

“Is it because of what you found in my bag this afternoon?”

I felt like I had been shoved from all sides.

“How did you—”

“Lucas told me.” Josh slowly walked toward me. His footsteps were silent. Lucas? Ah, the Dreck boy. He’d done me a real solid. “Guys do talk, you know.”

No wonder he was acting so strange. He knew I had searched through his bag. He was pissed. As he came closer, his fingers clenched and unclenched, clenched and unclenched, causing my throat to knot.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I said, staring at his hands.

“Tell you what?” Josh asked with a scoff. “That I’m on five different mood regulators? That if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t even be the person you, well, that you know and like? Why would I tell you that? So that you could think I was some freak?”

I stared at him. Who would he be without them? Did it matter?

“You do like me, don’t you, Reed?” he asked. He was close enough that I could see his eyes now, and they were all hope.

“You know I do.”

“So then what?” He reached for my hand. I flinched, and he looked like I’d just driven a dagger into his back. I felt guilty and sorry and sad all at once. “What’s going on?” he asked.

Here it was. The moment of truth.

“Why are you at Easton, Josh?” I said quietly.

His face completely morphed. Everything went slack and his eyes swam. For a long, long moment he just stared at me like I’d betrayed him somehow. Finally, he turned away from me, shrouding himself in darkness.

“How did you find out?”

I took a breath. It hurt my lungs. “It doesn’t matter. I just need to know. What happened last year?”

His back to me, Josh pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. He let out a sort of low, strangled groan. It was insanely loud in the still hall. I flinched but didn’t move.

“My roommate died, okay?” he said, turning his face slightly so that I could see his profile. “He killed himself and I found him and it sucked and I lost it.”

“You lost it,” I repeated.

“Yes!” he shouted.

I jumped. He whirled around and approached me. “Of course I lost it. Wouldn’t you? You live with a guy for a year and a half and you think you know him. You think that if he was really depressed or something he would tell you. But no! No. He’s walking around like he’s king of the world and his shit’s all in a row and you’re going to Vail over Christmas with your families and everything’s freaking fine, and then one day you come back from biology and he’s there and he’s dead and there’s all this drool and blood from where he cracked his head when he fell and his eyes are all wide and you’re the one who gets to find him!”

With one, swift step, Josh was right in my face. His eyes were wild. Wild and not the slightest bit familiar. I didn’t move. My heart sent tiny little knives into my chest.

“But you don’t believe that, do you?” he said, screwing his face up in indignation. He took a step forward and now I edged away. “You think I don’t know what you’re thinking? You think I don’t know why we’re here?”

With each word his voice grew louder, more strained. He kept coming. And now I was scared enough to contemplate running, but somehow he had positioned himself between me and the door.

“Josh . . . calm down.”

I wanted him back. Wanted the Josh I knew. Not this crazy, spitting force of nature.

“Why should I calm down?” he blurted, placing one hand at the back of his head and flinging it away again. “I’m not an idiot, Reed.”

“So what am I thinking?” I asked. I was stalling for time. Trying to figure out how I could get past him. Wondering if he’d try to stop me.

“You’re thinking, Oh! Here’s this guy on all these psycho drugs with two dead roommates in two years, both of whom may or may not have been murdered. You’re thinking I’m a killer!”

He barked the last word and it startled me enough that I tripped backward. Josh stood up straight and looked at me, his face turning to stone.

“You’re afraid of me. Of me. God, how did this happen?” Josh covered his eyes again and took a deep, shaking breath. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I yelled at you.” His voice was suddenly pleading. “It’s just been so much and I thought . . . I thought you trusted me. I wanted to tell you about last year. I was going to, that day in Boston. I knew Lynn would bring it up, and I figured it would be the perfect time to tell you everything, but then you weren’t there and . . . and when you called me I was so scared you didn’t trust me anymore and I . . . was right.”

I took a deep breath and the tension inside me deflated ever so slightly. The violent outburst portion of tonight’s program seemed to have passed.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

Josh dropped his arms. “What?”

“Did you take your pills? Did you take them today?”

He sniffed indignantly. “No. I haven’t taken them in a while.”

I choked back a huge lump in my throat. “Why?”

“I was tired of being numb,” he said, turning his palms toward me. “My best friend died and I barely even felt it. What kind of person am I if I can’t even get upset over the fact that my best friend was murdered?”

In that moment, even as I was still shaking from his rant, my heart went out to him. I would never understand what it felt like to be him. To have no control over how I felt. Somehow, I just wanted to hug him. He looked so desperate.

“I had to feel something,” he said quietly.

There was a long moment of silence. All I could think about was how often I had wished for the ability to feel nothing. Over the past few weeks I must have wished it a thousand times.

“Maybe we should just go back,” I said finally.

“No. We’re not going back,” he said. He was calm now. Perfectly calm. The intense swings of mood were more worrisome than anything else. “I’m not leaving here until you believe me.”

“Josh—”

“Thomas was my best friend at this stupid school,” Josh said. He stared into my eyes. Focused now. Intense. With each word, he took another step closer to me. “We’ve been friends since we were kids. He was the whole reason Easton even took me after what happened at St. James. I owed him everything. He had his faults, but I would never, ever hurt him.”

Josh’s jaw clenched as he spoke. Each word came out tighter, more biting. More violent.

“But you don’t believe me, do you?” Josh asked, still advancing. I backed toward the wall behind me. “Why don’t you believe me, Reed? Tell me! Why don’t you believe me?”

“Josh, please,” I said. I pressed my back into the wall. Josh hovered over me.

“Tell me why!”

“It’s . . . it’s just, Noelle told me—”

“Noelle!” Josh laughed in freakish short bursts. “Noelle told you! Of course! We’re all Noelle’s little puppets, aren’t we?” He laughed, holding his hand up and moving his fingers around. “First she tells me to turn Rick in and what do I do? I turn Rick in! Then when that doesn’t work out, she decides to tell everyone I’m a serial killer! And you just go ahead and believe her! We’re all such good little puppets!”

My heart pounded painfully in my chest. He was out of his mind. Totally and completely out of his mind.

“Well, not anymore!” Josh shouted, rounding on me again. He slammed his hand into the wall above my head and bore down on me until I shrank toward the floor. “Not me! I’m not gonna let her manipulate me anymore!”

“Josh, please. You’re scaring me,” I whimpered. “Please, stop.”

Hovering above me, Josh’s face changed. It was as if he was seeing me there for the first time. And in that split second he looked petrified, mortified, clear.

“Oh my God, Reed. I’m sorry. I’m—”

At that instant, I was suddenly blinded. A bright white light hit me directly in my eyes and I threw my hands up as tears rolled down my face from the pain.

“Josh Hollis! This is the police!” a commanding voice shouted. “Step back from the girl.”

The glass door behind Josh squealed. I wrenched my eyes open. Josh’s arms were up, shielding his face. He was a dark shadow against the flood of light.

“What?” he said.

“Step away from the girl!” the voice repeated.

Josh looked at me, baffled, and stepped away from me. Instantly three cops rushed in from all angles and converged on him. Another grabbed me and checked me over, asking if I was all right. Over and over again. Was I all right?

“Yeah . . . yeah, fine,” I said. “What—”

“Joshua Hollis, you are under arrest.”

“What!?” I blurted.

Josh stood perfectly still as an older man slapped handcuffs around his wrists. Detective Hauer was there, his expression grim as he watched the proceedings.

“For what?” he asked.

The cop grabbed Josh’s arms and shoved him forward. “For the murder of Thomas Pearson.”





NO



“What’s going on?” I demanded. Shrill, out of control, seeing red. “Why are you arresting him? He didn’t hurt me! He just needs help!”

“Reed, please. Calm down,” Detective Hauer said.

“We should get her out of here. Take her into one of the parlors.”

That was Dean Marcus. This was one infraction too many. He was going to expel me. There was no doubt in my mind. And I didn’t even care. All I cared about was the fact that they were taking Josh away. That his face had completely shut down. That as they jostled him by us, he didn’t even try to look at me.

“Josh—”

“I recommend you don’t try talking to him just now,” Detective Hauer said, standing between me and the mass of people that seemed to be all over Josh.

“Screw you.”

“Miss Brennan!” the dean growled.

It just came out. Sorry. I’m from Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania, remember? Can’t be responsible for my sense of decorum while my new boyfriend is being hauled off for murdering my last one.

The detective backed me up and I stared at the folds of his coat. The three of us stood in the center of the hallway as several police officers escorted Josh out the doors and into the cold. A couple more searched the floor with their flashlights, looking for God knows what.

“What were you two doing here, Reed?” the detective asked me.

I looked him dead in the eye, incensed. “You do not get to ask me questions. You told me once that you would keep me informed about the investigation. You promised me,” I rambled. “Now I want you to tell me. Why are you arresting Josh? Did you find something? I don’t understand.”

The detective shook his head and turned away from me. “You need to calm down first.”

“No!”

I grabbed the sleeve of his ever-present trench coat. He looked down at my hand, surprised, and shot me a look that said, Do you really want to be doing that? I did not let go.

“Tell. Me.”

“Miss Brennan.”

They seemed to be the only two words the dean could say.

The detective reached down and gently removed my fingers from his arm. He let my hand go and I crossed my arms over my chest, lifting my chin. They had nothing. I knew it. I knew they had nothing.

“We found the murder weapon, Reed,” he said quietly.

My jaw clenched. I felt myself start to drift. A defense mechanism.

“What was it?” My voice was full.

“A baseball bat.”

I blinked. My vision blurred entirely. A baseball bat. The violence that implied was too much for my brain to handle.

“Josh Hollis’s baseball bat. With his fingerprints, and only his fingerprints, all over it.”

One fat tear escaped and tumbled down my chin, dropping onto my sleeve.

“I’m sorry, Reed,” Detective Hauer said. “You have no idea how sorry.”





FIND THE PSYCHO



Dean Marcus walked me back to Billings. Noelle, Ariana, and Kiran all stood outside with their coats on, waiting for me. I didn’t even feel relieved to see them. I was never going to feel anything ever again.

“We’ll talk tomorrow,” the dean said from behind me.

Tomorrow I would be going home. That was what he meant. Tomorrow this nightmare would be over and I would be returned to my previous nightmare.

“Reed.”

Ariana stepped forward and hugged me. I didn’t move. Didn’t try to hug her back. She didn’t seem to notice. When she pulled away, she gripped my upper arms with both hands and looked me in the eye.

“Are you all right?”

I stared at her. Looked past her to Noelle and Kiran. I walked past them all. Numb.

“I’m sorry, Reed.”

I stopped short. Noelle had just apologized. Slowly, I turned.

“I’m the one who called the police. I couldn’t let you be holed up in Mitchell Hall alone with that psycho.”

I didn’t ask how she knew where we were. She, as I was constantly being reminded, knew everything.

“Don’t call him that,” I said.

“Reed, he is a psycho,” Kiran told me, stepping forward. “When Noelle called the police, they were already out looking for him. They had just found the murder weapon. If they hadn’t gotten there in time—”

“Shut up,” I said, my voice flat.

“Reed. I just saved your life,” Noelle said.

I looked up from the ground and into her dark eyes. She really believed that. She believed Josh would have killed me if she hadn’t made the call. Was she right? Was Josh the insane one around here? Or was it Noelle who was delusional? Delusional enough that she could make herself believe she was innocent? That she cared about other people. That she was above reproach. I glanced over at Ariana, at her cool, ice-blue eyes. At Kiran and her expectant, self-righteous stare. These were my friends. These were the people I had chosen. Who had chosen me.

“I told you, Reed,” Noelle said, stepping forward. She reached up and flicked my hair behind my shoulder, smoothing it down. “I just wanted to protect you.”

“I know,” I said. “Thank you. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t made that call.”

It was what they wanted to hear. It was the only thing that would get me away from them.

Noelle’s face finally broke into a smile. Mission accomplished. “You’re welcome.”

“I’m going to bed now.”

My hand was on the front door at Billings when Noelle spoke again.

“I’ll always be here for you, Reed. We all will. We’re not going anywhere.”

The wind whistled down from the trees, and a chill raced down my spine.

“Not ever.”





NOT EVER



Natasha was not, as I had anticipated, waiting for me in our room to shower me with concern. Most likely she was up on the roof talking to Leanne, relating everything that had happened. Good. I felt like I needed to be alone. The lights were all out, but her computer screen glowed, casting an eerie blue sheen over everything. I sat down on the edge of my bed and stared.

A baseball bat. Josh’s fingerprints. Hauer was sorry.

I couldn’t stop thinking about what Josh had said just before the police arrived. That we were all Noelle’s puppets. That she was the one who’d suggested Rick as a suspect. And he was right. Josh might have turned the guy in, but it had been Noelle who had planted the seed that day in the car. Did it mean anything, or was it just one more thing Josh had said to throw me off his scent?

Who was telling the truth? Was anyone? Did these people even know what truth was anymore, or had they just twisted its meaning to fit their needs like they did with everything else?

Natasha’s computer let out a blip. I glared at it. It was impeding my downward spiral. Then I saw that an IM screen had popped up in the corner. Every inch of me started to throb.

It couldn’t be. It couldn’t. But I had to know.

I pushed myself up and walked slowly across the room. In the box was a screen name I didn’t recognize.

Girl_with_a_Pearl: Reed?

My blood ran cold. As I watched, the computer bleeped again. Another message popped up.

Girl_with_a_Pearl: Reed? R U there?

I sat down in Natasha’s chair. My mouth was clammy and sour. My fingers trembled.

Rbrennan391: who is this?

Girl_with_a_Pearl: prove u r Reed.

My heart stopped beating.

Rbrennan391: how?

Girl_with_a_Pearl: ur middle name, brother’s name, dog’s name. u have 10 seconds.

What the? How could I type that fast when I was about to quake to death?

Rbrennan391: Myra, Scott, Hershey. WHO IS THIS???

There was a long pause. I sat there, petrified, waiting for the computer to tell me that Girl_with_a_Pearl had logged off. Then, suddenly, the bleep.

Girl_with_a_Pearl: It’s Taylor. Whatever they told you about me is not true. It’s all lies, Reed. All of it. You have to believe me. . . .
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VULTURES



When faced with tragedy, we gather as many people around us as we possibly can. Mere acquaintances become best friends. Enemies become kindred spirits. We need people so later we can look back and say, “I went through that with them.” People who can remind us that what we experienced, what we felt, was real. That we were there. So on that morning in early December, when we were all roused from our cozy dorm rooms just as the gray mist of dawn had started to rise, everyone set about finding that group to cling to. Someone to link arms with to make us feel less vulnerable, less unsure. Less like the world was on the verge of caving in.

My group had found me. They had huddled around me from the moment we stepped out of Billings House and hadn’t broken ranks once on the slow walk across the Easton Academy campus to the chapel. Noelle. Ariana. Kiran. Natasha. Then, further out, Cheyenne, Rose, London, Vienna, and the others, their shoes crunching through the frost-caked grass. They wanted me to feel safe. To feel protected. Or so it must have looked to the outside world. In my world—in my head—I was no longer sure of anything.

Where had the police taken Josh? Was he scared? Was he cold? What was he thinking? I kept seeing his face. The look of shock as they dragged him away. The pleading in his eyes. I kept hearing him tell me he could never hurt Thomas. Could I believe him? Could I believe anyone at Easton anymore?

It’s all lies, Reed, Taylor had written to me. All of it.

There was a shout in the distance. Someone near me flinched. Everyone paused and turned, but there was nothing to see. Two crows cawed their way across the gray sky overhead, and for a long moment no one moved. Hundreds of steaming clouds of breath mingled in the air around us. Silence.

“Let’s go,” Noelle said finally, nudging us forward.

I looked at her face for the first time all morning. The cold had turned her cheeks pink, and her brown eyes were bright. Beautiful as ever. She smiled at me reassuringly as the wind tossed her thick brown hair across her face. I didn’t smile back.

Footsteps jogged to catch up with us. Soon Dash McCafferty and Gage Coolidge were upon us, falling into step.

“Hey.” Dash kissed Noelle’s temple. His blond hair had been blown up on the side by the wind and stuck there, making him look even more like an Abercrombie model than usual.

“What was that?” Noelle asked, glancing back over her shoulder.

“Vultures,” Gage said through his teeth. His striped rugby scarf was tossed around his neck and chin, and his hair was slick with water from the shower. He must have been freezing, but he was too cool to show it.

“Reporters,” Dash amended. “They’re camped out down by the gates. Dean Marcus had them locked last night after the police left. My father got a phone call an hour ago informing him of heightened security measures. They must’ve called all the parents.”

“Fab,” Kiran said. “Bet my mother loved that wake-up call.”

“One of ’em scaled the fence, though. Trey was on his run and saw Scat ‘escorting’ some slag with a video camera off campus,” Gage informed us. He made a fist with one leather-gloved hand and pressed it into his other palm. “Fucking vultures.”

“Scat’s the head of security,” Natasha, my roommate, informed me, noting the question in my eyes.

I had seen him before. Large man. No neck. Perpetual scowl. I never realized anyone knew his name.

“So we’re locked in,” Kiran stated. She shivered and lifted the fur collar of her coat higher on her throat so that it grazed her perfect cheekbones. With her huge sunglasses covering her eyes and her dark hair down around her face, she looked for all the world like a starlet trying to avoid the paparazzi.

“For now,” Dash told us. “Until they figure out what to do next.”

“What’s to figure?” Noelle asked. “They have the murderer in custody now, don’t they?”

I wasn’t sure whose scathing look was more deadly, mine or Dash’s. Probably his, since I was fairly certain he’d never looked at Noelle like that before in all the time they’d known one another, which was forever. We had arrived at the open chapel entry. The door was flanked by the Ketlar advisor, Mr. Cross, and my history teacher, Mr. Barber. Dash turned, jaw clenched, and stormed inside without another word to his beloved girlfriend.

“What’s his malfunction?” Noelle said.

“I think there’s a little something called innocent until proven guilty?” Natasha replied. Noelle rolled her eyes. Rolled her eyes at the suggestion that perhaps Josh Hollis, our friend, had perhaps not cold-bloodedly murdered Thomas Pearson.

“Let’s keep it moving, ladies,” Mr. Barber said, waving his hand. He stared past us with piercing eyes, as if keeping the lookout for some unknown danger. “Let’s keep it moving.”

I stepped into the hushed chapel and started down the aisle to the sophomore section. A chill rushed through me at the sudden loss of the Billings Girls’ surrounding body heat, but I felt somehow free. I realized fully for the first time that I’d been aching to get away from them. To be alone and have some time to think. Then a cold hand closed around my wrist.

“We’ll be right back here if you need us, Reed,” Ariana said, her ice blue eyes boring straight through me.

I tried to pull my arm away, but she held firm.

“I know,” I told her, speaking my first words of the day.

She released me and smiled angelically. “Good.”

It’s all lies, Reed, Taylor had written. All of it.

I turned my back to her and found my seat.



NEW RULES



I left my coat on and buttoned, the better to make a fast escape when it was all over. The murmuring in the chapel had a panicked quality. It was obvious that the seniors and juniors near the back knew exactly what had happened, while most of the sophomores and all of the freshmen were speculating cluelessly. The difference was in their eyes. The older students’ eyes were narrowed—stunned but pensive. The younger kids had a wide-eyed, what-the-hell-is-going-on look about them. These were the details I noted as I sat. Paying attention to them kept my mind off things I didn’t want to think about.

“Do you have any idea what’s going on?” Constance Talbot asked, sliding into the seat next to mine. Her red hair was back in a sloppy French braid, good for hiding the fact that it hadn’t been washed. Colorful shafts of light came through the stained glass windows and bathed her face in pink and yellow. She shimmied out of her gray wool coat and bent forward, trying to catch my eye. “Reed? Come on. I know you know.”

She assumed this because I was in Billings. And the Billings Girls knew everything. Which maybe I did, but too late. Always too late.

“Reed?” she sounded more urgent, concerned. “Reed? Are you okay?”

The chapel doors closed. Silence fell. Everyone faced forward. Even Constance. It was easy to quiet this place when the students were salivating for news. My gloved hands closed into fists on my lap. Dean Marcus stepped up to the altar at the front of the chapel. His wrinkled face looked pale and tired. He pressed both hands into the surface of the podium.

“Students, can I have your attention, please?” he said, even though he already had it. His voice was deep and authoritative. It didn’t match his wan appearance. “Thanks to all of you for gathering here quickly and in an orderly fashion. As always I’m impressed with the level of maturity of our student body. I only ask that when you hear what I have to say, you maintain your calm. Right now, more than ever, this community needs to know that it can rely on itself and its members, that we will not let one another down. These are the high standards I expect from the students of Easton. These are the high standards you should expect from yourselves.”

There was a lot of shifting and a few murmurs. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Constance look at me.

Dean Marcus took a deep breath. “Students, I regret to inform you that a member of the junior class, Joshua Hollis, has been arrested on suspicion of murder.”

“What?”

“Oh my God.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me. Josh Hollis is a Boy Scout!” someone shouted.

“It’s always the quiet ones,” someone else said solemnly.

There was no stopping the din now. It consumed the chapel. Constance grabbed my hand. All she got was a cold fist.

“Students! Students!” the dean shouted.

He was ignored. Everyone was busy gasping, blabbering about how they couldn’t believe it. Someone, somewhere, was crying. Crying. Who the hell was crying?

“I can’t believe this. I can’t believe someone we know killed someone. . . .”

He didn’t. He didn’t do it. Stop saying he did it.

“Reed. Oh my God. Did you know about this? Are you okay?” Constance asked me, turning so that our knees were touching. “Reed, you’re freaking me out here. Say something.”

I wanted to. I didn’t want to freak her out. But I knew that if I opened my mouth or so much as truly looked at her, I would break down. And I couldn’t have that. Not now. Not yet.

“Silence!” Dean Marcus roared. He brought his fist down several times on the surface of the podium. “I will have silence!”

That did it. The place was suddenly as still as night. His watery eyes traveled the room slowly.

“I realize that this is difficult news to hear, and that it is even harder to accept, and that is why I wanted you to hear it from me. I wanted to tell you this before it came out in the newspapers, before rumors started flying, because I wanted to remind you that we here at Easton support one another. Let us all remember one of the most important laws of our society—that a person is innocent until he or she is proven guilty,” the dean said, leaning over the podium. Somewhere, I knew Natasha was smirking. “If Mr. Hollis is proven to be guilty, we will deal with it then, but until that time he is still a member of this community, and as such he is due our respect and support.”

For that one moment, I liked the dean. I liked him very much.

“Now, I don’t have to tell you that the next few weeks are going to be a trying time for this academy,” the dean continued. “Not only do you all face the challenge of final exams, but there will be reporters, gossip hounds, and so-called newspeople, all bent on bringing this institution to its knees. We all know how cruel the media can be, and they adore a scandal like this one. I also know how seductive the spotlight can be, so I have taken steps to ensure that none of you are tempted. From today on, the gates around this campus are closed to outsiders. No one other than your immediate family—your parents, your guardians—will be allowed on campus.”

There was a long pause. No one moved.

“More important, no students will be allowed to leave this campus unless in the company of a parent or guardian.”

This got a reaction. How could it not? I had been hearing murmurs for weeks about trips to New York and Boston. Shopping excursions, club-hopping, posh holiday dinners at exclusive restaurants. In one fell swoop the dean was robbing these privileged kids of their lifestyles.

“Do not even think about testing me on this one, people. It is nonnegotiable,” the dean continued. “If you do attempt to test me, there will be dire consequences.”

Once again his glare set upon each of us. The faculty members who stood along the walls seemed to crowd in toward us, like they were ready to grab anyone who tried to make a break for it.

“We will concentrate on our studies. We will remember what this institution is all about, and we will live it every day. Tradition. Honor. Excellence.”

“Tradition. Honor. Excellence,” the student body mumbled grumpily.

Like it was all about them. Like the most important thing said at this assembly had been about the locked gates, the new restrictions.

Like Josh had already been forgotten.



MOTIVE



For once I didn’t even bother getting food. Not that I’d been able to eat much lately, but usually I at least went through the motions, got myself a trayful of whatever and maybe tried to take at least one bite. But I was tired of pretending. Who the hell was I keeping up appearances for, anyway? I walked along the wall of the cavernous cafeteria, past all the quaint paintings of rural New England set in their ornate frames, listening to the chatter bouncing off the domed ceiling. The students around me stared and whispered, but I was used to that by now.

I sat at our usual table, alone, and slumped in my chair with one question plaguing my mind: Who had killed Thomas? I knew Josh hadn’t done it. Knew it in my bones. But if he hadn’t, then who had? I had to know. More important, the police had to know. If the real killer was exposed, they would have to let Josh go. As simple as that. But who else could possibly have done it? Who had a reason to kill Thomas?

Noelle and the others arrived with their trays of hot oatmeal, toasted bagels, and steaming coffee, and crowded in around me.

“Reed, I know you’re depressed and all, but bad posture isn’t going to make it any better,” Kiran said. She perched on the edge of her own chair, slim legs crossed at the ankle, and lifted a heavy, scented magazine from her bag.

“Give her one day to wallow, Emily Post,” Noelle said.

Kiran shrugged. “Fine, but when you’re a hunchback at forty, don’t come crying to me.”

Dash dropped like a boulder into the chair across from Noelle and stabbed repeatedly at his oatmeal with his spoon.

“Problem?” Noelle asked, arching a brow.

Dash stared. “No. Everything’s fine, actually. One friend dead, one in jail. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m feeling pretty damn upbeat.”

“I just can’t believe he did it,” Noelle pondered. “Little Josh Hollis, a murderer.”

“You’re the one who decided it was him,” I blurted.

All movement at the table stopped. Like someone had hit the pause button on my life.

“Excuse me?” Noelle said.

I could rewind. Take it back. But I didn’t want to. The incredulity with which she’d said those two words made me want to hurl something at her. Last night she had been all cocky assurances that Josh was a psycho. That he had potentially murdered before. She had no right to act surprised and appalled.

“You! You’re the one who called the police on him,” I said. “And now all of a sudden you’re shocked?”

Noelle slowly placed her glass of juice down on the table. “Let me clarify something, Reed. I was suspicious before, not certain.”

“Well, I don’t know what makes you so certain now,” Dash said. “Just because the police arrested him, that doesn’t make him guilty.”

“Boy has a point,” Natasha said.

“Thank you. I’m sorry, but I have a hard time believing that one of us could kill someone,” Dash said, the color in his face rising.

“It happens all the time,” Ariana said lightly, as though she were announcing the weather forecast. “People snap.”

“Yeah, but not Josh. The guy’s like a Disney character,” Dash said.

“All I know is, I’m glad it’s over,” Kiran said, flipping blithely through her magazine. “I’ve been so stressed out, I missed all the calls for the good spring shows. If that slut Melenka gets first curtain at Stella McCartney, I’m going to kill someone.”

My fingers closed around Natasha’s butter knife. Natasha’s hand gently covered mine.

“Wow, Kiran, you just rose to previously uncharted levels of shallowness,” Natasha said.

“Do you come with a mute button?” Kiran responded. “Because I, for one, am sick of your high-and-mightiness.”

“Well, well! The bitch is back!” Gage said, patting Kiran on the back so hard she flinched. “It’s a pleasure.”

He was right. Kiran was in rare form. Possibly even meaner than she’d been before Thomas’s disappearance. These people really thought it was over. Josh had done it. Throw away the key.

“It just doesn’t make any sense, that’s all I’m saying,” Gage put in. “Don’t you need a motive for murder? What the hell would Josh’s motive have been? He and Thomas were so close they were practically gay.”

A couple of people chuckled. My stomach clenched.

“Wow. So I guess we all took our immaturity pills this morning,” Natasha said pointedly. She’d just been outed to all of us a couple of months back, which made Gage’s joke particularly appalling.

“No offense,” Gage said, without an ounce of sincerity. “All I’m saying is, maybe it was a crime of passion,” he suggested, looking directly at me.

Ariana coughed and quickly covered her mouth with her napkin. Noelle eyed her like she was afraid she might choke, but made no move to help.

“They weren’t actually gay,” Ariana added, gaining control of her cough.

“No. Not like that. I’m saying maybe Josh killed Pearson because of a new girl.”

My entire face prickled with heat. Gage smiled at my obvious discomfort.

“You’re saying Josh . . . killed Thomas . . . because he wanted me?” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Why not? It’s not like it hasn’t been done before,” Gage said, leaning toward me across the table. “We all know they both wanted your body, though I, for one, never got the appeal.” His cold eyes flicked over me like I was dirt. “You’re nothing but trouble, New Girl. Have been ever since you got here.”

“Shut up, Coolidge,” Noelle said, watching my face.

“What? You can’t say it isn’t true. She—”

Dash brought his fist down on the table. Dishes and silverware jumped. “Back off her, man.”

That was a tone no one could ignore. Gage’s glee finally left him, and he dropped back in his chair like a petulant child. Everyone else slowly went back to their meals. I found myself staring at the wall clock over Gage’s head, watching the second hand tick, tick, tick, until breakfast was finally over and we were released.



CRACK SECURITY



My classrooms felt smaller and grayer than usual. The tall windows looked out on a slate-gray sky, and now and then the wind would whip a tree branch against an ancient windowpane and everyone would jump. It was like we were all waiting for a bomb to drop, and why not? Every time we reached a tentative peace around this place, something huge happened to unsettle us all again. It was the status quo.

Each class that day began either with a lecture on staying the course, or a group therapy session about our feelings—all except for history. Mr. Barber being the no-nonsense type, he got right down to a review of the homework. I kept waiting for him to call on me, to try to embarrass me in front of the class. I even had a few choice comebacks all lined up. But in a rare show of compassion, the man ignored my existence.

As soon as classes let out for the day, I ran across the withering grass to Gwendolyn Hall, an old, condemned class building with crumbling stone walls and boarded-up windows. I bounded up the deteriorating steps and into the alcove in front of the door, trying not to think about the last time I’d been there—who I’d been with. Trying not to imagine spirits and ghosts and moments I could never live again. Hands shaking, I stashed my book bag under one of the benches. The place was like a cave, dark and cold—at least twenty degrees colder than the air outside. No one ever came to Gwendolyn unless it was for a quick tryst, and I had to hope that on a day like today, the make-out spot would remain deserted.

On my way out I paused for the splittest of seconds. I couldn’t help it. The last time I had been here, I’d been with Thomas. Right there. Right on that bench, with his lips and his hands and his warmth. . . . God, it had been perfect then. I had been so naïve. So happy. No idea what was coming. The pointlessness of it all threatened to overwhelm me. But then I threw up a brick wall inside my mind to stay the flood. I couldn’t indulge that kind of self-pity right now. I was on a mission.

Throwing the hood of my gray sweatshirt over my head, I hugged my coat close to me, looked both ways, and ran. The tall gray buildings of Easton loomed over me on all sides, glaring down at me like disapproving elders. I ignored the creeping feeling of being watched and upped the pace.

Behind the trees on the north end of the property, there was a fence. Cut out of that fence was a hole, big enough for a girl in a ball gown to crouch through. Everyone in Billings and Ketlar knew where the hole was—it had allowed us to sneak out and in on the night of the Legacy, the night all this misery had begun. I just hoped we were the only ones who knew about it. For a few long moments I was out in the open for anyone to see and snag and expel, but I refused to look anywhere but straight ahead. The dean’s warnings rang in my head, but I ignored them. If someone was going to catch me, they were going to catch me on the run.

My lungs burned from the cold as I ducked through the line of trees, branches snapping at my face. I threw my back against the fence and sucked in a breath. Then I held it and listened. No air sirens, no shouting, no rabid guard dogs lusting for blood.

Walking sideways, I slowly made my way along the fence until I found the hole. Flashes from the night of the Legacy accosted me. Cold, wet feet; mud-stained skirts; Josh’s hand as he helped me through. The look on his face when he’d told me they’d found Thomas. That Thomas was dead. My heart seized just thinking about it. If anyone needed proof that Josh was innocent, they needed to have been there at that moment. Unfortunately, I couldn’t replicate my memory and play it for the judge and jury.

I shoved myself through the opening, caring little for the thousand-dollar coat Kiran had given me, then headed for the road. When my feet hit asphalt, I felt home free, but then I saw it, out of the corner of my eye: the media camp. At least four vans, their satellite antennae looming up into the sky. Dozens and dozens of reporters, cameramen, and various lackeys. They were all grouped around the Easton gates as if they might open at any second, like the gates of Oz, and admit them to the story of their lives.

Holding my breath, I sprinted across the street and ducked into the forest of trees on the opposite side of the road. Under cover, I made my way through piles of wet leaves and over fallen branches, the wet permeating my sneakers and soaking my socks. As I passed the crowd, I saw a man in a blue jumper perched on a ladder, affixing a security camera to a pillar at the side of the gates. The reporters shouted questions up at him.

“How do the students feel, knowing the administration has allowed a murderer to walk among them for the past few months?”

“Is there a feeling of terror on campus?”

“What are the boy’s friends like? Do you believe he had any accomplices?”

These people were evil. I could only imagine the salivating they would do at my feet if I stepped into the clear and offered up my story. But that wasn’t me. I didn’t want a spotlight. I just wanted my boyfriend back. Half a mile up the road, I emerged onto the street again and speed-walked toward town.



ACCOMPLICE



The windows along Main Street in the Village of Easton glowed with welcoming warmth. Even with the cold, the streets were bustling, pairs of ladies strolled the sidewalks, popping into shops as tiny bells tinkled overhead. A woman in a black suit whisked the priceless jewelry out of the display window of one store as I passed by, getting ready to close up for the evening. She caught my eye and smiled quizzically, probably amused by the odd sight of a teenage girl in a designer coat and a tattered gray sweatshirt hood pulled tightly around her face. I ducked my head, sidestepped a couple on their way into a swank steakhouse, and kept walking toward the center of town.

VILLAGE OF EASTON, ESTABLISHED 1840. That was what the plaque on the quaint brick police station read. I stepped through the doors into a small, well-lit office, bustling with uniformed officers and detectives. I had a feeling that this was not a normal scene. That the place was usually a lot less active than this. After all, they had a murder suspect in custody. I bet no one had clocked out since they’d brought Josh through the doors. This was far too exciting for them.

Two people jumped up from chairs near the wall the moment they saw me. One shoved a tape recorder in my face.

“What’s your name, Miss? Do you go to Easton Academy?”

There was a blur of movement and suddenly I was being roughly escorted toward the wall by Detective Hauer. He gave me an exasperated look and turned around, effectively blocking me from the reporters.

“Look, you two already have our official statement. You’re gonna get nothing else here, so why don’t you just go look under some other rock?”

The reporters scurried out, and I removed my hood and stood up straight. This was not going to be easy.

“What are you doing here, Reed?” the detective asked me. His blue shirt was wrinkled and the sleeves rolled up. There was some kind of tattoo on his forearm, but when he saw me looking, he crossed his arms over his chest.

“I want to see Josh,” I told him, lifting my chin.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he replied.

And just like that, there he was. Past Hauer’s shoulder, Josh appeared. His hands were cuffed, and a woman with a severe bun and pointy features gripped his arm. They were all the way on the other side of the bullpen area, putting at least a dozen officers between him and me. It would take a miracle to get one word in, but I had to try. I stepped aside, out from the shadow of Detective Hauer’s bulk, and Josh’s eyes lit up.

“Reed!”

Every cop in the place looked from him to me and back again.

“Josh! Are you all right?”

“I’m fine! I—”

“Get him out of here!” Detective Hauer bellowed, exasperated.

Josh’s eyes filled with terror as the woman yanked on his arm. I took a few steps forward but was blocked by a security counter. He was just a few feet away, but I couldn’t get near him. I could have clawed my way out of my skin.

“No. Wait a second!” Josh struggled away, took a step toward me. “Talk to Lewis-Hanneman and Blake! They saw me that night!” he shouted as the woman took hold of him again, this time with a lot more conviction. Lewis-Hanneman and Blake. The dean’s assistant and Thomas’s brother, Blake Pearson. I’d heard rumors. Was he saying the rumors were true? That they were still having an affair? “The art cemetery! Reed! Please! Get them to tell the truth!”

Then he was shoved through a door and the door was slammed.

That was all I needed. The slam popped a balloon inside of me, and I burst into tears.

“Come with me, Reed.” The detective’s voice was low and soothing and right in my ear. “Come on, kid. Come here.”

My hands were over my face as I sobbed. I choked for breath. I felt his palm on my back, leading me somewhere. I fell into a chair without seeing it. Folded my arms on a table and cradled my head. Soft words were spoken. A door opened and closed. A chair was pulled out. When I could finally breathe again, I lifted my head. My nose was so clogged I had to breathe through my mouth, and my face was tight from the tears.

“This is so wrong!” I wailed, throwing my arms out straight.

Detective Hauer was sitting across from me. He leaned forward and placed the tips of his fingers together. “Reed—”

“You can’t keep him here! He didn’t do anything!”

“Reed—”

“No! You have to let me talk to him,” I begged. “Please!”

“Reed!”

His shout brought me up short. I sniffled and wiped under my nose with the end of my sleeve, shaking as I looked away. The detective pushed a cup of water toward me and nodded at it. I took a drink. Until that moment I hadn’t realized how empty my body was.

“I’m very sorry that you’re mixed up in all of this,” the detective said calmly. “But you need to go back to school now. You need to try to get back to your life.”

I snorted.

“Come on, you’ve got school. You’ve got your friends. Don’t you have finals to study for?”

“Like any of that matters,” I said.

He scooted closer to me. “You have to trust that we’re doing our job. You have to trust that we’re going to get this right. You need to stay out of it, Reed. For your own good.”

“But . . . but what about what he just said?” I asked, sitting up. “About Blake Pearson and the secretary from school. Were they there? Does he have an alibi?”

“We’ve looked into it,” he said impatiently.

“And?”

“And I can’t divulge any details of our investigation,” he told me.

“But you have to tell me! I need to know what’s—”

“We have our suspect, Reed,” Hauer said through his teeth. “Don’t go giving my superiors a reason to think he had an accomplice.”

A cold finger of dread slid down my spine. He wasn’t serious. He couldn’t be.

“Now, we are going to get up and leave this office quietly,” he said. “I’ll drive you back to campus.”

He glanced at the one window high in the wall. It was already pitch-black outside, courtesy of December.

“I don’t need a ride. I’m sure it’s perfectly safe,” I told him, finally regaining control. I stood up and lifted my hood. “After all, you’ve got the big, bad killer all locked up, don’t you?” I added sarcastically.

He sighed, puffing out his cheeks. Like he didn’t know what to do with me. Well, he didn’t have to do anything. I could take care of myself. I turned around and strode out of the room, proudly surprised that my knees didn’t so much as quiver along the way.



DELETED



That night I took a long, extraordinarily hot shower, and when I emerged, my room was empty—which I had been counting on. Natasha often vacated it at about this time to go up to the roof and call her girlfriend, Leanne Shore. Her cell never worked in our room, and considering that it had started snowing and gusting about a half an hour earlier, I had to give the girl points for effort. She must have really been in love.

I needed this time to myself, to think about what Josh had said. To figure out what I was going to do next. But first things first. I dropped my towel on my bed and sat down at Natasha’s computer. I had been aching to e-mail Taylor Bell ever since the night before, when her mysterious IM had been abruptly cut off. I opened up an e-mail window and typed, happy to find that my fingers were no longer trembling, as they had been since my encounter with Detective Hauer.

To: taylor_bell@gmail.com

From: rbrennan391@aol.com

Subject: IM

Don’t leave me hanging, Taylor. I have to know. What do you mean, it’s all lies? Where are you? What’s not true? Please write back asap.

—Reed

I sent the e-mail, and two seconds later a new message icon appeared on the screen. I clicked it. It was a terminal failure message. The account taylor_bell@gmail.com had been deleted.



PROVE IT



There was this new sensation inside my chest. It had sparked up when I’d seen Josh, so helpless and alone, in the police station, and it had only grown stronger since then. Taylor’s “deletion” had fueled the fire, and when I’d woken up the following morning, the feeling had taken over. It was a sort of buzzing that started deep inside my core and was now radiating outward. It was a desire to do something. To figure out what the hell was actually going on in the hallowed halls of Easton. A desire to get off my ass and fix this.

Screw Hauer. Someone had killed Thomas and it wasn’t Josh. Maybe he thought it was okay to have the wrong person in jail, but I didn’t. I was desperate to do something. I was my own person. It was time to start making my own decisions.

As my last class drew to a close the next day, I was out of my desk so fast my chair might as well have been an ejector seat. I speed-walked out of the crowded class building, nearly tripping a few people along the way, and went directly to Hell Hall. After bounding up four flights of carpeted steps, irritating several teachers and administrators along the way, I opened the door to the dean’s outer office, winded like I’d just run a marathon.

Ms. Lewis-Hanneman looked up from her desk. There was an almost imperceptible twitch of her eye when she saw me. Her grip on her pen tightened. She looked small at her monstrous desk, surrounded as she was by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves packed with leather-bound books.

“The dean isn’t in,” she said, her tone clipped. “If you’d like to make an appointment . . .”

I stepped up to her desk and really looked at her for the first time. And for the first time, I saw it. Sure, she had the austere hairstyle and the big glasses, but add to that the blond hair, high cheekbones, and big blue eyes and she was like the saucy, repressed librarian in that fantasy that all guys seemed to harbor. No wonder Blake was attracted to her. All she had to do was take the pins out of her hair and you could cue the sexy music.

“I’m not here to see the dean,” I told her. “I want to talk to you.”

My heart was in my throat, but my adrenaline allowed me to take on a commanding tone, one that made Lewis-Hanneman’s eyebrows arch.

“If you’re selling that sinful fudge for the field hockey team, I’m not interested,” she said.

I clutched the books I was still carrying to my chest. “Actually, I wanted to ask you what you were doing in Mitchell Hall the night of Thomas’s murder.”

Ms. Lewis-Hanneman lost all color. It was like watching a milk bottle empty. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Oh, you so do.

My heart pounded. She was lying right to my face. Did she not know what was at stake here?

“You don’t,” I challenged.

“No. I don’t?” she replied. “Now, if you’d like to make an appointment to see the dean, I can arrange that for you. Otherwise, I have a lot of work to do.”

Her pen shook in her grasp as she pretended to make some important note on her legal pad. I didn’t move a muscle. I had gotten to her. I had this adult squirming. And I felt . . . powerful. I wondered if this was how Noelle felt every moment of every day. I stepped closer to her desk to see how much “work” she could get done with me breathing down her neck. Finally, she blew out a sigh and placed the pen on the desk.

“I believe I asked you to leave,” she said firmly, looking up at me.

“I know you were there,” I said, channeling Noelle. “And I know who you were with.”

Let’s see how you take that.

Her eyes never left my face. “Are you attempting to blackmail me, Miss Brennan?”

I blinked. Okay. So maybe I’d been thinking about blackmailing her, but just hearing her say it made me back off. That was Noelle’s M.O., not mine. And I wasn’t about to go there, as tempting as it was. A girl had to draw a line. Eventually.

“No. I’m asking you to just do the right thing,” I said, deciding on a different tack. “If you have an alibi for Josh Hollis, you have to go to the police. This is his whole life we’re talking about here.”

She held my gaze for a long moment. There was a second in which I saw the pity in her eyes. Saw that she knew what I was dealing with here. Knew how scared I was. In that second I was sure she was going to agree with me, but it passed as quickly as it had come.

“Miss Brennan, I already told the police everything I know, which is exactly nothing,” she said coolly. “I was at home by myself that night. My husband was away on business, and he and I spoke on the phone. That is the extent of my memory of that night.”

“You’re lying,” I spat.

“At the risk of sounding like a five-year-old here, Miss Brennan . . . prove it.”

I wanted to smack her across the face. Pull her hair out. Rip her glasses off and throw them at the wall. But at that moment, the door opened and the dean walked in, and I never had the chance to find out if I was actually capable of such a tantrum.

“Miss Brennan,” Dean Marcus said, surprised to see me. He removed his tweed hat and held it before him. “How are you?”

I took a step back from Ms. Lewis-Hanneman’s desk. Putting some distance between us seemed to assuage the need to hurt her.

“I’m all right,” I said, my voice quaking.

He looked at me as if I was some foreign creature. Something he was wary of approaching. Should he hold his hand out under my nose so I could sniff him out, or would I bite?

“I . . . I know this must be a difficult time for you,” he said finally, squaring himself to me. “If you ever need to talk . . .”

Part of me wanted to laugh. Like Dean Marcus was the person I’d come to in that situation. But then I realized he was trying to be kind, and guilt squashed the laughter.

“That’s okay,” I told him. “Thanks for the offer.”

I glanced at Ms. Lewis-Hanneman, and there was a triumphant look in her eye at the level of discomfort in the room. At that moment I resolved that I was going to get her to confess what she knew. One way or another, she was going to help me get Josh out of jail. Whether she liked it or not.



THESE ARE MY FRIENDS



I needed Noelle. That much was clear. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that she would have gotten the truth out of Ms. Lewis-Hanneman. She wouldn’t have backed off. She wouldn’t have stopped until she’d gotten what she wanted. I couldn’t do the things Noelle could do. Maybe that was a bad thing. Maybe it was a good thing. I hadn’t entirely decided yet. But at least in the meantime I had the girl who was capable of anything in my corner.

At least, I was pretty sure I did.

As I walked across the frigid campus toward Billings House that night, I had to wonder. Yes, Noelle had been a good friend to me. At least, she had since we’d gotten past the Walt Whittaker double-blackmail debacle. All she had done was try to protect me. There was no denying that her methods had been somewhat questionable, but that was just Noelle. Whatever her tactics, her motives always seemed clear. She wanted to keep her friends from making mistakes. She wanted to make sure we were on the right path. And she would do pretty much anything to ensure that we stayed out of trouble.

But then there was Taylor. She’d told me I couldn’t trust the other Billings Girls. That they had been lying to me. But about what? And why? Had they only lied about Taylor’s reasons for leaving, or was it bigger than that? And if they had lied about Taylor, then where was she, and why had she left school? Maybe I should start by confronting Noelle about that. I deserved to know the truth, after all. Taylor was my friend. They were all supposed to be my friends. So why was I always the only one in the dark?

I stopped outside the front door of the dorm. In the distance a siren wailed—the town of Easton’s fire siren. I listened to the sound echoing through the bare trees.

Did I really need Noelle’s help? I knew Lewis-Hanneman was lying. Maybe I should just try to break her myself. But how? I didn’t even know where to start. Begging? Back to blackmailing? No. She’d already seen me back off of that option. She’d know I was bluffing. That I was too weak. And this was Josh’s life we were talking about here. I couldn’t afford to mess this up.

Noelle would know what to do. Noelle would get results. Noelle was my only option.

Finally resolved, I grasped the cold door handle and walked into Billings.

“We have less than three weeks left until finals and he wants to keep us caged up in here like we’re animals? As far as I’m concerned, he’s just asking for trouble.”

Noelle. Her voice as authoritative as ever. I paused in the entryway. The lobby area was deserted. Noelle was holding court in the parlor to my right.

“But you heard what he said,” Cheyenne Martin replied. I recognized her voice by its superior tone. “We have to stick together right now. For Easton.”

“Screw Easton,” Noelle said.

Cheyenne actually gasped, and I bit back a laugh.

“All I’m saying is, we should do what we always do this time of year,” Noelle said.

“Party!” one of the Twin Cities called out. I wasn’t sure if it was London or Vienna, but it didn’t make much difference: They pretty much shared the same brain. I felt a curl of black anger winding its way around my heart as a few of the other girls laughed and shouted. That’s what they were discussing? Sneaking off campus to party? Did no one understand what was going on around here?

“Exactly,” Noelle said. “Don’t we deserve to let off some steam after the semester we’ve had? It’s been one downer after another.”

Downer? That was how she was classifying Thomas’s disappearance? His death? Josh’s arrest? As downers?

“I say we get the hell out of here,” Noelle continued, apparently sensing that the girls were aligning with her. “Have a little fun. Try not to think about all the . . . unpleasantness.”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“What’s the dean going to do, anyway? Expel us?”

I felt weak with anger. These were my friends. The people I had wanted so badly to be with. What the hell was wrong with me?

“That’s exactly what he’s going to do,” Cheyenne piped up. “Listen, girls, I understand that you want to get your minds off everything. Everyone on this campus does. But those people are out there just waiting to write another story about how hedonistic all us private school kids are—”

“Hedonistic. Big word,” Kiran joked. “Trying to bring up that SAT verbal, Shy?”

“I’m serious, Kir,” Cheyenne said. “Do you really want to give them what they want?”

Noelle snorted a laugh. “You were born in the wrong generation, Martin.”

“Or maybe I was just born with a conscience,” Cheyenne replied. “I say if you want a night to chill, we do it here. We’ll have a nice, casual, sophisticated soiree right here in Billings. The dean can’t object to that, and we’ll all just be able to kick back and relax.”

“Okay, Carol Brady. You do that, and the rest of us will have some real fun,” Noelle said.

“R-rated fun,” Kiran added. “Illegal substances, adult language—”

“Maybe even some sexual content,” Noelle put in.

The room filled with cackling laughter and something inside of me snapped. I stormed over to the doorway and, since there was no other way to make my presence known, dropped my book bag on the floor with a thud. Everyone turned to look at me.

“What the hell is wrong with you people?” I shouted.

Noelle stepped forward. “Reed—”

“No. You’re talking about partying right now? When one of your friends is dead and another one is sitting in jail for his murder? Oh, yeah! This is cause for celebration, people! Let’s go into the city and get R-rated!”

Kiran scoffed and looked away. No one else moved.

“I don’t know about you people, but this kind of . . . of horrifying thing doesn’t happen every day in my world!”

“It doesn’t happen in ours either,” Ariana said quietly.

I grabbed my bag and glared at her. “Well, you wouldn’t know it.”

“We didn’t do anything, Reed,” Kiran blurted suddenly, standing.

“Kiran,” Ariana said.

“No! I’m so sick of this. We’re not the ones who did in your little boyfriend, Reed,” Kiran snapped. “Josh did. Your precious Josh. But you walk around here being all accusatory all the time. Like we did something wrong. Well, guess what? We didn’t do anything!”

“Maybe not,” I said calmly. “But someone did, and you’re acting like you’re perfectly okay with it. And that’s what I’m mad about.”

For once, no one tried to stop me and talk me down when I turned to go.



ON MY OWN



Hands shaking, I pulled my cell phone out of my bag. I couldn’t believe I was about to do what I was about to do, but if I was going to, I had to do it now, before I lost my nerve. Before the angry adrenaline surge fizzled and died.

I scrolled through my contacts until the icon landed on “Thomas.” A bubble welled up in the back of my throat. I wouldn’t even have this option if it wasn’t for him. For that playful night when he’d programmed his numbers into my phone, saying he wanted me to be able to get ahold of him wherever, whenever. Like we would always be together. Like we might have been, if not for . . .

I closed my eyes and swallowed. I had to focus. I had to be strong. This was for Josh and for Thomas. I highlighted the home number. I had thought about deleting this so many times but just hadn’t been able to bring myself to do it. Now I was glad I’d been so sentimental. I pressed “send.”

The phone was cold against my ear. I hugged myself and sat on the edge of my bed.

“Pearson residence.”

The voice was clipped. Slightly accented. Something European.

“Yes, may I speak to Blake, please?” I squeaked.

“I’m sorry, but Blake is away at school just now.”

“Oh, right.” Of course, Reed. You think a guy like Blake Pearson doesn’t go to college? “Can I . . . uh . . . get that number?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty to divulge that information,” the woman said, with a laugh in her voice.

“Right. Right. Of course. Well, could I—”

“Good evening.”

She hung up the phone. I threw the cell down on the bed and went to Natasha’s computer. If I could find out which college Blake attended, maybe the school’s information system would give me his number.

I searched for “Blake Pearson.” Thousands of results appeared. Blake Pearson was a more common name than I ever would have thought. Blake was an artist, a businessman, a lawyer, a dancer. Blake was everywhere.

I started to crash from my adrenaline high. This was pointless. Did I really think I could do something? That I could effect some change? Feeling utterly defeated, I sat back in the desk chair. Just as my shoulders started to roll forward, there was a rap on the door and it opened.

Noelle. At least she had knocked.

“Nice drama back there. You been watching too much Telenova?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Did you want something?” I spat.

Her eyebrow arched. “Not that I owe you any explanations, but I wanted you to know that I wasn’t trying to be callous. All I want to do is help everyone decompress. And from the way you’re acting, I think you might need one night of distraction more than anyone.”

My jaw clenched of its own accord.

“I’m only thinking of you,” she added.

As always. My protector. My savior. I was beginning to think it was nothing but a line. And yet, part of me still wanted to ask her for help. All I had to do was open my mouth and ask and she’d tell me exactly where Blake went to college. But if I did that, she’d want to know why I wanted to know. She’d be part of this, and at that moment I didn’t much like her, let alone trust her. At that moment the only person I trusted was myself.

“I’d really like to be alone right now,” I said.

“Reed, come on. I just want things to go back to normal around here. Don’t you just want to feel normal again?”

“Well, maybe that’s the difference between you and me, Noelle. Because for me, as long as Josh is locked up somewhere for something he didn’t do, I don’t think anything’s ever going to feel normal.”

She stared at me for a moment, then laughed in the back of her throat, tipped her head forward, and covered her face with her hands. Embarrassed? At a loss? Was it even possible? But when she looked up again, pushing her hair back from her face with her hands, she was perfectly composed.

“Could you be any more high-and-mighty?” she said.

“You invented the concept.”

Whoa. Had I really just said that? From the look on her face, Noelle couldn’t believe it either.

“No one talks to me like that.”

My heart was on the verge of stopping completely. I ignored it. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

“Fine. When you decide to stop acting like a child, I’ll be in my room.”

And then I was alone again.



AN ALLY



There was a little part of me that thought Noelle was right. At least in one respect. Getting the hell off the Easton campus would be a nice change of pace. Especially since being around people at all and the Billings Girls in particular was making me extremely tense. They were just so . . . very willing to accept that the whole thing was over and to put it behind them. It made me want to scream. Or knock their heads together. Or perhaps get up and overturn the cafeteria table where we all sat for each and every meal.

I stood at the end of that table, which was, for the moment, deserted, and considered sitting somewhere else. I had left the dorm fifteen minutes early just so that I wouldn’t have to walk with them to dinner, but even in my current volatile state, I knew that not sitting at Noelle’s table would be an affront worse than wearing last year’s shoes, which was pretty much unforgivable. But I could sit all the way down here, at the opposite end from where they usually sat. I could separate myself that much.

I took my seat and pulled out my copy of The Invisible Man. This was me, engrossed in my studies. This was me, too busy to talk.

After a short while the cafeteria began to fill up with people. As always their conversations became hushed as they passed by me. As always I could feel the stares on the back of my neck. I simply kept my eyes trained on my book and read the same sentence for the tenth time.

My mind wandered to Thomas. Snapshots of him, lying dead. I winced. Tried to clear my mind. For the past few weeks I had tried to avoid thinking about the details of how he’d died, but every once in a while I couldn’t stop my imagination from conjuring these images. I couldn’t stop. . . .

The bat. Someone had used Josh’s baseball bat to bash Thomas’s head in. The blood, the tears, the begging, the sound of wood hitting. . . .

Suddenly I was gasping for breath.

Okay. Fine. I was fine. It was over. Done. It was going to be fine. Fine, fine, fine.

Soon I heard the approach of the girls. Noelle. Ariana. Kiran. Not Taylor, because she was God knows where doing God knows what. Gage’s voice was louder than anyone else’s. I breathed in through my nose, out through my mouth. In through my nose, out through my mouth.

The chair across from me was pulled out, which startled me. I looked up. It was only Natasha. She gave me an understanding, encouraging look and silently went about her business.

Noelle, Ariana, and Kiran settled in at their end of the table, chatting as if nothing was amiss. London and Vienna defected from the next table over and filled in the seats between us. I looked at my book. Really concentrated this time. Read the sentence for the twentieth time. I was just settling into a cautious level of relative comfort when Dash made his entrance.

“You guys are not going to believe this bullshit,” he said, yanking a chair out from another table and slamming it down at the end of ours. His cheeks were blotched with cold and anger and his blond hair was mussed. He did not sit down. “They’re keeping Josh locked up on charges of withholding evidence.”

A cold sweat slipped over my body. Withholding evidence. Hadn’t I done the same thing when I hadn’t shown them Thomas’s final note? Were they coming for me next?

“They don’t have enough to charge him with murder, so they’re claiming he didn’t divulge important information,” Dash continued, throwing his arms out. “They’re making this up as they go along.”

Everyone looked at everyone else, but no one spoke.

“I’ll bite,” Natasha said finally. “What important information?”

“They say he should have reported his bat missing,” Dash spat. “Can you believe that crap?”

“Are you kidding me?” Gage asked. “I lost a pen that day—should I report that?”

“Dash, how did you find out about this?” Noelle asked.

“My dad. He’s working with Josh’s lawyer and his parents. They got in from Germany yesterday morning. Freaking out, of course.” He took a deep breath and blew it out. “Isn’t this, like, unconstitutional or something?” he asked, looking at Natasha.

“I . . . no. Not exactly,” she said. “I mean, as far as I know, as long as they charge him with something—”

“But what if that something is completely transparent?” Dash blurted, like Natasha was the bad guy. “What the hell kind of system is this? We have to do something.”

At that moment I recognized in Dash everything I had been feeling myself. I was just opening my mouth to agree with him when—

“What do you want them to do? Let him go so he can come back here and kill somebody else?” Ariana asked.

Silence fell. The cold sheen of sweat froze into a skin of ice.

“Reed—”

I don’t even know who said my name. I had already shoved my chair back from the table and left.


        
            IN BUSINESS

        

        After spending the rest of dinner in the infirmary, I went directly to
            the library. I had three hours before I had to be back at my dorm. Three hours to figure
            out what to do next.

        I stepped into the hushed warmth of the Easton library. The brown-and-gray
            marble floor gleamed, and the gold-glass lights cast a dim glow over the airy lobby.
            Instantly, the scent of musty books enveloped me, soothing my frazzled nerves. The
            elderly librarian at the checkout desk, with his suede-capped sleeves and thick glasses,
            didn’t look up from his work. I breathed a bit easier.

        Slipping by the desk, I tugged my scarf from the collar of my coat and
            headed for the European history section. I heard a few whispers and hesitated. Who could
            possibly have gotten here before me? Whoever it was sat on the other side of the stacks.
            I resolved to stare straight ahead and stride right past them. Which I did, but I
            couldn’t help looking out of the corner of my eye.

        No one I knew. Three freshmen. Poring over the student
            newspaper, the Easton Academy Chronicle. The headline read
                STUDENTS BACK TO WORK AFTER THANKSGIVING BREAK. A real gripper. Part
            of the dean’s let’s-play-happy mandate. Disgusted, I kept right on walking,
            but then it hit me.

        The student newspaper. Back home in Croton, the final issue of the high
            school paper always listed all of the graduating seniors and their future
            plans—which colleges they were attending, whether they were going right to work or
            to a trade school. Would the Easton Academy Chronicle do the
            same? I laughed over the fact that I could doubt it for even a second. Of course they
            would. They would want to show off the percentage of Ivy League spots they’d won.
            If I could just get my hands on the last paper from Blake’s graduation
            year . . .

        I turned around and strode back to the front desk. The librarian languidly
            turned a yellowing page in his book.

        “Excuse me?”

        He sighed and continued to read. I tensed up.

        “Excuse me. I just have a quick question.”

        He lifted one craggy finger and the clock behind him tick, tick, ticked. I
            held my breath.

        “I’m sorry, I—”

        He lifted his head. Trained his perfectly clear and alert eyes on me.

        “Yes, Miss? I’ve finished my page now,” he said calmly.
            “What, might I ask, is so urgent?”

        Okay, Reed. Chill. This man deals with obnoxious,
            overprivileged kids all day long. He has every right to finish his page before he helps
            you. Of course, if he knew that someone’s life was at stake
            here . . .

        But never mind.

        “I was just wondering if you keep old copies of the student
            newspaper?” I asked.

        “Yes, we do. They’re on the front shelf in the history
            section, bound by year.” He returned to his book, and I hightailed it to the far
            wall of the library, my heart pounding like a jackhammer.

        There they were, right at eye level: dozens of brown, leather-bound
            volumes with gold lettering. EASTON ACADEMY CHRONICLE, 1964–1965. I
            ran my hand along the books until I found the year I was looking for and yanked the tome
            down. In the back was that year’s graduation issue, and right inside the front
            page was the list.

        My eyes ran down the alphabetical names, looking for the P’s, but
            even in my haste, I couldn’t help noticing the ridiculously elite list of schools.
            Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Oxford, Sarah Lawrence, Stanford, the Sorbonne. Back home the
            list pretty much went Penn State, Penn State, Pitt, Penn State, vocational
            school. . . . I felt an incongruent flutter of pride that I was part of
            this place, then remembered instantly all the total misery and insanity this place had
            brought down on me. I found the P’s.

        “Blake Pearson . . . Columbia University.”

        Excitement rushed through me. I’d done it. All on my own. Who needed Noelle and her questionable methods? I could handle this
            myself.

        I slammed the book shut and headed for the computer lab near the stacks.
            All I needed was Blake’s e-mail address at Columbia and I was in business.

    

SHOT IN THE DARK



To: BlPearson@columbia.edu

From: rbrennan391@aol.com

Subject: A request

Dear Blake,

I don’t know if you know who I am. Your brother, Thomas, and I were dating just before he died. I know it must be difficult for you to hear about what happened—it is for me—so I won’t dwell on it. I’ll just say I’m sorry.

As you probably know, Thomas’s good friend Josh Hollis has been arrested for his murder. I know that Josh didn’t do it, and I think you do too. Josh told me that you were here at Easton that night and that maybe you could give him an alibi. I guess I’m writing this e-mail to ask you to call the police and let them know. I can’t stand that Josh is in jail for something he didn’t do, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want Thomas’s friend to suffer either.

Please call them. Or call me. Or if you do call them, let me know. I’m sorry if this sounds pushy or whatever, but I didn’t know what else to do. You have my e-mail. My cell phone number is (914) 555-9113. You can call me or text me there. I hope to hear from you soon. And again, I’m so sorry for your loss.

Sincerely,

Reed Brennan



A BILLINGS CHRISTMAS



“Oh my God, I cannot wait to get to Bali,” Kiran grumbled, as another gust of wind sprayed us with freezing rain. It was the day after my dramatic dinner walkout, and I was trying to act semi-normal to keep Noelle and the others from constantly telling me to get over it and move on. Part of that meant walking from the cafeteria back to the dorm with them after tonight’s meal, but I made sure that Kiran and Noelle were between myself and Ariana. Because every time I thought about that last comment Ariana had made about Josh, I wanted to strangle her. And the last thing any of us needed right now was more violence.

It had been spritzing on and off all day, and now that the sun had gone down, the rain felt ten times colder. It was like being blasted in the face with frozen buckshot—or what I imagine that might feel like.

“I’m warm,” Kiran said, closing her eyes momentarily. “I’m warm and I’m on the beach, sipping a margarita and watching my skin darken. . . .”

“Nothing like Christmas on the equator,” Noelle said with a sigh. “Did I tell you I convinced my parents to get me my own villa?”

“I think the Lange family is responsible for half the gross national income of St. Bart’s each year,” Kiran joked.

I pulled out my cell phone and checked the screen for the four hundredth time today. No calls. No text messages. I’d e-mailed Blake from the library almost twenty-four hours ago with my number and e-mail address, and nothing. Was it possible he hadn’t gotten the e-mail yet, or was he just plain ignoring me?

“It’s worth it if I don’t have to pretend I don’t see the ’rents sneaking in their sloppy sides and thinking they’re getting away with it,” Noelle said.

“Sloppy sides?” I said, trying to focus on something else.

“Yeah. Their side dishes. They both put their significant others up at hotels on the island every year,” Noelle told me, looking right into my eyes with no shame whatsoever. For the first time all year, she was wearing a hat. It was gray wool and pulled low over her forehead and ears. With her cashmere scarf up over her nose, all that was visible were her eyes and perfect lashes. “Wallace and Claire really give new meaning to the phrase ‘Ho, ho, ho.’”

Huh. Apparently Noelle’s life was not, in fact, perfect outside of Easton. That was the first I’d heard of it. But it didn’t seem like she cared much, or at all.

“Don’t you guys sort of miss out on the decorations and the music and everything?” I asked, deciding to change the subject. The Christmas season was the only time of the year my hometown could actually pass as pretty, with all the lights and trees and wreaths decorating the strip malls and town buildings. I almost liked it this time of year. Not that I was looking forward to returning. Inside the Brennan home it was always dreary, no matter what was going on outside.

“Who needs strings of lights when you can have string bikinis?” Kiran replied.

“And trust me, a mai-tai is much more festive than eggnog,” Noelle added.

“I’m with Reed,” Ariana announced, putting a chill right through me. “For me, there’s nothing like a cozy fire and a big fir tree and being surrounded by people who love you.”

“A fire? In Atlanta?” Kiran asked.

“It can get pretty cold there,” Ariana said, her blue eyes—usually so piercing—alive with light. “I love this time of year.”

“Well, I honestly don’t care where I go as long as I get the hell out of here,” Kiran said as we reached the front door of Billings. “This place is de-pressing.”

We walked inside. The first things that hit me were the scents of cinnamon, mulberry, and freshly baked cookies. The next was the incredible, musky warmth. We all paused and then quickly shoved ourselves through the inner door.

“Whoa,” I said, nearly tripping over a faux-fur rug that had not been there that morning.

In fact, there were a lot of things that hadn’t been there that morning: the huge Christmas tree in the corner, decorated with white lights, red ribbons, and gold ornaments. The fir garland, peppered with acorns and red flowers, strung from the fireplace, the banister, and every doorway. The dozens and dozens of red and white poinsettias. The hundreds of tapered candles in crystal stems. The huge logs alight in the fireplace. And the three waiters in tuxedos, passing champagne, eggnog, hors d’oeuvres, and cookies on silver platters. The Nutcracker Suite was being played by a string quartet made up of Easton students, and all the Billings Girls were dressed up in velvet and cashmere and pearls, circulating around the room with the boys of Ketlar, who had donned business casual for the occasion.

It was a Hallmark card come to life.

“What the hell?” Noelle blurted, ripping off her hat and scarf.

Rose Sakowitz strolled by, her curly red hair back in a black headband to match her slim, sleeveless dress. I grabbed her skinny wrist, and she nearly spilled her mug of hot chocolate all over the new rug.

“You can just say, ‘Hey, you,’ Reed. You don’t have to grab me,” she said good-naturedly.

“Sorry. I think I’m in shock. What is all this?” I asked.

“Ask Cheyenne,” Rose replied with a grin. “She’s been working on it for days. I think she’s petitioning to be the next Martha Stewart.”

“Where the hell did she get all this stuff?” Noelle asked.

“The Internet,” Rose said proudly. “She ordered it all, then spent half the afternoon decorating. Plus she paid some of the staff from the cafeteria to stay late and wait, since she wasn’t allowed to hire an outside caterer to come on campus. Genius, isn’t it?”

I was inclined to agree. Already the aromatherapy was working its wonders on my coiled shoulder muscles. Noelle, however, was practically spitting fire. Cheyenne had pitched this idea the other day, and Noelle had shot it down, but Cheyenne had gone ahead with it anyway. In the Billings universe, that was heresy.

“Isn’t this incredible?” London trilled, bounding over. Her huge breasts were all but popping out of her red sweater, and she wore a Santa hat at a jaunty angle atop her thick, wavy hair. “We couldn’t go out, so Cheyenne brought Christmas in!”

“God, how lame,” Kiran said, even as she grabbed a champagne flute from a passing waiter.

Noelle had heard enough. She flung her coat over the back of one of the couches that had been moved to the lobby from the parlor and stormed into the next room. Of course, Kiran, Ariana, Rose, and I had to follow. The parlor was decorated much like the lobby, and White Christmas was playing on the big-screen TV. Dash stepped away from the wall to greet Noelle, but she blew right by him and zeroed in on Cheyenne. She stood near the wall with a tall guy from Ketlar named Trey, her diamond studs sparkling in the candlelight. She wore a white turtleneck, a plaid skirt, and a black velvet headband just like Rose’s. Girl could have stepped right out of a Burberry ad.

“Cheyenne—”

“Noelle!” Cheyenne said with a big smile. “What do you think?”

“I think it looks like Rudolph threw up in here,” Noelle replied.

Cheyenne’s smile faltered, but only for a moment. “Well, everyone has their own taste, I suppose.”

“Let’s skip the pleasantries, Rachael Ray. What the hell do you think you’re doing planning this behind my back?” Noelle demanded.

Trey took a step closer to Cheyenne. Brave guy. Most would have backed away.

“I didn’t realize that every little thing we did in the dorm had to be approved by you,” Cheyenne said tersely. “I mean, I know you like to throw your weight around, but there’s no president of Billings, is there? Not officially.”

I thought Noelle was going to rupture something. Kiran chuckled under her breath.

“And besides, I knew you thought it was a bad idea, and I also knew that everyone else would enjoy it. And look,” Cheyenne continued, lifting her hands. “They do.”

“That’s because they’re drunk,” Noelle said flatly.

“If you say so,” Cheyenne replied. Dear Lord. Was that condescension? Did this girl have some kind of preppy death wish? “Now can I please get back to my date?”

Cheyenne turned toward Trey, but Noelle didn’t move. Her eyes narrowed as she worked something out. Then she slowly smiled, and I felt pity for Cheyenne.

“I thought you were dating Ennis Thatcher from Barton School,” Noelle said finally.

Cheyenne’s shimmery lips slowly twisted into a smirk. “Well, I couldn’t exactly invite him, considering the restrictions, could I? Besides, unlike you, Noelle, I’m not ball-and-chained to my man. I do what I like.”

“I’m not ball-and-chained to anyone,” Noelle fumed. As if on cue, Dash stepped up behind her and slipped his arm around her waist.

“Hey, babe,” he said, clearly already buzzed on champagne. Otherwise he never would have used the word “babe.” Noelle slapped his hand away.

Cheyenne all but laughed. “My mistake.”

“So are you not at all concerned that Ennis might find out about this?” Kiran asked Cheyenne, finishing off her champagne. She eyed Trey up and down. “Not that I question your taste.”

“Why? It’s not like anyone here is going to tell him,” Cheyenne said blithely, lifting one shoulder. “Billings Girls protect their own, right?”

The girl wasn’t fazed. Frustrated, Noelle turned around and headed back toward the lobby.

“This party is a joke,” she said under her breath. “Come on, Dash. Let’s go up to my room.”

Dash, even with everything that was going on, didn’t have to be told twice. He dropped his glass on a bookshelf and went after his girl.

“Where’d you get that hot chocolate?” I asked Rose.

She smiled. “It’s in the other room. There are even mini marshmallows.”

“I love mini marshmallows,” I told her. “Let’s go.”

Ariana and Kiran looked baffled as Rose and I left them behind, but I didn’t even care. Maybe they all thought this was lame, but to me, it was heaven. In the lobby I filled a red mug with steaming cocoa and covered the top with a generous heap of marshmallows. Then I grabbed a few sugar cookies and joined Natasha over by the fire. Rose settled in next to me and I let the chocolatey goodness warm me from the inside out. For the first time in days I felt semi-relaxed, and I was going to enjoy it for as long as humanly possible.

When Cheyenne strolled through the room a few minutes later, I reached up and touched her hand. She looked down at me, surprised. Not that I could blame her—ever since she’d crushed her blush beads into her rug and made me clean it up during my hazing stage, there had been no love lost between the two of us. But as of tonight I was seeing Cheyenne in a whole different light.

“Thanks for this,” I said.

Cheyenne smiled kindly, and I felt that in that moment, any leftover animosity between us was erased. “You’re welcome.”



FRUSTRATION



The next day the clouds and rain were gone, leaving a crisp blue sky in their wake. First thing in the morning I got out of bed, taking my comforter with me to guard against the cold, and padded over to Natasha’s desk. She snored lightly in her bed as I powered up her computer. My fingers trembled both with anticipation and from the chill as I logged on to my e-mail. He had to have responded by now. He just had to.

I logged on. My breath caught. There was one new message. I clicked to my inbox. The message was from my brother. I groaned and opened it.

To: rbrennan391@aol.com

From: Scott.Brennan@PAState.edu

Subject: Whaddup, loser? And other burning questions.

Hey. So. I’m not gonna be able to make the drive out with Dad to pick you up. I have a final that last day. Bastards. Sorry. Really wanted to get a firsthand look at Eat Me Academy. How are things there? Any more normal? Hope you’re hanging in. Know you are. You’re tough like that.

All right. Enough with the mush. Call me later, loser.

Scott

I sighed and typed a response.

To: Scott.Brennan@PAState.edu

From: rbrennan391@aol.com

Subject: You’re a jackass. And other lame responses.

Wanna know how things are here? I can’t wait to get home. What does that tell you?

—Reed

As soon as I sent it, I checked my inbox again. As if Blake would be up at 6 a.m. typing notes to his dead brother’s girlfriend. Nothing. I bit my tongue and went back to bed to lie there and stare at the ceiling. At seven I got up, checked my e-mail again, cursed under my breath, and took a shower.

For the rest of the day I was a sweaty mess. That’s what happens when you spend the ten minutes in between each class sprinting to the library to check your e-mail, finding nothing, and then sprinting back again. With each fruitless venture I grew more and more frustrated, both at Blake for not replying, and at myself for continuing to believe that he would. Finally, on my last try between my final class and dinner, I sent him another e-mail. I had to retype several of the words over and over again, my hands were shaking so badly.

To: BlPearson@columbia.edu

From: rbrennan391@aol.com

Subject: Your conscience

Dear Blake,

How do you live with yourself, knowing that an innocent person is sitting in jail and all you have to do is pick up the phone to fix it? Now I understand why Thomas hated you so much.

Regards,

Reed

I regretted it the moment I hit “send.” Telling someone off like that was probably not the best way to coerce them into cooperating. But there was nothing I could do about it now. The message was out there. I just had to hope it pissed Blake off enough for him to call me and scream at me. Then at least I’d have a shot at talking to him.



JOINING FORCES



The next day there was still nothing from Blake. Not even a “screw you” text message. I considered going back to talk to Ms. Lewis-Hanneman, but I had no idea what I could say to make her talk. Blake seemed like the more viable option. He had nothing to lose by divulging that he’d been on campus. No one would care if he was having an affair with a staff member. He wouldn’t get in trouble. And he had everything to gain. Even if he and Thomas did dislike each other, they were still brothers. Wouldn’t Blake want the real killer to be found? Someone had to get through to him, and clearly it was not going to be me. Who did I know who knew Blake? Who might actually be able to get him on the phone and talk some sense into him?

As soon as I had this thought, the answer was blatantly clear. I found Dash studying for his advanced chemistry exam in the library. Unfortunately, he was not alone. Gage was with him, snapping his gum and listening to his iPod as he studied the physique of some Swedish model in the latest issue of Maxim. Cheyenne’s boy toy, Trey Prescott, was there as well, scribbling notes onto index cards. This was going to be interesting. I’d never talked to Dash on my own before.

I stepped up to their table and cleared my throat. Dash and Trey looked up.

“Hey,” I said.

“What’s up?” Dash asked.

“Could I . . . uh . . . talk to you?” I asked, looking uncertainly at Gage. He still hadn’t noticed me. Thank goodness for those deafening earbuds.

Dash was clearly intrigued. He pushed away from the table. “Sure.”

As he stood, Gage did look up. He popped the buds from his ears. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing, man. Just stay,” Dash said. Like Gage was a dog. Gage looked irritated for a moment but sighed and put his buds back in. Good boy. “Over here,” Dash told me.

He touched my back and steered me to the alcove with the Evian and candy vending machines. The fluorescent light overhead flickered as we leaned against opposite walls of the small doorway. Even with my tall and athletic build, Dash dwarfed me. His broad shoulders pulled the sleeves of his blue sweater taut, and he had to be at least six foot four.

“What’s wrong? Is it Josh?” Dash whispered.

“No. Well, sort of.” I took a deep breath and looked into Dash’s guileless eyes. I hoped I was doing the right thing. I thought that I was. I plowed ahead. “It turns out he has an alibi.”

Dash’s face lit up and he stood straight. “He does! That’s great!”

“Yeah, but neither of the people who saw him that night will come forward,” I told him.

“Who are they?” Dash asked.

“Blake Pearson and Ms. Lewis-Hanneman.”

Dash reached both hands up and held them over his mouth as though he were praying. “You’ve got to be kidding me. They’re still at it?”

“Apparently. But she’s lying about it, and he won’t return my e-mails,” I told him. “They were in Mitchell Hall that night, and Josh went there. He hangs out in the art cemetery sometimes when Thomas gets . . . got . . . you know . . .”

“Wasted,” Dash said, clenching his jaw.

“Yeah.” I looked away. I could hear a few girls whispering nearby but couldn’t tell if they were getting closer.

“So you’ve tried to get in touch with Blake?” Dash asked.

“Yeah, but nothing.”

“Asshole.” Dash crossed his arms over his chest, and his perfect brows knitted as he paced to the vending machines and back again. “Okay, I think I know a way we can get Blake’s ass up here so we can talk to him in person.”

“You do? How?” I asked, my heart starting to pound.

“We have to use Lewis-Hanneman. Blake would do anything for that woman,” he told me. “Although I don’t know why. She always seemed like a frigid bitch to me.”

A lot of people would have described his girlfriend the same way, but I refrained from pointing that out.

“I told you, she won’t help.”

“Doesn’t matter. We just need to figure out how to get into Hell Hall after hours.” Dash paused in front of me, racking his brain.

“Oh, I know a way,” I said, preening just slightly. I had, after all, been forced to break in there a couple of months ago in the dead of night. I could do it again, no problem.

“You do?” Dash asked.

“Piece of cake,” I said. “When do you want to do it?”

“As soon as possible,” he replied, psyched to have a clear task at hand. “Tonight.”

“Okay, meet me there at—”

“Well, well! What’s this? Should I be concerned?”

Noelle strolled over to us, still in her coat. I felt all the blood rush to my face and took a step away from Dash. Couldn’t have been more obviously guilty if I’d had the word stamped across my chest. Dash’s eyes met mine and I shook my head ever so slightly.

“Dash was just giving me some pointers for my modern civ project,” I said quickly.

“Really?” Noelle arched her brows at her boyfriend.

I silently prayed that he would go along with my story, not thinking for a second that he would. They were Dash and Noelle, after all—the perfect couple against which all other perfect couples were measured. If she found out what I knew she would certainly interfere.

“Yeah,” Dash said, slipping his arm over her shoulders. “You know how much Kline loves me.”

My jaw dropped in surprise, but I quickly snapped it shut. If Noelle noticed, she didn’t let on.

“How very generous of you,” she said to Dash. “Reed could use a little help, considering all she’s been through.”

“Yeah. That’s what I figured,” Dash said with a grin.

“Thanks again for all your ideas,” I told him, edging away. “I think I’ll go get started on the research.”

Noelle kissed Dash on the lips, then hugged him, turning her back to me. As I stepped away, Dash wrapped his arms around her but looked at me.

Midnight, he mouthed.

My heart skipped an excited beat and I nodded before quickly walking away. My palms itched like crazy as I grabbed my books and made my way to the computer lab. For now I would try to get some actual work done on that project—both to keep up appearances and maybe even save my grade. But I could hardly wait for later tonight when I would break and enter for the second time since arriving at Easton. For the first time, I was grateful for my Billings hazing period. At least some of it was about to be put to good use.



DOUBLE-O DASH



We had to be out of our minds, because breaking into Hell Hall in the middle of the night after cameras had been installed all over campus and the security staff had been doubled? Not too smart.

Still, I didn’t even think about turning back as I snuck out of Billings House that night. I had long since learned that the back stairs were far less squeaky than the front (this from many nights of listening to my sister Billings Girls tromp up and down, in and out), so I tiptoed down the hall, past Noelle and Ariana’s room, and held the door of the stairwell until it clicked closed quietly. Then I jogged downstairs on my tiptoes, crossed the deserted lobby, and paused by the door. Already I could feel the biting grasp of the winter night. I lifted the hood of my black hoodie, buttoned up my black coat, and slipped out into the cold.

The moment I was outside, I ducked my head and ran. My white sneakers cut an eerie streak through the pitch-black night. No stars. No moon. The weather had cooperated with our scheme by giving us serious cloud cover. Still, I sprinted as fast as I could. By the time I reached Hell Hall, my lungs burned from the frigid air and I really had to pee. Nerves. They do it to me every time.

“I’m here,” Dash whispered, stepping out of the shadows.

I could have laughed when I saw him. Black turtleneck with a little RL embroidered into the neck. Black skullcap by A/X. Flat front, black wool pants. Very high-end skulker. Did the wealthy have a catalog for everything?

“You sure you want to do this?” I asked. He was, after all, God’s gift to Easton. This type of thing could be bad for the golden boy’s reputation. I, however, couldn’t tarnish mine much more without a blowtorch.

Dash nodded resolutely. “I’m sure. Whatever happens is worth it if it helps Josh.”

I smiled. This guy was so pure he practically glowed. I hoped he never went into politics. He’d get slaughtered. Or just corrupted, which would be sad. My heartbeat started to return to normal, which made me feel ready for the next step.

“Okay,” I said. “This way.”

I crept along the stone wall of Hell Hall until I found the basement window, the one that had slid open so easily the last time I’d committed this particular infraction. Back then, I’d been stealing a test for Ariana. A test it turned out she didn’t even need. The memory tasted bitter in my mouth. If I’d known then what I knew now. Where all of this would lead . . . Well, I couldn’t think about that now. I crouched next to the pane and Dash followed, breaking a couple dozen azalea branches with his bulk. I slid the window open.

“That was absurdly easy,” Dash said.

We both stared at the three-by-three-foot opening.

“Physics was not my best subject, Reed, but I don’t think I’m fitting through there.”

Like he didn’t get an A in everything.

“Good eye,” I replied. “I’ll go. Meet me at the front door in thirty seconds.”

Dash stared down at his watch. “I don’t have a second hand.”

“Just . . . count it,” I told him.

Then I slipped through the window feet-first and landed with a bang on the metal desk below.

“Shhhhh!” I heard Dash hiss.

Alone in the darkened storage room, I rolled my eyes. Like there was anything I could do about the noise now. I hopped to the floor and navigated my way around the stacked desks and chairs. The frigid air in the basement was already freezing my sweat to my skin, and I shivered as I crept out the door. Once in the hallway, I raced up two sets of stairs to the front entry. Dash was already at the window, standing in full view under the security light. I opened the door as quietly as possible and let him in.

“I counted to forty-five,” he said through his teeth.

“You’re very literal. Anyone ever tell you that?” I asked.

He looked perturbed by the comment. “Let’s just get this over with.”

“Fine by me.”

We took the stairs to Dean Marcus’s office two at a time. In the upper hall, the faces of illustrious Easton graduates through the ages stared down at us disapprovingly from their ornate gilded frames. Their glares lent to the paranoid feeling that someone was going to step out of the shadows at any moment and read us our rights. Somehow, by the time we got to the outer door to the dean’s office, I was clinging to Dash’s arm. He didn’t even seem to notice.

“Ready?” he said.

“Let’s just hope Lewis-Hanneman didn’t decide to work late,” I joked.

All the color drained from Dash’s face.

“I’m kidding!” I told him. It was past midnight, for goodness’ sake. I reached out and opened the door.

The place was empty. We both breathed a sigh of relief. Dash crossed to the desk in two long strides and pulled out the leather chair. When he touched the mouse, the screen lit up.

“Nice. She doesn’t power down. That saves us a couple of minutes,” Dash said. He pulled out the keyboard tray and it smacked his knees. Automatically he reached around to adjust the chair and I jumped.

“Don’t!”

Dash froze. “What?”

“She’ll know someone was here,” I told him.

Slowly, Dash grinned. “You’re good.”

“Thank you.”

He pushed a bit further back and started to type. “Okay . . . e-mail system . . . password . . .” Quickly he keyed in something that involved a bunch of random characters and numbers. I think there was even a percent sign in there. He hit “enter.” “Voilà. We’re in.”

I came around the desk. Sure enough, Dash was logged on to the Easton Academy e-mail system as Cara Lewis-Hanneman. The cursor blinked away, just waiting for us to type up a bogus message.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

“Lance Reagan,” Dash said proudly. “Kid figured out the universal password his freshman year. He’s gonna be the next Bill Gates. Okay. What’s Blake’s e-mail?”

I pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of my coat pocket and placed it on the pathologically neat desk. Unlike Dash, I didn’t trust myself to memorize key information, even though my key information would have been a lot simpler to remember than his apparently was. This was just too important.

Dash typed in the address, then sat back. “Right. Now what do we say?”

Yeah. The hard part. How to do this without giving ourselves away.

“We have to keep it simple,” I said. “If we try too hard to think like her, we’ll screw it up.”

“Right.” Dash clicked on the subject line and typed in, Meet me? He looked up at me over his shoulder. “How’s that?”

“Good, but get rid of the question mark,” I said. “Makes it sound more urgent.”

He deleted it without question. He moved to the message box and typed Blake.

“Wait. What if she doesn’t call him Blake?” I said.

“What else would she call him?” he asked.

“I don’t know? A nickname? Baby? Snookums? I have no idea,” I replied. “But I know that I never put my brother’s name in our e-mails. If I did, he’d know something was up.”

“Okay. But what if she always puts his name in her e-mails? Won’t not putting it there tip him off?” Dash said.

We stared at each other for a long moment. Outside the wind whistled and the windowpane behind the desk rattled in its frame.

“We’re overthinking this,” I said. “Just think urgency. She’s worried. She needs to see him. Pretend you’ve been away from Noelle for a couple of weeks and you need to make her come to wherever you are.”

Dash turned to the keyboard. Nothing happened. Not sure what that meant, but it had to mean something interesting.

“Here. Let me,” I said.

Dash got up and I took his seat. I deleted the “Blake” and thought of Thomas. Of how the simplest words from him had made me long to be near him. I typed up the first words that came to mind.

I need to see you. Don’t call, just come. Please. Friday night, 11 o’clock. The art cemetery.

I leaned back, satisfied. Dash hovered over my shoulder to read my masterpiece.

“That’s it?” he said.

“That will do it,” I replied confidently. “And I put in the ‘don’t call’ so that he wouldn’t try to get in touch before then. That could be bad.”

“Brilliant,” Dash said. “All right then.”

He reached over my shoulder, moved the mouse, and clicked “send.” My heart gave a lurch as the message disappeared from the desktop. The plan was in motion. There was no turning back now.

Then Dash opened up another screen. The “sent mail” screen. He quickly deleted the message we’d just sent from the folder.

“No evidence,” he said.

“Wow. You’re good too,” I told him.

“Thank you,” he said, preening.

I grabbed the paper with Blake’s e-mail address on it and shoved it back into my coat pocket, then logged off the e-mail system. All bases now covered. I hoped.

“Just one question,” I said, spinning the chair around to face Dash. “How is he going to get on campus with all the new security and the new rules?”

Dash stood up straight and lifted his shoulders. “He’s Blake Pearson,” he replied.

As if that answered everything.



DON’T CARE



Ariana’s desk was not normal. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that I was sitting at it, attempting to study, I couldn’t help making a few mental notes. One, it was completely devoid of memorabilia of any kind. There were no photographs, no ticket stubs, no party invitations or concert flyers, no pictures clipped out of InStyle magazine. The bulletin board was new and the only thing pinned to it was her class schedule, right smack in the middle. Near the corner was a cup full of natural wood pencils. A votive of fresh flower buds stood on the other corner. There was a stack of white, lined pads within reach and a light blue satin box with a lid. I could only imagine it contained paper clips or something equally innocuous. That was it. I glanced across the room at Noelle’s desk, piled as it was with books, CDs, cosmetics, and small bags of all shapes and sizes, with eyeliners and pens and iPod and bottles of perfume sticking out of them. Photos both loose and in frames. Just tons of crap. It was a disaster area, but at least it was normal.

“How’s the English lit coming, Reed?”

Ariana’s voice sent a chill down my back. I looked over my shoulder at her. She sat on her flowered bedspread with her back against her throw pillow collection, her ankles crossed. On her lap was her history text and next to her was a notebook. Her pencil pressed into the page. She looked right through me, like she knew what I’d just been thinking.

“Fine,” I said quickly.

“Good,” she replied. Her lips formed a smile. Her eyes did not. I returned to my work.

“So, how many did you get on the guest list?” Noelle asked Kiran.

They were sitting on Noelle’s unmade bed, books open but ignored. All they’d been talking about since we’d commenced our study session was their off-campus jaunt. Some club called Orchid in New York that only celebrities and debutantes could get into. The V.I.P. room. Five-hundred-dollar bottles of champagne. Limos waiting for them in town. They had it all set up. Too bad it was never going to work.

“Just twenty,” Kiran replied. “We’ll have to be very selective.”

I tried not to shake my head at their total obliviousness. Did they really think they were going to sneak twenty people off campus right now? Had I not told them about the new security camera on the front gate, in full view of their little hole in the fence? Maybe they had the ability to become invisible. Another Billings Girl secret. When you reach junior year, you’re given your superpowers.

“Believe me, I want to keep this small,” Noelle told her. “The more selective the better.”

“That’s what I like to hear. So who are we including?” Kiran asked. Her thumbs were poised over her BlackBerry, ready to take down the pertinent information.

Noelle straightened her legs and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Not Cheyenne. Let’s start there.”

“Fabulous decision.”

“Girls. Let’s not be rude,” Ariana said in her stern voice.

“She’s not going to come anyway,” Kiran told her.

“All the more reason to extend the invitation,” Ariana replied coolly. “It’s always better not to burn bridges. You never know who Cheyenne might become.”

“I already know. The frigid, cuckolded wife of some repressed gay senator,” Noelle said. She and Kiran laughed, and Kiran dragged her hand across Noelle’s.

“Charming,” Ariana said.

Noelle rolled her eyes. “Fine. We’ll invite her,” she said. But when Ariana looked down again, Noelle shook her head at Kiran ever so slightly. Kiran smirked. Dissension in the ranks. Who knew?

“Okay, so, the four of us, Cheyenne,” Kiran said, half-laughing. “Who else?”

“Uh, you guys can leave me out of it,” I told them.

The room fell silent. I continued to pretend to read as if I hadn’t just kiboshed the merriment.

“You’re not serious,” Noelle stated.

“I’m sorry. I’m just not in the mood to party right now,” I told her without looking up.

I could feel them looking at one another.

“God, Reed, why don’t you get over yourself already?” Kiran said.

My face stung. “Excuse me?” I blurted, turning to her.

“Sorry. I don’t think I meant to say that out loud,” Kiran told me, looking surprisingly chagrined.

Noelle shot her a look that could have wilted steel. “I think that what Kiran means to say is, you need to find a way to get past this,” Noelle said. “And I think that this night is exactly what you need.”

“Yeah, you’ve mentioned that,” I replied. “I just don’t agree.”

“Look, Reed, I know things have sucked lately,” Noelle said.

I snorted.

“Okay, that’s an understatement, but I don’t know what word would cover it, so just go with me on this, okay?” she said, pushing herself off her bed. “I know things have sucked, but that’s exactly why we have to get out of here. This place has nothing but bad vibes lately. Don’t you just want to get away from it for a few hours?”

“Of course I do,” I told her. “But I can’t do that until—”

“Until what? Until Josh is free?” Noelle said. “Even if he is found innocent, that could take months. What are you gonna do in the meantime? Just sit around here and wallow?”

“She’s right. It’s not good for your health,” Ariana said, closing her book.

“Not to mention your complexion,” Kiran put in.

I wanted out of this conversation. Especially in the next moment, when Noelle’s eyes narrowed and took on that wicked sheen.

“Or maybe you just want to stay home so you can sneak out in the middle of the night again,” she said.

Of course. Of course she knew I’d left the dorm the other night. Why did I ever think I could get away with it? Ariana and Kiran both looked surprised, however, so Noelle hadn’t shared this information with them.

“When are you going to get it into your head, Reed?” Noelle said. “I—”

“Know everything. I know,” I said tersely. “It’s in my head already, believe me.” I stood up, ignoring the ire on her face at being interrupted, and quickly gathered my things. “Let me ask you this. Do you know where I went?”

I didn’t even know I was going to ask her that until the words were out of my mouth. But then I realized I had to know. Was she aware that Dash and I were sneaking around together in the middle of the night? Did she know why? Were we both in for some kind of retribution?

But as I watched, her defiant expression faltered slightly and I knew. She had no clue what I’d been doing. She was hoping I’d panic and tell her. So that she would be fully in the know, as she so loved to be.

“Guess not,” I said, savoring that moment. That one moment when I actually knew for sure that I knew more than Noelle. “In case you haven’t heard, I haven’t really been sleeping lately. Running calms me. So there you go. Now you’ve got all the facts. Enjoy.”

I was already halfway across the room when she spoke again.

“You’ve been acting like a serious bitch lately,” she said.

I paused with my hand on the doorknob. “What are you gonna do, Noelle? Kidnap me again? Force me to do some stupid errand? Kick me out of Billings?” I looked her dead in the eye and, even though I didn’t fully believe it myself, part of me very much wanted to say it. So I did. “Do whatever you want. I really don’t care anymore.”

For once all three of them were stunned into silence.



BLAKE PEARSON



Dash had never been to the art cemetery before. As I sat on the one divan, fiddling nervously with the key he’d lifted from Josh’s room to get us in here, he strolled along the walls, admiring the rows and rows of artwork by the dim light of the one lamp we had dared to turn on. He’d risked everything sneaking into Josh’s police-taped dorm to get this thing, and later he’d have to risk it again to sneak it back in so that the cops wouldn’t notice it was missing. Yet there he was, his hands clasped behind his back as he strolled, like he was checking out a new SoHo gallery, instead of waiting for his dead best friend’s brother to show up under false pretenses he’d concocted, after which he’d have to go back to his dorm and break the law. Again.

“What if he doesn’t come?” I asked. My heart was pounding in my bones. My skull throbbed. My fingers were moist. I was a Ping-Pong ball of nerves.

He leaned in closer to an abstract painting, inspecting the signature. Infuriatingly composed. “He’ll come.”

“But what if he doesn’t?” I clutched the key. Let it cut into my palm. “What do we do next?”

“Trust me. I know Blake Pearson.” There was a slight laugh in his voice. “He’ll come.”

“How can you be so calm?” I asked finally.

“Meditative focus,” he answered. “My older sister’s kind of a New Age guru. Some of the stuff is actually useful.”

“Your sister. A New Age guru,” I said.

He turned to me and smiled. “Kind of the black sheep of the McCafferty clan.”

“I can only imagine.”

A door clicked out in the hallway. We both heard it. I got to my feet, my heart slamming against my rib cage. As the footsteps approached, I shoved my sweaty hands into the back pockets of my jeans and stood next to Dash. His size was comforting.

The door across the room opened. Blake Pearson stepped inside. He was different than I remembered him from Thomas’s wake. He wore a casual sweater and coat and distressed jeans over hiking boots. His black hair was mussed and curled at the ends, which made his face look less thin. There was more color in his skin as well, but that could have been due to the extreme cold. He froze the moment he saw us, his blue eyes like ice picks. I looked up at Dash. Dash opened his mouth, and Blake turned to go.

Just like that. Without a word.

“Wait!” Dash shouted.

It was so loud I was sure the Easton security force was about to descend. But it had its desired effect. Blake stopped. Dash took the opportunity to cross the room and get between Blake and the door.

“We just want to talk to you, man,” Dash said, raising his hands.

“Oh really?” Blake said. “About what?”

My heart shriveled and I had to gasp for air. His voice was exactly like Thomas’s. I hadn’t heard it in so many weeks, but I recognized it instantly. I backed up against the wall and blinked back the tears of shock. Pain.

“What’s wrong with her?” Blake asked, with a dismissive glance.

“You all right?” Dash asked me.

I managed to nod. “I’m fine. Go . . . go ahead.”

“You’re sure.” Dash was always the gentleman.

“I’m fine,” I repeated firmly.

“All right. We know you were here that night, Blake,” Dash said. “Why haven’t you gone to the police and told them what you know?”

Blake crossed his arms over his chest. “All right, McCafferty, I’ll bite,” he said. “What do I know?”

“That Josh is innocent,” Dash said, frustrated. “You and Hot Secretary are his alibi.”

“Her name is Cara,” Blake said, his eyes flashing with fury.

“Right. Sorry. Well, maybe you and Cara can do the right thing here,” Dash said.

“The right thing? What are you, still living in black and white?” Blake said, pacing away. “If I go to the police, then everyone’s gonna find out about me and Cara. She’ll be fired, her husband will divorce her, and it’ll be yet another scandal for Easton. As far as I’m concerned those are three very good reasons to keep my mouth firmly shut.”

“No,” I heard myself say.

“What?”

Blake truly looked at me for the first time. My knees felt like they weren’t even there anymore, but somehow I pushed myself away from the wall.

“You have to tell,” I said. “You have to. Josh’s life is on the line here. I think that trumps your need to protect your mistress.”

“Reed,” Dash said.

“No. I’m right, aren’t I? I mean, Josh could go to jail for the rest of his life and you’re worried about your precious Cara’s husband finding out that she’s cheating? Well, news flash! She is cheating! Maybe she deserves to get a divorce!”

“That’s it. I’m outta here,” Blake said, gunning for the door.

“Don’t you even want to know who really killed your own brother?” I blurted. My fingers curled into fists. Blake paused. For a moment I thought I’d actually gotten through to him.

Then he laughed. He tipped his head back and laughed. Loudly. Openly. Evilly.

“This is unbelievable!” he said. “Thomas is dead and he’s still fucking up my life!”

Cannonball, this is my gut. Gut, meet the cannonball.

“What?” Dash blurted, his face contorted with disgust.

“Oh, come on, Dash, don’t be so naïve! You know what life was like with Thomas around,” Blake ranted, spittle appearing at the corners of his lips. “Him disappearing for days at a time. My parents getting woken up in the middle of the night by phone calls from some random police station in Miami or Vegas or freakin’ Columbus, Ohio? Him showing up for events late, trashed out of his mind, making scenes, embarrassing my parents, embarrassing me!” He pounded his chest with both hands. I could feel the pain coming off of him in waves, the pent-up rage just bursting to come out. I knew what it felt like. Thomas had known what it felt like. Damn if the Pearsons didn’t raise two very angry kids. “Thomas was a pointless waste of existence, and all he did was screw up the lives of everyone around him.”

Blake paced around the small couch and sat down on the edge of it. Dash didn’t move, but I could see his chest rising and falling, like he was trying to contain something huge. I hoped that meditation thing was as good as he believed it to be.

“Take this situation, for example,” Blake continued, once he’d caught his breath. “Cara has refused to speak to me ever since the night of Josh’s arrest. She’s the love of my life and she won’t even take a call from me. When I got that e-mail I thought . . .”

He trailed off and my heart broke for him. Just a touch. He clearly loved Ms. Lewis-Hanneman, as strange as that seemed to me. It was obvious by the torment in his eyes. And all we’d done here was give him false hope.

“Thomas is dead, and still he managed to fuck up the one good thing in my life,” Blake said stoically. He stood up and turned to face me. “So to answer your question, no. I don’t really care who killed him.”

My stomach heaved. I had to swallow a dozen times to keep down whatever was trying to come up. There was pity on Blake’s face before he turned to Dash again.

“Are we done here?” he said.

Dash said nothing. He’d gone catatonic. I knew the feeling. He didn’t make any move to stop Blake as he slipped by him out the door. It wasn’t until the outer door of Mitchell Hall slammed again that either one of us moved. I leaned back and slid down the wall until my butt hit the floor.

“What just happened?” I croaked, unable to blink or turn or do anything but stare straight ahead. Straight at the spot where Blake had stood just moments ago.

“I had no idea,” Dash replied. “I always knew those two hated each other, but I thought it was just sibling-rivalry hate. Not real I-want-you-dead hate.”

Dash sat down on the couch and hung his head in his hands. Our best hope to help Josh had just walked out the door and was probably already speeding south on Interstate 684.

“What do we do now?” I said.

Dash took a deep breath. “I have no idea.”



KIND EAR



I hadn’t spoken to Josh in nine days, and that was including him shouting to me across a crowded police station. Was he okay? Was he scared? Were they allowing his parents and his brothers and sisters to see him?

Was he thinking about me?

These questions occupied most of my brain space that Saturday night while I sat in front of the television in the parlor. Around me other Billings Girls studied, chatted, and laughed. Only a few, since most were upstairs getting ready for Noelle’s off-campus romp. At least I had put to bed the question of whether or not I was going. The dirty-hair ponytail, ripped plaid pajama pants, and a Penn State sweatshirt had to be dead giveaways of my mood.

Part of me wished I could be up there with them. Wished I could be that carefree, thinking only about which shoes went with which dress and how to do my hair. I had just started to get into that stuff since meeting the Billings Girls and I missed it. I missed being able to enjoy those things. But I couldn’t. Not now. Maybe not ever again.

“So, girls, which do you think is a better Christmas present for a new boyfriend with rock-star aspirations?” Cheyenne asked, bouncing into the room. She was wearing a red plaid skirt and a white ballet-neck top. Girl seemed to have an endless supply of season-appropriate outfits. “Backstage passes to the Fray and a meet-and-greet with the band, or three recording sessions in a state-of-the-art studio?”

“Recording sessions, definitely,” Natasha replied, not looking up from her political science book. “The Fray doesn’t fully qualify as ‘rock,’ anyway.”

“Who the heck are the Fray?” Rose added.

Cheyenne blinked. “Both good points,” she said, whipping out her gold-plated cell phone. “Studio time it is.”

Unbelievable. Adam Robinson had had a birthday over the summer when we’d been dating, and I’d gotten him a Philadelphia Flyers hat. On sale.

Cheyenne quickly finished her business on the phone and sat down next to me. She smoothed her blond hair behind her shoulder and smiled in a friendly way.

“So, Reed. How are you doing?” she asked, lightly touching my shoulder before bringing her elbow up to rest on the back of the couch. “Have you heard anything from Josh?”

Natasha glanced up, probably as surprised as I was. Nobody had asked me this question. Nobody had asked me anything about Josh’s arrest or how it was affecting me. Until that very moment everyone, including Natasha, who was probably my best friend in Billings at this point, had chosen to take the don’t-ask-don’t-tell tack. I was touched that she’d thought to ask, but at the same time didn’t remotely want to answer.

“No,” I said. “I guess he’s not allowed to make phone calls, really.”

“You don’t think he did it, do you?” she asked.

“I know he didn’t.”

“Good.” She readjusted herself so that she was fully facing the TV and smoothed her skirt over her thighs. “The very idea that someone on this campus might have had something to do with it makes me wake up in a cold sweat some nights.”

I couldn’t imagine Cheyenne sweating, let alone admitting to it.

“Did you think that he did do it?” Natasha asked.

“No. I don’t know,” Cheyenne said. “I never knew either one of those guys very well, but Reed did. Does. Whatever. If she says he didn’t do it, then I believe it.”

She flashed her perfectly straight, whitening-stripped smile, and I felt inexplicably warm. In a good way.

“Now all we have to do is convince the rest of the world,” I said.

“What I want to know is when they’re going to figure it out,” Cheyenne said. “I just hope this doesn’t turn into one of those unsolved-mystery things, because that would not be pleasant.”

I turned green at the thought and sank down lower in my seat.

“They’ll figure it out,” Natasha said confidently. “They’re just missing some piece of the puzzle. As soon as they find it, it’ll all fall into place.”

We heard the sound of voices and footsteps descending the stairs. Apparently Noelle and her troupe were ready for their big night. Cheyenne cleared her throat and faced forward, her back to the door, as Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, Vienna, London, and a couple other girls gathered there. The moment I saw them, dressed to the nines in silk and diamonds, teetering on their high heels and made up like movie stars, I almost caved. This was fabulousness personified. Wasn’t this the reason I’d wanted to be friends with them in the first place?

But I couldn’t do it. There was a point to be made here. Plus there was too much risk. If I was caught where I wasn’t supposed to be one more time, the dean would no longer be able to ignore it. Sneaking to the police station and to Hell Hall and the art cemetery was one thing—that was all for Josh. But this, this was just to get drunk and be seen. The only person I wanted to be seen by anymore was Josh Hollis. He was the only one who mattered.

“Well, we’re off,” Kiran said happily, lifting the slim strap on her red dress, which had fallen down over her shoulder.

“Have fun getting caught,” Natasha said under her breath.

“Are you guys sure you want to do this?” I asked, turning in my seat. They really did look beautiful, standing there all in a row, all perfect skin and dramatic eyes and shimmering fabrics.

“Are you sure you don’t?” Noelle asked. “Because we can wait a few minutes if you’d like to run off and take your first shower of the week.”

There were a few snickers, which I ignored.

“You do realize that if you get caught, we’re all going to be in trouble,” Cheyenne said flatly.

“If we get caught, which we won’t, nothing is going to happen,” Noelle said, lifting her gold wristlet. “How long do you girls have to live in this dorm before you understand how it works?”

“I don’t know,” Cheyenne said. “With everything that’s been going on lately, I’m not sure the old rules apply.”

“Well, that’s your problem then, isn’t it?” Noelle said.

She walked over to the couch and leaned into it. “Reed, I’m not mad at you for last night, if that’s what you’re thinking. I know you’re just stressed and overtired and you snapped. To be honest, I was actually kind of proud of you.”

“She thinks she’s rubbing off,” Kiran put in.

I wasn’t sure whether to feel sick or proud of that theory. I was more focused on how totally self-centered she was. Did she really think I wasn’t coming to New York with them because I thought she was mad at me? Had she listened to absolutely nothing I’d said in the past week?

“So come on. Don’t be lame. Come with us,” Noelle said, nudging me with her bag.

“Thanks. I’d rather watch the Rudolph special for the two hundredth time,” I told her.

Noelle’s eyes darkened for a split second and my blood ran cold, but she quickly cleared it away with a smile. “All right then. You all stay here and work on spreading your asses. Meanwhile, we’ll be hooking up and dodging paparazzi all night.”

“Well, have fun. Try not to bring home any new diseases!” Natasha joked.

Noelle leveled her with a glare before turning and striding out. The moment the door closed behind them, we all laughed. Even me.



GROUNDED



It was only twenty minutes later that Mrs. Lattimer, our housemother, scurried down the stairs, cinching the belt on her velvet robe tightly around her slim waist. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her rush to the front door of Billings and I surreptitiously touched my toe to Natasha’s arm. We both got up, intrigued, and Cheyenne and Rose followed. Mrs. Lattimer buttoned her nightgown all the way up until it was practically choking her, then opened the inner door. A blast of wind hit her in the face, and then in walked Noelle, Kiran, Ariana, London, Vienna, and the rest of them, followed by Scat himself, our neckless head of security.

“Girls! Whatever were you doing out at this time of night?” Mrs. Lattimer put on a good show of being shocked and appalled, but it was just that. A show. She knew every move Noelle made and was bribed big-time to keep her mouth shut about all of it.

Noelle glared at the woman. Then Dean Marcus walked in and closed the door behind him. An iron curtain of dread settled over all of us. I caught Natasha’s eye. This was not good. Cheyenne was almost red with rage.

“In the parlor, please, everyone,” the dean said. Only Vienna hopped to and rushed right into the room where we already stood. “Now!”

I’d never heard the dean yell before. Not really. Even Ariana flinched.

“Well. That was a waste of a good-hair day,” Kiran said as she sauntered by me.

Noelle waited until everyone else was inside before taking her dear, sweet time strolling in behind them. She took a spot by the wall near the armchair where Kiran sat and struck a defiant pose. The dean looked around at all of us.

“I can’t even begin to tell you how disappointed I am in you girls,” he said sternly. “And not just those of you who flouted the rules tonight, but those of you who let them do it and didn’t say a thing to stop them.”

I felt Natasha tense next to me and I touched her arm. Now was not the time to debate the dean. We could do that later if we needed to, after he’d had a chance to calm down and maybe take a Tums. Or ten.

“You girls have the privilege of residing in one of the most prestigious dormitories on this campus. Billings was the first women’s residence at this academy. Its alumnae have gone on to be some of the most powerful, well-respected women in the world. How do you think those women would feel about the way in which you have spat upon this institution with your actions?”

“They’d probably be pretty proud,” Noelle said under her breath, but loud enough for everyone to hear. There were a few giggles and I just wanted to throttle someone.

“Ms. Lange, is there something about this situation that amuses you?” the dean asked, appalled. “Because if you like, we can go back to my office and you can tell me all about it before I expel you.”

Someone gasped. But Noelle . . . Noelle just smiled, never taking her eyes off the dean. Cool as the other side of the pillow. “No, Dean. I’m not amused.”

The dean hesitated a moment. Clearly he wasn’t used to dealing with the likes of Noelle Lange. But he soon recovered and returned to his speech. Still, he didn’t look in Noelle’s direction again.

“I don’t have to tell you girls that the rest of the school looks up to you. You set the example. When I appealed to the student body for their support, I was appealing primarily to you. They will follow whatever course you blaze, and you just blazed a course right into the woods and through a hole in a bloody fence!”

I thought the top of Cheyenne’s head was going to blow right off. She was the type of girl who lived to set the right example, and she’d tried to do just that. But Noelle had ruined it for her. Noelle had turned lily-white Cheyenne Martin into a black sheep.

“Now, I warned you that there would be grave consequences for any indiscretions,” the dean said. “Well, here they are.”

No one in the room breathed. Every single girl around me tensed. Everyone except Ariana, who hadn’t blinked since her return; Kiran, who just looked bored; and Noelle, whose defiant expression had not changed.

“From this moment on, when you are not in class, in the chapel for services, or in the cafeteria for meals, you will be in the library, seated at the center tables, studying.”

“What?” Kiran finally snapped to and a few of the other girls stirred.

“Mrs. Lattimer will be there with you at all times to keep a head count,” the dean continued, giving our housemother a stern look. As if, perhaps, she was being punished as well. She gripped the high collar on her nightgown and looked away.

“You can’t do this,” Ariana said.

“I believe I just did, Ms. Osgood,” the dean said. “All of you, consider yourselves grounded for the remainder of the term.”

He looked around the room, making eye contact with each and every one of us and just daring us to speak up again. No one did. Satisfied, he turned on his heel and stormed out, taking Scat with him.

The moment the door closed behind him, the room erupted in a hail of protests and whines. Noelle merely rolled her eyes and cut a straight line through the crowd, heading for the door. She was just about there when Cheyenne got right in front of her.

“I told you not to do this!” she ranted. “How could you be so selfish? Now you’ve gotten all of us grounded! I’ve never even been grounded by my parents!”

“There’s a shocker,” Kiran said.

Noelle stared down her nose at Cheyenne. She had a few inches on the girl and a much more imposing figure, but to Cheyenne’s credit, she never backed up. Not even a step.

“Try to remember who you’re dealing with, Martin,” she said.

I expected Cheyenne to step aside. We all did. But she stood her ground. And in the end, it was Noelle who had to go around her to make her grand, sweeping exit.



DEVELOPMENT



“This one you are not going to believe!”

I awoke with a start and my history textbook slid off my lap and banged to the floor. Natasha stood in the doorway of our room, cell phone closed in her hand, her hair wild from the breeze on the roof. I brought my hand to my heart to make sure it wasn’t on the outside of my body.

“Oh my gosh. I’m sorry. Did I wake you up?” Natasha said.

I looked around at the notebook on my bed, the clock, the mussed sheets. “Looks that way.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d be asleep already,” Natasha said. She sat down on the edge of my bed near my feet. “But you’re never going to believe the dish Leanne just told me.”

“Good news or bad news?” I asked, rubbing my temple with my fingertips. She looked pretty excited, so I was guessing it was good. Natasha didn’t usually get her jollies from negative gossip. Not her style.

“I’m not sure. You tell me. Apparently, the gossip around the city is that Blake Pearson has disappeared.”

“What?” All right, now I was awake. And on my feet. About a zillion thoughts flew through my head at once, none of them coherent. Something about guilt and death and anger and brothers. “When? I mean . . . how? Are you sure about this?”

“Well, it’s not confirmed-confirmed, but in our circles these rumors are usually pretty accurate,” Natasha said. The joy was gone, replaced by concern. “Why are you freaking out so bad?”

“Why am I freaking out so bad?” I blurted.

Because I just saw him. Because he left here so pissed off last night, he might have driven his BMW or whatever the hell he drove into a lamppost for all I knew. Because I had just met the guy for the first time, however convoluted and awful that meeting had been, and now he was gone.

“I’m sorry, that was a stupid question,” Natasha said. “First Thomas and now Blake. Of course it’s totally insane.”

I stopped, a whole new line of thinking occurring to me. “Wait a minute. Do they think that somebody took him? That, like, whoever killed Thomas killed Blake now? Is that what they think?”

“It came up in the conversation,” Natasha said, lifting her shoulders. “What if it’s some kind of revenge thing? Like Mr. Pearson pissed somebody off somehow and now they’re, I don’t know, going after his kids. He’s a pretty powerful guy in business, you know. Guys like that have equally powerful enemies.”

“Sounds like you’re writing a Law & Order,” I told her.

“There’s a reason why their plots are always ‘ripped from the headlines,’” Natasha said, complete with air quotes. “When you think about it, it’s kind of a good thing—in a sick, really twisted way. If someone did take Blake, then that kind of clears Josh, doesn’t it? Since he’s in police custody and all.”

“Yeah. I guess it would.”

I plopped down in my desk chair, trying to digest all this information. Trying to make sense of any of it. Maybe it was because I didn’t grow up on the Upper East Side with all its alarm systems and bodyguards and whatever else they had, but I had a hard time believing that some pissed-off business associate of Mr. Pearson’s was picking off his children. Of course, maybe that was the type of thing that happened all the time in the lives of the rich and famous.

Still, I couldn’t shake the thought that Blake’s disappearance was somehow related to the meeting with him last night. It was too coincidental. He’d just been here, just been confronted with the truth. And he’d been so angry. So venomously angry. It couldn’t be a fluke. It had to mean something that he’d vanished so soon after he’d found out that his brother’s best friend and girlfriend knew he’d been on campus the night of Thomas’s murder. It had to mean something.

But what?



THE NEWS



“Who cares? It’s just a couple of weeks and we were all going to be studying anyway. BFD,” Noelle said the next morning, tearing off a piece of her bagel.

I stared across the cafeteria at the faculty tables. Ms. Lewis-Hanneman sat like a statue in front of her untouched food, staring at nothing. A few pieces of hair had fallen out of her usually perfect bun and she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Her sweater was big and gray, the kind of thing you put on when you can’t be bothered, or when you need some comfort. She’d heard the news. Obviously. My heart went out to her. I knew exactly how she was feeling. Knew all the horrible things that were going through her mind. How she felt like she might never be able to move again. At that moment, I didn’t even care how awful she’d been to me in her office. I just felt for her.

Kiran sighed, looking down at the Sunday Style section of the New York Times. “Ever notice how much more appealing the outside world looks when you can’t go there?”

“Kiran, Noelle is trying to apologize,” Ariana scolded. She took a sip of her coffee and gazed over the cup at Kiran.

“I didn’t hear an ‘I’m sorry’ in there,” Natasha pointed out.

“She has her own way of apologizing,” Ariana replied.

“Excuse me! I don’t need anyone speaking for me, Ariana. Thanks,” Noelle snapped. Ariana lifted her eyebrows and went back to her breakfast.

Over at the faculty table, Mrs. Naylor, the guidance director, greeted Ms. Lewis-Hanneman with a “Good morning.” Ms. Lewis-Hanneman responded with a forced smile and nod, then went back to staring. She was so obviously desperate. I wondered if that was how I had looked when Thomas had gone missing.

But why didn’t she try harder to cover it up? Wasn’t her affair with Blake supposed to be a secret? I knew, God I knew, that it would be hard, but you’d think that she would at least try to act normal.

Cheyenne walked over with her tray of fruit salad and oatmeal and sat down at the far end of the next table, as always. Rose, London, and Vienna settled in around her. Apparently the Twin Cities had decided to defect back to their old locale. Noelle glared at them through narrowed eyes.

“Who the hell does Cheyenne think she is, anyway?” she said. “Her mother lives in Jersey, for God’s sake. She’s lucky she even got into Billings.”

“We’re all lucky we got into Billings,” Ariana said lightly.

“What is with you today? You sound like my mother,” Noelle said. “Even more so than usual.”

Ariana simply lifted her shoulders and stifled a smile. She did seem oddly chipper.

“I don’t know why you’re all so mad at me anyway,” Noelle continued. “I was just trying to help everyone have a little fun. Kiran set the whole thing up as much as I did. And you guys were all for it yesterday.”

“Uh, we weren’t,” Natasha pointed out, lifting her fork.

“Thanks for the update, Ann Curry. It’s duly noted,” Noelle snapped. She tore another chunk off her bagel and popped it in her mouth. “Well, at least I know Reed’s not mad at me.”

I yanked my gaze away from Ms. Lewis-Hanneman and looked at Noelle.

“Ah! So you are in there,” she said.

“I’m not mad at you?” I asked. Even though I wasn’t, not really. I couldn’t have cared less about groundings and thwarted outings just then. But I was curious as to why she thought so.

“Why would you be? You wanted to sit on your ass and do nothing, right?” Noelle said, her eyes sparkling. “Well, now you’ve got your wish!”

Just then the cafeteria door opened and Dash barreled in with Walt Whittaker at his heels. It had just started to snow when we arrived at the cafeteria, but now it must have been coming down. Their hair and shoulders were covered with snow, which Dash quickly brushed away, even as he made a beeline for our table. Walt, however, seemed content to let it melt and wet his hair.

“Did you hear?” Dash asked Noelle.

“Hear what?”

She leaned away from him, annoyed, as he pulled his scarf free and showered her with snow. Dash didn’t notice. He was too busy looking at me.

“Blake Pearson,” Dash said. “He disappeared.”

I told him with my eyes that I already knew. Wished he could tell me with his what he was thinking. But his glance in my direction was fleeting. Good move, probably, if he didn’t want his super-perceptive girlfriend asking questions.

“What? When?” Kiran asked.

Across the room, Ms. Lewis-Hanneman got up and grabbed her coat. I shoved my chair away from the table and quickly gathered my things as well.

“Ms. Brennan! Where do you think you’re going?” Mrs. Lattimer demanded. She was sitting at a nearby table today in order to keep an eye on us.

“To the library, Mrs. Lattimer,” I said as Ms. Lewis-Hanneman shoved through the far door. “I’m not hungry.”

“Ms. Brennan!” Lattimer called after me.

Utterly pointless. I had to talk to Ms. Lewis-Hanneman. If Lattimer wanted to stop me, she’d have to send Scat after me.



THE TRUTH



Outside, the campus was blanketed in white. The gray sky swirled with snow, dusting the benches and pathways and giving everything that peaceful, silent glow. It was like a photo out of the Easton catalog. Exactly the kind of picturesque scene that had made me salivate to attend this school. How could I have ever known how little opportunity I would have to appreciate such things? Instead of strolling through the grounds with my new friends, laughing on my way to some intriguing class to broaden my mind, I was chasing down the secret girlfriend of my dead boyfriend’s jerk brother. Put that in the catalog, Easton.

I shook my head and focused. There were more important things to do right now than dwell. Up ahead, Ms. Lewis-Hanneman speed-walked toward Hell Hall, her shoulders hunched, her hands tucked under her arms.

“Ms. Lewis-Hanneman!” I called out. She hesitated for a split second, then kept right on walking. “Wait up! Please?”

She ignored me. Nice try. I could run the forty in 5.75. I was by her side before she even made it to the steps.

“What do you want?” she asked. Her bare hand grasped the iron banister at the side of the stairs as she jogged up toward the door. Her fingers must have been like icicles. There were fresh tears on her face.

“I just wanted to see if you were okay,” I said.

“Thank you for your concern, Miss Brennan, but I’m fine,” she said flatly.

She yanked open the door to Hell Hall and I followed her into the lobby. The place was dark, quiet. Not much going on in these offices on a Sunday morning.

“Will you please stop following me?” Her voice was thick. She paused by the stairs to wipe under her eyes and bent slightly at the waist. I wanted to say something. Something to make her feel better. But I couldn’t think of a word. “God, this is ridiculous. I can’t stop crying,” she said to the ceiling, not to me.

“It’s okay.”

“No. It’s not. I don’t cry in front of people,” she said. “Especially not you.”

She shot me a glare and I realized how young she was. Maybe not high school young, but younger than most of the other adults around here. And she could have been a Billings Girl with that glare.

“What’s so bad about me?” I asked automatically.

“Do I really have to remind you that the last time we spoke you were trying to blackmail me?” she asked sarcastically. “You don’t seriously think you’re going to, what, comfort me now?”

She crossed over to a bench near the wall and dropped down. Tears streamed silently down her face as she tipped her head back and breathed deliberately though her nose, trying to regain control. Her fists clenched and unclenched as she breathed, but still the tears came.

“I’m sorry. I forgot,” I said. “I didn’t know this was going to happen and I . . . was desperate.”

“Whatever.” She sniffled and wiped under her eyes again.

“So . . . you don’t have any idea where he is?” I asked.

“I’m not talking to you about this,” she protested.

“Why not? You have to talk to someone,” I said. “And I know exactly how you feel.”

She scoffed. “Please.”

I felt a white-hot surge of anger. How could she talk to me like that? Me of all people? “My boyfriend disappeared, too, remember?”

If possible, her face paled even further. I could only imagine she had no idea what to say. “I . . . that’s right, I—”

“Forgot,” I said. “I get it. Just don’t talk to me like I don’t know what’s going on.”

She stared at me for a long moment. I could see her reassessing me. Maybe respecting me.

“I just don’t understand this,” she said finally, shaking her head as fresh tears squeezed from the corners of her eyes. “Why is all this happening?”

I’ve asked myself that one ten billion times, lady.

“What do you think happened to him?” I asked.

“I have no idea,” she replied, pressing her fingertips into her forehead and closing her eyes. “I’ve tried everything. His e-mails, all the numbers he’s ever given me. It’s all voice mail.”

I took a deep breath. I knew I had to tell her. She had to know what I knew. Maybe it would help us figure this out. Maybe there was an answer in there somewhere. But I had a feeling it was not going to be pretty.

“I . . . um . . . I talked to him. To Blake,” I said.

Her head snapped up. “You did? When? Where—?”

“It was before he went missing,” I clarified.

She was on her feet again, practically trembling. “What did you say to him?” she asked, her eyes rimmed with red. She grasped the underside of my sleeves and held on. “Did you tell him the same thing you told me? Did you tell him you knew he was here that night?”

“Yeah, I did,” I replied.

“Oh God.” She buckled forward, like someone had kneed her in the gut, and sat down again. Her head hung between her knees and she rocked forward and back. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

My throat was dry as sand. “What? What is it?”

She just kept shaking her head.

“Okay, you’re scaring me,” I said. “What is it?”

She looked up at me, pressing her hands into her thighs. The tears flowed freely as she continued to rock. I wondered if this was what a psychotic break looked like. “I swear I have no idea where he is.”

“I’ve got that. What’s the matter?” I asked.

“It’s just . . . that night . . .”

My heart flipped up into my mouth as my knees lost all strength. I found myself, just like that, kneeling on the floor in front of her. My brain was so fogged through, I could barely see straight.

“What about that night?” I asked. “Ms. . . . Cara. What really happened that night?”

She took a deep breath through her nose, which was obviously clogged, and then it all came out with the air. “Josh walked in on us in the art cemetery. Blake got angry, of course. It was late. He thought we were safe. So he shouted at Josh. Asked him what the hell he was doing there so late. So Josh told him the truth. He said, ‘Your stupid brother’s on another one of his benders, so I had to come here to study.’ He said it with a laugh, poor kid. Like he was making some joke we were all in on. But Blake, he . . . he—”

“He didn’t think it was funny,” I stated.

“No.” She sniffed. “He basically lost it. He just shouted this stream of curses about Thomas and stormed out. He was so angry. . . .”

Oh my God. This was not happening.

“Where did he go?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she whimpered, tears filling her eyes. “I stayed there and did some work for the Boosters’ dinner, just hoping he’d come back. Josh stayed, too. I think he was worried about me being there alone. . . .”

That sounded like Josh. Ever the gentleman. Caring about everyone else. And now, because he’d cared about the wrong people that night, he was in jail.

“We left together a couple of hours later. Blake never came back,” Ms. Lewis-Hanneman said, a tear spilling over. I could feel her just aching to confess. “The truth is . . . the truth is . . .”

“What?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from sounding strained. “What’s the truth?”

She took a deep breath. Looked down at her hands. “The truth is, I have no idea where Blake was that night.”

I sat back, my butt hitting the cold marble floor. Before me, Ms. Lewis-Hanneman quietly wept into her hands. All the pieces started to fall together in my mind. How angry Blake was at Thomas. How that anger had been festering all his life. How Josh’s statement had clearly broken something inside of him. How he’d gone off in a rage. How there was no accounting for where he’d gone.

Blake had serious motive. And now, I knew, Blake had real opportunity. Josh had an alibi. A real, solid, alibi. Blake had none.

And now that he knew there were people who were aware he’d been on campus that night, he had disappeared. No one had taken him. He had fled. That much was now perfectly clear to me. These were not the actions of an innocent guy. He knew he was close to being caught and he’d gone on the run.

Blake had killed Thomas. Blake Pearson had murdered his own brother. And he’d been right in front of me just two days ago. He’d talked to me like I was sludge. I had let him go.

“You have to go to the police,” I said quietly. “You have to.”

“My life will be over,” she said through her tears.

“No. No. I know one of the detectives,” I told her. “He’s a really good guy. Maybe you can talk to him, make some kind of deal to . . . I don’t know . . . keep your name a secret or something. There must be some way to work it out.”

She lifted her head. Her face was soaked, her eyes blurry and red. “But what if there’s not? Without Blake, without my husband, without my job . . . I’ll have nothing.”

I got back to my knees and slid forward. I placed my hand on hers, just as Constance had so often done for me.

“I’m not saying he’s guilty, Cara,” I said. It was difficult, but I said it. “He may not be. There may be a perfectly good explanation for all of this. But we’ll never find out unless you do the right thing.”

She nodded and sniffled again, looking down.

“It’s all gonna be okay,” I told her, wishing I actually felt it.

“I’m sorry about Josh,” she said to her hands. “He really is a good kid.”

“You’re the only one who can help him,” I said.

“I know.” She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. Then again, more firmly this time, “I know.”



JINX



Thirty-four hours. That was how much time had passed since Cara Lewis-Hanneman had promised me she would go to the police. Thirty-four hours of waiting for the call. Of praying to hear Josh’s voice again. Of aching with every inch of my body to tell someone what I knew. To clear his name.

But I didn’t want to jinx it. More than anything, I wanted to see Josh again. And for some reason I felt that if I so much as uttered his name, Ms. Lewis-Hanneman would chicken out. She would vanish as well, and Josh’s life would be over.

“Reed, will you please stop before you give me a seizure?” Noelle snapped, glaring down at my pencil.

I stopped tapping it against the library table, which I hadn’t even known I was doing. “Sorry,” I said automatically.

She blew out a huge sigh and lifted her thick brown hair over her shoulder. “Are you going to do some work, or can you only do that with Dash’s help these days?”

I stared at her.

“He helped me with one thing,” I said. “One project.”

“And how did it turn out?” she asked.

I thought of Josh. Wondered if he was still in a cell somewhere or if he’d been freed. If maybe he was hugging his mom and dad right now, just waiting for the chance to call me. I glanced at my silent phone on the table next to me.

“Well, I think,” I replied. “I guess I’ll just have to wait and see.”

The front door of the library slammed and everyone jumped. Within seconds, Walt Whittaker had rocketed into view at the end of the stacks that surrounded us, his skin ruddy from the cold and his breath short with exertion. My heart stopped beating entirely. I gripped my pencil with both hands. Mrs. Lattimer stood up and Whit leaned down to whisper something to her. Her face registered shock, then reset into its grim lines. She nodded. Whit turned to go.

Look at me, Whit! Look at me! Tell me what’s going on!

But he didn’t. He didn’t so much as smile, wink, or frown in my direction. The big-boned bastard.

“All right, ladies,” Mrs. Lattimer said. “It seems that the dean has called yet another emergency assembly.”

A sizzle of intense curiosity and dread buzzed through our cozy group.

“What’s going on?” someone whispered.

“God, not again,” someone else moaned.

Noelle stood and gathered her things, as if this happened every day. Ariana slid her arms into her coat jacket and calmly picked up her books. I tried to hide my hopeful smile. After all, this could be anything. It wasn’t necessarily what I wanted to be. Until I saw Josh with my own eyes, I was not going to allow myself to celebrate.

I felt Ariana’s eyes on me and composed my mouth in a straight line. I could see, however, that she’d caught me. That she’d noted my almost-glee. She leveled me with one of her patented stares.

“What the hell is happening now?” Kiran asked the others.

“Good question,” Ariana replied, never taking her eyes off me. “Let’s go find out.”



GOOD NEWS AND BAD NEWS



I hadn’t been this excited to be inside the chapel since my first day at Easton.

“What’s going on?” Constance asked me as we slid down toward the center aisle in our pews.

Josh has been cleared. He didn’t do it. I told everyone he didn’t do it and now, finally, everything is right again.

That was what I wanted to say, but instead I bit the inside of my cheek. I could not jinx this. Would not, for anything. If I said one word, Dean Marcus would walk out and tell us we were getting a new science lab, and I was not going to survive.

“I have no idea,” I told her.

“You don’t think there’s been another murder, do you?” Diana Waters asked, pale as her crisp white shirt.

“I’m starting to feel like we go to Hogwarts,” Lorna Gross grumbled.

“Oh, grow up, Lorna,” Missy Thurber snapped. “You need new references.”

I forced myself to face forward and clutched the low armrest at the end of the pew.

In ten minutes this would be over. In ten minutes we’d all know what this was all about.

The back door of the chapel finally closed and all the murmuring in the room came to an abrupt stop. Constance pulled her coat closer around her body and I wondered if it was chilly in the chapel. I felt as if my bones were portable heating rods, emanating warmth from the inside out.

Dean Marcus stepped up to the podium. For once there were no candles lit in the room, so the only light came from the weak fluorescents set high in the pointed ceiling. The effect on the dean was freakish. He looked like a corpse just risen from his grave. If I had been one to believe in omens, this would not have been a good one.

Oh God. He looked grim. This was an omen. He wasn’t going to tell us Josh had been freed. He was going to tell us something awful.

And then, the door at the back of the stage area opened and Josh walked out behind the dean. My heart exploded. Seeing him was like every good thing that had ever happened to me happening again, all at once. Buying my first bike, scoring the winning goal against Lakeland last year, winning counties in lacrosse, getting into Easton. They all paled in comparison to this moment. I knew right then that I had never loved Thomas. There was no way I could have. Because nothing I had ever felt in his presence even approached what I felt at that moment.

I loved Josh. I loved Josh Hollis.

As everyone else in the chapel started talking again, gasping, questioning, hypothesizing, I imagined myself running down the aisle and throwing myself into his arms. I stared at Josh until he found me and smiled. For the first time in days, I felt free. Everything was okay. Everything was going to be fine.

Then two people walked out behind him. Two people who could only be his parents. His father, tall, with the same blond curls, but tamed and slicked to his temples. His mother, tall as well, but darker. Exotic-looking. Not at all what I would have imagined his mother to look like. They all sat in the front bench, once intended for the chapel choir. Josh’s mother took his hand and clasped it.

I turned around and looked at Noelle and Ariana. Their shock made me smile even wider. But the longer I looked at them, the more I realized they weren’t happy-shocked. They both looked as if they had swallowed something sour.

“Attention, students,” the dean began. “Silence, please.”

Somehow, everyone in the room managed to shut up. Probably because they were dying to hear what was going to happen next.

“It is my extreme pleasure to make the following announcement,” Dean Marcus said. He looked anything but extremely pleased. He looked tired and pissed and about ready to retire. “Joshua Hollis has officially been cleared of any wrongdoing in the death of Thomas Pearson.”

There was a huge roar. You’d think a gladiator had just slain a lion on the chapel floor. Happy tears filled my eyes. Constance hugged me and screamed. I laughed as everyone jumped to their feet and applauded and hollered. Josh went bright red and hung his head sheepishly. His father clapped along with the student body.

The dean attempted to bring order. “Silence, please!” He banged the podium a few times with the heel of one hand until everyone finally sat down again. For a long moment he eyed us grimly. “While I’m sure we can all agree that this is very good news, and not a surprise to any of us—”

Except Noelle. And Ariana. And Kiran. All of them had Josh convicted and sentenced a week ago.

“We all need to stick together now more than ever,” the dean said. “I hate to remind you of this terrible fact, but this means there is still a killer out there somewhere.”

Any remaining whispers and murmurs died. Even I stopped smiling.

“So while I expect all of you to welcome Josh back with open arms, I must remind you to exercise caution on campus and off, report anything suspicious, and please, just . . . take care of one another.”

From several pews away, Josh and I stared into each other’s eyes. I was never letting him out of my sight again. Never.



REUNION



Somehow, Josh and his parents ended up by the exit door, accepting congratulations and well-wishes from anyone who cared to give them on their way out. It was like a receiving line at a wedding. I had only been to one in my life, when my cousin Shelby married that slimeball Emmit, and that receiving line had ended in a fistfight between the groom and his best man, but this one was much more peaceful. Everyone seemed genuinely happy to see Josh again. Even Noelle and Ariana stopped by to say hello. Kiran, I noticed, did not. She hid in a group of freshmen who were probably too nervous to stop, and used them as camouflage to get out the door.

I hung back and waited. Waited until the very last person had left the room and only the Hollis family and the dean remained. I had no idea how Josh was going to treat me in front of his parents, so I was feeling quaky and nervous as I approached. Imagine my relieved surprise when he turned around and hugged me right off the ground.

“Oh God, it is so good to see you,” he said.

He squeezed me and out came a few tears. I wiped them quickly away as he replaced me on the ground. He smelled like Ivory soap and freshly cleaned laundry. I wanted to press my face into his chest and just breathe, but his parents were hovering. Hovering with smiles on.

“Mom, Dad, this is Reed Brennan,” Josh said, keeping one arm around my waist. “These are Susan and Alan Hollis.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, sniffling.

Mrs. Hollis smiled and shook my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Reed. Josh hasn’t stopped talking about you since maybe the second week of school.”

I looked at him, surprised, and he blushed. I hadn’t even known him the second week of school. Not really.

“I hear we owe you a debt,” his father said kindly. His hand was large and warm around mine. “You convinced that woman to come in and tell the truth.”

“Thanks,” I said, unsure how to respond.

“Mr. and Mrs. Hollis . . . Josh,” the dean said quietly. “If we could all go back to my office for a bit. There are just some details we need to iron out.”

“Of course,” Josh’s father said, his voice booming. “But I think we can let the kids have a couple of minutes alone, can’t we, David? After all, they haven’t seen each other in days.”

There was a twinkle in his eye as he said this. The dean looked like he’d rather deep-sea dive with sharks than oblige.

“Fine. Five minutes,” he said. “Then you can join us in my office, Joshua.”

“I hope we’ll see you again, soon, Reed,” Josh’s mother said, touching my arm.

“I hope so too,” I replied.

Then they were gone. The door was closed. We were alone. Josh pulled me to him, placed his hands on either side of my face, and kissed me so deeply I forgot where I was. I fell into him, clutching at the sleeves of his sweater as another happy tear slid across my cheek.

“Your father’s cool,” I said, half out of it.

Josh laughed and the sound filled the chapel. It was so good to hear his laugh. “That’s not something you want to hear after you kiss a girl.”

“You know what I mean. Giving us a chance to talk,” I said, pushing him.

“Who said anything about talking?”

Josh kissed me again. I wished we could stay like this forever. And ever and ever and ever. When he finally let me go again, I had to sit down. I dropped into the last pew and he sat next to me, nudging me down with his hip. His hand found mine and clasped it. Neither one of us wanted to stop touching each other, even for a second.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me you saw Blake here that night?” I asked.

Maybe it wasn’t the most romantic thing to say, but I’d been dying to ask him that for days. Josh blew out a sigh and I knew he’d been thinking about this a lot. Of course he had been. He’d had plenty of time to ponder the fact that if he’d said something earlier, he might never have been in jail.

“I never really thought about it,” he said. “After Thomas died, everything sort of blurred together anyway. And believe me, I never thought I was going to need an alibi.”

“Did you hear about him? About Blake?” I asked.

Josh nodded grimly. “No one’s heard anything?”

“Not that I know of. But did you know he disappeared right after Dash and I confronted him?” I asked.

“What?”

“He found out that we knew he was here that night and he vanished,” I told him. “Kind of a big coincidence, don’t you think?”

Josh turned slightly so that his knees touched mine. I ignored the thrill that went through me. Every touch was about a zillion times more intense today.

“You don’t think . . . do you think Blake did this?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but it is suspicious, isn’t it?” I said.

Josh looked like he was about to throw up. He sat back again and slumped, taking a long, deep breath.

“Are you all right?” I asked, my heart thudding.

“It’s just a lot, you know? I’ve known these guys my whole life. Blake can be a dick, yeah, but I can’t imagine him . . . with my baseball bat. . . . But I guess he could have gotten it, right? He could have gone to our room and gotten Thomas to come with him and taken the bat. . . .”

He squeezed his eyes shut and tipped forward, releasing my hand for the first time so that he could grasp the back of the pew in front of us.

“I’m sorry,” I said, putting my hand on his back. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. I just thought you’d want to know what was going on. . . .”

“No, it’s okay,” Josh said, taking a few heaving breaths. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

After a couple of minutes he sat up again. His face looked waxy and pale, but he was otherwise okay. He gave me an apologetic glance, then laced his fingers through mine again.

“Let’s just not talk about this anymore, okay?” he suggested, trying to smile. “As far as I’m concerned, this is the police’s problem now. Not ours. From now on, we just . . . move on. Get back to normal. Is that okay with you?”

I smiled and leaned in for a quick kiss. “Okay?” I said. “It sounds perfect.”



REGRET



“So now they want to bring Blake Pearson in for questioning,” Noelle said, lowering her copy of the New York Times. Everyone on campus had one. Or a copy of the Post or the Hartford Courant. The new developments in Thomas’s case had made the front page all up and down the East Coast, apparently. “That boy always was a little too intense for my taste.”

I looked at Josh across the wide cafeteria table. He had been back at school for two days and was looking more and more like himself each day. This morning he wore a tan sweater with a hole near the collar and a paint stain on the sleeve. He’d already devoured a chocolate doughnut and was on to a cinnamon. Our legs were hooked together at the ankle under the table. He shook his head slightly at Noelle’s comment and continued to eat.

“Please. You had a major crush on him,” Kiran said as she texted on her BlackBerry.

“Kiran!” Noelle blurted.

“You did?” Dash asked, nonplussed. “When was this?”

Kiran went green, but continued to type away with her thumbs.

“I never had a crush on Blake Pearson,” Noelle said huffily. “Maybe I thought he was cute for five seconds in eighth grade, but then he went through that awful awkward phase,” she said with a shudder.

“Right. Pizza-Face Pearson,” Gage said, laughing with his mouth full. “Extra pepperoni!”

“You’re one to laugh, Coolidge, considering your awkward phase never ended,” Natasha said.

Gage’s mouth snapped shut. Thank God. I really didn’t need to look at his half-chewed food any longer.

“It must have been so difficult for him, with Thomas for a younger brother,” Ariana mused. “He never had an awkward phase, did he?”

“No, but he did have a jackass phase,” Kiran said.

“Kiran!” Ariana scolded. “You’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead.”

Kiran looked up and pulled a stupid-me face in my direction, then set her BlackBerry aside. “Sorry. I’m texting Tiara in Milan. I have no filter with her.”

“Ah, TyTy.” Noelle sighed as she speared a grape with her fork. “I miss that girl and her total inability to edit herself. When is she coming back to school?”

“Oh, never. She just landed Vogue.” Kiran’s jealousy was plain to the world.

I stared at Kiran blankly. I had no idea who Tiara was, nor did I care, but she took my lack of expression to be my usual fashion-world ignorance.

“The cover,” Kiran explained. “You don’t go back to being a mere human after that.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Maybe Tiara knows where Blake is,” Noelle said with a knowing smile. “Those two always seemed to find each other whenever there was no one else to find.”

“She found Thomas a few times too,” Gage put in.

“God, it’s a wonder those two didn’t kill each other sooner,” Noelle joked.

“Noelle! What the hell is wrong with you?” Dash said, dropping his fork with a clatter.

Noelle lifted her hand to her chest. “Sorry. God. Have a coronary. It was just a joke.”

“Can we please talk about something else?” Josh blurted.

Everyone fell silent. Noelle took a deep breath and moved her utensils to the sides of her plate, lining them up carefully before she finally spoke.

“I’d think you’d be happy the focus has shifted to Blake, Josh,” she said. “After all, that’s what got you out of jail, didn’t it?”

Josh said nothing. I could see the blood working its way up his neck and into his face.

“Noelle, drop it,” Dash said.

“All I’m saying is, it’s good to finally have a suspect that makes perfect sense,” she said with a shrug. “Those two always hated each other. We all saw it.”

Josh looked like he was about to explode. If he did, I knew it would not be pretty and that it might be quite loud. Something for everyone in the cafeteria to hear. My protective side kicked in.

“Why is it that every person the cops suspect makes perfect sense to you until they’re cleared?” I asked Noelle.

I could feel the implied “ooooooh” from everyone at the table. Kiran pushed back as if she was avoiding the line of fire and Dash shot me a pitying look. But I wasn’t about to back down.

“What do you mean, Reed?” Noelle asked icily.

“She’s right,” Josh said. “First Rick DeLea, now Blake. I heard you even had me drawn and quartered for a few days there, Noelle. What the hell is up with that?”

Noelle glared at Josh before her eyes slid slowly to me. As if I had told Josh how very guilty Noelle thought he was. But I hadn’t. If I had to guess, my money was on Gage. But good luck making Noelle believe that.

I had a feeling that Noelle was starting to regret ever inviting me to live in Billings.



AN IDEA



Normal. We’d been trying to find it all semester. Now, with everyone safely back inside Easton’s gates, we settled into some semblance of it. Everyone was busy studying. The library, still the Billings Girls’ home away from home, was now jam-packed with students from every class holding cram sessions and project meetings. Even I was able to absorb information again, which was a very good thing, since I had so much to catch up on. I found that Dean Marcus’s grounding turned out to be a blessing. Since I spent every waking hour outside of class in the library, studying was about all I could do.

There were still a few clues here and there that not all was right in the world of Easton. Especially for me. Every now and then I would see someone out of the corner of my eye and think it was Thomas. My heart would catch and I would turn, and the guy in question would actually look nothing like him. It was just my brain playing tricks on my already battered heart, and I’d have to remember all over again that Thomas was dead. Even though I was with Josh now, it hurt every time. To know that he was gone forever. That I’d never see that smile again. It still hurt.

Meanwhile, Josh refused to be anywhere within a five-foot radius of Noelle. Since I had to sit at the same table with her at all times, it made seeing him difficult, but we found our ways. Timing our bathroom breaks so that we’d be coming out at the same moment, walking from classroom to classroom together, sitting at the far end of our table at mealtimes, ignoring the conversation around us. Still, the chill between them was palpable, and Noelle hadn’t said all that much to me either since our showdown in the cafeteria. I hoped she wasn’t using that time to plot against me. I was not in the mood for more hazing.

Also, there were the headlines. Each day they grew more and more scathing. Easton Academy was dragged through the muck every which way possible. The school was derided for turning out murderers and drug dealers in one article, yet taken to task for installing security cameras in the next—as if the board didn’t have the right or the cause. The student body started to develop a palpable anger. There were details in one article that could only have been related by someone who attended the school. Whether it was an alumnus or one of the kids who had been pulled out after Thomas’s death, no one knew. But no one wanted to believe it was someone who was still on campus. In our delicate state of being, that kind of betrayal would have been too much for anyone to take.

I tried to ignore all of it. Josh was safe, and I had to keep my grades up if I wanted to come back to Easton in the spring. Of course I still wanted to see Thomas’s murderer brought to justice, but my role in that particular drama was over. As Detective Hauer had suggested in the beginning, I decided to let the police do their job, and I would do mine: pass finals.

That’s exactly what I was trying to do late one Tuesday night in the library. I was so engrossed in my chemistry flash cards that I didn’t even notice when Dean Marcus walked in.

“What’s he doing now? Checking up on us?” Noelle grumbled from across the table and a couple seats down.

“I feel bad for him,” Cheyenne said. “Look. He’s aged at least ten years since the beginning of the term. I bet he wishes Headmaster Cox had never retired.”

“Who’s Headmaster Cox?” I asked.

Everyone looked at me like I’d just asked how to add two and two.

“Headmaster Cox ran this place for thirty years,” Ariana told me. “He retired last semester. Dean Marcus is technically the dean of students. He’s only acting as head of the academy until they can find a new headmaster.”

“How did you not know that? Everyone knows that,” Kiran said.

“She’s new, remember?” Cheyenne defended me.

I glanced up then and found Dean Marcus talking with Mrs. Lattimer way down at the far end of our sequestered area. He looked frail, like he hadn’t eaten in days, and he was obviously graying. Cheyenne was right. This school year had taken a big toll on the man. What an awful year to be acting as interim headmaster.

“Maybe he should quit,” Noelle said. “Spare us all the misery.”

“Noelle!” Cheyenne was shocked. “Dean Marcus is Easton. I couldn’t even imagine this place without him.”

“I could,” Noelle said. “Gladly.”

“You don’t mean that,” Cheyenne protested, shaking her blond hair back.

“Yes. I do. The guy’s an asshole, Cheyenne,” Noelle said. “He grounded us. Us! This weekend is the last weekend before finals and we can’t even leave this library, let alone campus. I mean, who does he think he is?”

“He’s the dean of students and he’s worked here since he was a professor. He cares about this place and its reputation,” Cheyenne replied flatly. I saw something register in her eyes. An idea. “In fact . . . we may be able to use that to our advantage.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, intrigued.

“I think I just came up with a way to get us off campus after all.”

“You have a plan,” Noelle said doubtfully.

“Yes.” Cheyenne grinned, sitting up straight. “Yes. In fact, I do.”

She placed her hands on the table and stood, then smoothed the front of her white sweater and patted her hair. My skin prickled with curiosity. She turned and strode right over to Dean Marcus and Mrs. Lattimer, all confidence and smiles.

“What’s she up to?” Kiran asked, pulling her earbuds from her ears.

Noelle sighed and returned to her work. “I could not care less.”



A DEAL



“Did my gown come in?” Natasha asked, clutching her cell phone to her ear as we walked back from the library later that night. It was a beautiful crisp night with thousands of stars blanketing the sky. I kept my head tipped back as we walked; for the first time in weeks, I was able to focus on the beauty of the world. “How does it look? Okay. Yes. We’ll have the last fitting the day before Christmas Eve. No, I’ll do it. I’ll call him, Mom. You have other things to worry about. Okay. Love you too.”

She hung up the phone, smiling.

“Aw! Miss Moral Center loves her mommy! How sweet,” Noelle teased.

Natasha rolled her eyes but said nothing.

“What’s the gown for? You ‘coming out’ to society?” Kiran asked, cackling.

“Kiran,” Ariana scolded, “that is so inappropriate.”

“No. It’s hilarious. Really,” Natasha said flatly, patting Kiran’s shoulder. “And they say models have no brains.”

Kiran scoffed but could not, in fact, come up with a comeback. Which clearly pissed her off.

“No, the gown is for the embassy ball on Christmas Eve,” Natasha said. “I go every year.”

“The embassy ball?” I asked. My vision fogged over for a second as I snapped my head forward. Reverse head-rush.

“My mother is the ambassador to the United States from Zimbabwe,” Natasha said. “She holds this ball in D.C. every year.”

I almost tripped on my own feet. “Your mother’s an ambassador? You never told me that.”

Natasha shrugged. “Never came up.”

I felt stung. I thought Natasha and I had grown close, but this was a huge thing she’d never deigned to share with me. “I can’t believe you never told me.”

“I don’t know what your mother does,” Natasha pointed out.

Oh. Right. And you never will.

“What does your mother do?” Kiran asked, tilting her head toward me.

“Nothing interesting,” I replied, wishing like hell I’d kept my mouth shut.

“No, come on, Reed. Tell us,” Noelle teased. “I’ll bet she drives a bus. No! She works in a mill.”

I felt like I was going to burst into embarrassed tears at any second. Noelle was just goading me. She knew all about my family—or so she’d implied on several occasions. She’d probably read my file at some point, considering she seemed to have access to anything she wanted. I wondered if she knew only that my mother was on disability, or if she also somehow knew that all my mother ever did anymore was pop pills and make everyone’s lives miserable—for the few hours a day she was awake.

Up ahead the windows of Billings glowed with welcoming light. If I could just deflect this until we got inside . . .

“Do people really still do that?” Kiran asked.

“You may as well just tell them, Reed. I’m sure it’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Ariana said.

At that moment the front door of Billings opened and Cheyenne popped her head out. “Hurry it up, girls! We’re all meeting in the parlor.”

Noelle paused. I knew all thoughts of my family’s occupations were forgotten. I’d been saved by mini-Martha. “Oh, this girl has gone too far. She’s calling meetings now?”

Cheyenne had disappeared from the library with Dean Marcus about an hour earlier. Apparently whatever they had talked about had gone Cheyenne’s way, because she was grinning from ear to ear as she held the door open for us and ushered us in. We all dropped our coats and bags in the foyer, where a fire crackled and the Christmas tree twinkled, and followed her to the parlor. The rest of the dorm had already gathered. Mrs. Lattimer stood by the doorway, her expression pinched, her hand at the collar of her shirt.

“Have a seat, have a seat,” Cheyenne said to us, like she was the hostess and we were the guests. Noelle ignored her and stood behind the couch. Natasha dropped onto an ottoman, but Ariana, Kiran, and I stayed standing. As annoyed as I was at Noelle, it felt like the type of moment for choosing sides, and my instinct was still to stay on hers.

Cheyenne stepped over Vienna’s outstretched legs and faced us at the front of the room. She was practically oozing with self-satisfaction.

“I have exciting news,” she said. “The dean and I have made a deal. Trey Prescott and I have agreed to do an exclusive interview with the New York Times, all about how amazing it is to be a student at Easton, and in return . . . he’s going to let us off campus this weekend!”

There were excited gasps all throughout the room. Noelle’s hand tightened around the ornate wooden frame of the couch.

“Orchid V.I.P. room, here we come!” Vienna shouted, throwing up her hands.

I thought Noelle might rend the furniture in two. I imagined all the girls sitting on the couch falling on their toned butts on the antique rug.

“Actually, we’re not going to New York,” Cheyenne said, quieting everyone again. “The deal stipulated that we go to a prearranged spot. So we’re going to my family’s summer house in Litchfield.”

Noelle’s grip instantly relaxed. She snorted a laugh. “Wow. How fabulous,” she said. “Next you’re going to tell us your dad and stepmom are going to be there to chaperone.”

Cheyenne glanced at Mrs. Lattimer. She nodded shrewdly, cleared her throat, and left the room. Noelle watched the woman go with her mouth slightly open. Someone other than her had just gotten Lattimer to leave us alone. Cheyenne was pink with pleasure.

“Actually, the dean did call my father and asked him to chaperone. Which, of course, Daddy said he would do.”

Everyone groaned. Cheyenne held up a hand.

“But Dad just called me five minutes ago and told me he can’t actually make it,” she added. “He trusts me. Trusts us. So we’re on our own.”

“And he’ll cover for us?” Rose asked.

“Of course he will,” Cheyenne said. Just like that, she’d won the crowd over again. Cheyenne looked right at Noelle as everyone else squealed with delight. “So it looks like we’ll be having our yearly off-campus party after all!”

There was a round of cheers and the meeting started to break up. All around me, girls were planning what to wear, which guys to invite, how drunk they wanted to get. All the while, Cheyenne and Noelle continued to glare at one another. Noelle looked murderous.

Cheyenne was the first to break eye contact. She walked around the couch and approached us.

“Nice work,” Noelle said, crossing her arms over her chest. “You got the dean to agree to let us go hang out in Hicksville. What’re we going to do? Go cow-tipping? Take a historical hayride through the square?”

Cheyenne smiled and shook her head. “At least I got him to let us off campus, which was something you couldn’t do. Oh, no, wait—something you didn’t even try to do.”

Noelle stared down her nose at Cheyenne, silently fuming. “Well, maybe I’m just not a natural kiss-ass.”

“You can’t just intimidate your way through life, Noelle. That’s not how it works,” Cheyenne said calmly. “Sometimes you have to work with people. Speaking of which, Reed, I have a favor to ask.”

She shifted her attention to me before Noelle could formulate another comeback.

“A favor?”

“Yes. The dean thought it might be a good idea to have at least one scholarship student in on the interview. You know, to show the world that we’re not just a bunch of overprivileged snobs,” she said with a small laugh. “Of course, I immediately thought of you.”

“Oh, I—”

There was literally nothing I wanted to do less than have some reporter grill me on my months at Easton. Did I actually have anything good to say?

“You won’t have to talk about Thomas and all that drama unless you want to,” Cheyenne said, correctly guessing the source of my hesitation. “You can focus on the teachers, the classes, the dorms. Tell them what a world-class education you’re getting. I think the dean would really appreciate it.”

My gut twisted in twenty different ways, but I got her point. “Okay,” I said. “If it’ll help him ease up on us, then sure. I’m in.”

“That’s great!” Cheyenne said gleefully. Then, much to my surprise, she grabbed me in a quick hug. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have all the details. Have a good night, girls!” she trilled. Then she bounded out of the room like a happy puppy.

I didn’t dare look anyone else in the eye. I simply turned around, grabbed my stuff, and followed.



BUDDY-BUDDY



I was just dozing off that night—something I was pleasantly surprised I could still do after all those sleepless nights—when the door to my room opened, spilling dim light in from the hallway. I sat up straight in my bed and my heart caught when I saw Noelle’s shadow entering the room. Ariana and Kiran were right behind her. Here it was. My new round of hazing. Well, this time I wasn’t going anywhere without a real fight.

“What the hell are you guys doing?” Natasha asked before I had the chance.

Ariana flicked on the lights. She wore a white nightgown with lace at the wide neck and carried a Burberry shopping bag. Kiran, in a red nightie, placed a martini shaker and a bottle of vodka down on my desk. Noelle, wearing a black silk pajama set, added four martini glasses. I was officially confused. They were all in PJs, so they weren’t dragging me anywhere, and apparently they were setting up a bar.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I went to Kiran’s,” Noelle explained. “Kiran thought a couple of drinks might help, but I never drink alone.” She picked up the shaker and started shaking. “So here we are.”

Natasha and I looked at one another across the room. We could throw them out, but that might cause more trouble than it was worth. If we let them stay and have one drink, they’d go faster and happier. We communicated all of this silently; then, decision made, Natasha threw her covers aside with a huff and we joined them at the desk.

“Make mine a double,” Kiran said.

Noelle expertly poured out a glassful of liquid. Ariana took a jar of olives out of her bag and speared two with a toothpick.

“We should open a bar when we get out of here,” Noelle joked to Ariana.

“I think we would do very well,” Ariana replied.

I stared at them. They were in too good of a mood. Where exactly was this going?

“Reed?” Noelle asked as Kiran took her drink and perched on Natasha’s desk chair.

“None for me, thanks,” I said.

“Oh! Is living with Miss Moral Center rubbing off on you?” Noelle asked.

“No, it’s just I can’t be hungover tomorrow. I have class and a lot of work,” I said.

“You’re having a drink,” Noelle told me, holding a half-full glass out.

My heart thumped. “No. I’m not.”

“You’re having a drink,” she said. “You can either drink it, or I can dump it on your head. Your call.”

My teeth clenched together. I could have killed the person who decided that having no locks on our dorm room doors was a good idea. Of course, a lock wouldn’t have stopped Noelle anyway, I knew. She found a way around everything.

“Fine.”

I took the glass from her and sat down on my bed with no intention of drinking it. Noelle smiled her triumph, then poured out drinks for Natasha, Ariana, and herself. Soon we were all seated around the room, sipping. Or pretending to sip, as it were.

“So . . . ,” Natasha said finally.

“So what?” Noelle asked.

“So what are you doing here?” I asked.

“Can’t friends share a midnight drink with friends anymore?” Noelle asked.

“We just came to talk,” Ariana clarified. “The term is almost over, and lately we haven’t really had time to bond.”

“Bond.” Kiran hiccupped a laugh. “I love that word.”

Clearly she had been drinking way before Noelle had showed up at her room. ”Plus we figured it would be nice to have a little fun,” Noelle said, lifting her glass. “Since we won’t be having any this weekend.”

“Oh, so that’s what this is about. You want to bash Cheyenne,” Natasha said, leaning forward.

“Who needs to bash her?” Noelle asked innocently. “Everyone already knows that her idea of fun is totally lame.”

“The rest of the dorm seemed to like it,” I pointed out.

“The rest of the dorm is too stupid to realize how boring it’s going to be,” Kiran said.

“So you guys aren’t going to go?” I asked.

“Of course we’re going to go,” Noelle said. “If only to rub her nose in her incredible failure.”

They all laughed and clinked glasses.

“I think you’re just annoyed because she’s managed to do what you couldn’t,” Natasha said to Noelle. “I think it kills you.”

“Anyone can suck up to authority, Crenshaw. I prefer to do things my way,” Noelle snapped.

“Unfortunately, your way got us grounded,” Natasha said under her breath.

“Oh, like you had so many better things to do,” Noelle said. “Last time I checked, your entire social life had been unceremoniously drop-kicked out of this school, never to show her pore-clogged face again.”

Natasha looked as if she’d been slapped. Not only had Noelle just insulted Natasha’s girlfriend, but she was throwing around Leanne’s expulsion, when we all knew very well that Noelle was the one who’d gotten her expelled.

“But let’s not talk about the past,” Noelle said, turning to me. “I want to talk about Miss Reed.”

Oh God. Here we go.

“You seem very buddy-buddy with the automaton,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“Cheyenne. She’s talking about Cheyenne,” Ariana said firmly.

“Yes, her. The dean’s robot. What’s that all about?” Noelle asked.

“I’m not buddy-buddy with her,” I replied. “She just asked me to do the interview.”

“Right. The interview. That which she used to go over my head and make plans without me. Without any of us,” Noelle said.

“Look, I’m just trying to help us all out,” I said. “The dean’s pissed at us, and if this helps him be less pissed, then I’m going to do it. I don’t love Cheyenne, but I think it was smart of her to offer an olive branch. After everything that’s happened, we need a little good PR.”

Noelle stared at me. For a moment I actually thought she was seeing the validity of my point. But then she scoffed. She lifted the toothpick from her glass, brought her teeth down on the olive, and pulled it off.

“She’s got you all totally brainwashed,” Noelle said, shaking her head like it was just too funny. “It’s almost pathetic, really. I so hate to see my friends all brainwashed.”

Unless, of course, it was by her own hand.

“And that’s why she needs to be taken down a peg.”

A heavy sense of foreboding settled over the room.

“What do you mean, exactly?” Ariana asked, intrigued.

Noelle shrugged and smiled. “I have my ways.”

“We know you do,” Kiran said, half-gleeful, half-resigned.

And suddenly I felt sorry for Cheyenne. Because when Noelle decided to knock someone down a peg, that person usually ended up getting knocked all the way down to the pits of hell.



THE FUGITIVE



It was stifling in the dean’s office. For some reason he had a fire lit in the old fireplace—maybe to give the photos a cozier and quainter feel—but it was making my very blood boil. I’d already shed my sweater and now sat in the center of the room between Cheyenne and Trey wearing a Philadelphia Eagles T-shirt that I was seriously regretting wearing. It made me look like the scholarship student I was. It made me feel like anything but a Billings Girl. And if I was going to survive what had turned into nothing less than an ambush, I was going to have to channel my inner Billings Girl. If I had one.

“I don’t want to talk about that,” I said for the tenth time.

For the tenth time, the reporter ignored me.

“How did it make you feel? Not only had you lost your boyfriend to a very violent death, but to know that your new boyfriend might have been responsible . . .”

Her digital recorder sat on the arm of her chair, its red light glaring at me. She leaned forward, holding a mechanical pencil poised over her notebook. Her dark hair fell over her tiny-framed glasses, but she didn’t push it away. Her brow creased in faux concern as the photographer snapped a rapid-fire series of photographs, clearly capturing the slow demise of my spirits. Against the wall, the dean leaned back, his index finger crooked around his lips as he stared at the floor.

“I knew he wasn’t responsible,” I said through my teeth.

Next to me, Cheyenne and Trey shifted in their seats.

“You knew. You knew for absolute, one hundred percent certain,” she said dubiously.

“I never doubted him,” I said firmly.

“Then who do you think did do it?”

“All right, this interview is over,” Dean Marcus announced.

Thank God. I was wondering if he was ever going to put an end to this. Cheyenne had said I wouldn’t have to talk about Thomas if I didn’t want to, and yet that was all this woman had asked me about. That and nothing else.

“I have a right to ask these questions, Dean,” the reporter said.

“You’re here to do a profile of the school and students, not an exposé on Thomas Pearson’s murder, a topic which your paper has already covered exhaustively,” the dean said, holding out a hand toward the door. “This young lady has already been through enough.”

The reporter glanced at me. I tried to look pathetic so she’d leave me alone. At the moment it wasn’t that much of a stretch.

“Fine,” the reporter groused, rolling her eyes. She got up, gathering her oversize bag and recorder. “I’ve got enough for my piece.”

“Good. Please feel free to call me if you have any further questions,” the dean suggested, ushering her out. He walked her through his outer office, where Ms. Lewis-Hanneman sat at her computer, typing away. I wondered if she was really working or if she was just trying to look busy for the reporters.

“I’m so sorry about that, Reed,” Cheyenne whispered to me as we brought up the rear. “She promised the dean she wouldn’t ask anything too personal.”

“It’s all right,” I told her. “She’s just doing her job.”

But if I’d known where her car was, I’d have let all the air out of her tires right then.

Just before the dean and the reporter got to the door, it burst open and Dash barreled in, breathless. For a moment everyone froze. It was obvious to the world that he had a huge announcement to make. He took one look at the reporter and cleared his throat.

“Hey. How’s everyone doing?” he asked awkwardly.

“Fine, Mr. McCafferty. Thank you for stopping by to ask,” the dean replied. His hand was on the small of the reporter’s back as if he was more than ready to shove her out the door if he needed to.

“McCafferty. Dash McCafferty, right?” the reporter said, her eyes lighting up. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Dash replied. “I just . . . came over to tell Trey that we’re starting our study group an hour early. Are you guys done here?”

“Yes. We are,” the dean said, even as the reporter opened her mouth to protest. “Mr. Jackson, would you kindly help me escort Ms. Vasquez and her colleague to the gates?”

“Absolutely, Dean Marcus,” Scat said, emerging from a chair in the corner.

The reporter protested, but Scat had her out of there in five seconds, closing the door behind them.

“What is it?” I asked Dash.

“They found Blake,” Dash said.

Ms. Lewis-Hanneman stopped typing but otherwise didn’t move. Somehow I got the feeling she was not all that surprised by this revelation.

“No way,” Cheyenne said.

“Where was he?” I asked.

“At the family’s house in Bermuda,” Dash said. “His parents sent a neighbor by to check, and he’d been there for a few days.”

“It took them that long to think of their house in Bermuda?” Trey asked.

“It’s not their only vacation home,” Dash said. “They had to check all of them.”

“So what’s the deal?” Cheyenne asked. “Did he turn himself in?”

“Well, yeah. He’s already been brought back for questioning, but he’s maintaining his innocence,” Dash said, sounding very official. “But who knows? Hopefully we’ll finally get to the bottom of this.”

Cheyenne took a deep breath and blew it out, shaking her head. “Well, we should get to dinner, I suppose,” she said, checking her gold watch. She probably wanted to get there ASAP so that she could share this dish with everyone before they had a chance to hear it from someone else. “Coming, Reed?”

I glanced over at Ms. Lewis-Hanneman. Her fingers sat motionless on her keyboard.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I told her. “I have something to ask the dean when he gets back.”

“Okay. Thanks again for doing this,” she said, reaching out to quickly squeeze my arm.

She and Trey walked out, and I had to smile. Cheyenne was so unlike Noelle. Noelle would have been suspicious and wanted to know what business I had with the dean. Either that or she would have smiled knowingly as if she already knew what business I had with the dean. Cheyenne had no interest. It was kind of refreshing.

Dash shot me a questioning look and I waved at him to go, which he did. Also refreshing.

“Are you okay?” I asked Ms. Lewis-Hanneman as soon as I was sure we were alone.

“I already knew,” she said. “Blake’s lawyer called me this morning.”

“What did he say?” I asked, approaching her desk.

“He said that Blake left the country because of me. Like he wouldn’t be in this mess if I wasn’t such a coldhearted bitch.”

“He said that?”

“No. But he was very good at implying it,” she said with a small smirk. “Like I didn’t feel guilty enough already.”

“So . . . what? Blake was trying to get away from you or something?”

“Or something. I never told you this, but after Josh was arrested, I stopped taking Blake’s calls. I didn’t know what to do. Seeing him when we knew what we knew . . . it just seemed too complicated. I needed a break.”

“I don’t get it,” I said. “What does that have to do with Blake going to Bermuda?”

“His lawyer says he just had to get away. He was heartbroken. He left the country because I was avoiding him, not because he was on the run.” She picked up a bunch of papers and knocked them repeatedly against the desk to straighten them. Then knocked them a few extra times. “So it’s all my fault he looks so guilty. Isn’t that fab?”

“So you think he’s innocent now,” I stated.

She leveled me with a glare. “I know he’s innocent. I can’t believe I ever thought he wasn’t.”

I took a deep breath. It was a convenient story, but I wasn’t convinced. I’d seen the ire that the very mention of Thomas raised in Blake. I could so easily imagine him losing control and doing something awful to Thomas. But I couldn’t say that. Not to her.

“What’s he telling the police?” I asked.

“He’s keeping our secret,” she said with a wry look. Like she couldn’t believe he was still doing that for her—that he still cared. “The official party line is that he was broken up over Thomas’s death and needed to get away.”

Nice. He was using his brother’s murder to make himself look more sympathetic. This guy was rich.

“His lawyer says I’m probably going to have to give a deposition, which basically means my life as I know it is over,” she said. She shook her head and stared past me at the window. “I just keep thinking, if only we hadn’t picked that night to get together. Blake would have been at Columbia, I would have been at home. . . . None of this would be happening.”

She lost it a little then and snatched a tissue from the box on her desk. My heart went out to her, but I had no idea what to say. I knew how she felt. How many “if onlys” had I pondered since the beginning of the year? Hundreds? Thousands?

“I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have to listen to this,” she said, toying with the tissue. “It’s just, you’re the only person who knows the whole story, and if I don’t talk to someone . . .”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t know if it’ll make you feel any better, but you did the right thing. You couldn’t let Josh sit in jail for something he didn’t do.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“And I’m sure the lawyers will do everything they can to keep your name from getting out. I watch the news. They do this stuff all the time, right?”

She nodded again.

“The bottom line is, if Blake did do it, he needs to face up to it,” I said.

“He didn’t do it,” she said firmly.

My jaw clenched. I realized then that I wanted Blake to be guilty. I wanted to be able to blame someone. I wanted this all to be over so that we could actually move on. So that someone could finally be punished for taking Thomas’s life. For causing all this misery. But looking back at me were the eyes of a girl who wanted to believe more than anything that the guy she loved was a good guy. And I knew how that felt too.

“Well, then he needs this opportunity to clear his name,” I said calmly. “Either way, it’s better for everyone that he’s back. It’s the only way we’re going to find out what happened.”

She took a deep breath. “You’re right. Thanks.”

It felt like the moment for me to go, but I didn’t want to move until she told me to.

“You know, Reed, you’re kind of an old soul,” she said finally.

A smile jumped to my lips. “Fifteen going on forty. My dad’s been saying that since I was little. First I was eight going on forty, then ten. . . .”

“Well, it’s refreshing around here,” she said. “None of the kids who go here ever have to grow up, but you’re already there. Thanks for listening.”

“No problem,” I told her.

I took that as my cue and walked out, closing the door softly behind me. I wished her the best. I truly did. She seemed like a cool, if slightly misguided, person. But I wondered if she’d thank me so sincerely, if she’d think I was so very mature, if she knew that in the back of my mind I was hoping against hope I’d see her boyfriend fry.



THE WAY IT WAS



The crowd on the circle was unusually boisterous that night. The air was crisp and clear and once again hundreds of stars winked overhead. It was as if a huge leaden blanket had been lifted off the campus. Blake was in custody. And we were all willing to believe that this horrible chapter had officially been closed. The worst was behind us.

“Who wants to get started early?” Kiran trilled, pulling a champagne bottle out from under her coat. As always she couldn’t have cared less if any adults happened to be watching. Of course, the only people watching us were students in the three underclassmen dorms on the circle. Dozens of faces were pressed to the windows behind us, on the inside, looking out.

A few people cheered and Kiran popped the bottle open, letting the foam spill out onto the cobblestones at her feet. Already half-sloshed, she chugged from the bottle before passing it on to Trey and the boys. Ariana shook her head but smiled, and even Noelle laughed, cuddling back into Dash’s arms. Walt Whittaker took out a handkerchief and wiped the bottle before drinking from it; then Gage made a big show of running his tongue all around the mouth before sucking down half the contents.

“Gage, man! You are so disgusting,” Josh grimaced as everyone laughed and “eewww”ed.

“You are wrong, my friend! All the girls wanna suck my spit!” Gage said with a cackle, offering the bottle up.

“Ugh. That is just so unsanitary.” Cheyenne grimaced, waving him away.

“I’ll take it,” Kiran said. She grabbed the bottle and took a swig and everyone “eew”ed again.

“God, Kiran. There will be plenty of germ-free bottles when we get there,” Cheyenne said.

“Now where’s the fun in that?” Kiran asked, drinking some more.

With each laugh, I felt lighter and lighter.

“It’s good to be back,” Josh said in my ear, pulling me to him.

My heart went all warm and gooey. “It’s good to have you back.”

A pair of headlights lit up the trees and Cheyenne squealed. “The cars are here!”

Two huge stretch SUVs rolled up the hill and somehow made the tight turn onto the circle. I had never seen anything like them before in my life. They were longer than buses, with huge tinted windows, and tires the size of a front door.

“Now that’s how I roll!” Gage shouted, flinging open the door of the first limo before the driver could even get out. He got inside, kicked back, and started playing with the stereo, while the rest of us all tried to figure out who was going in which car.

“Let’s hang back,” Josh said, holding my hand.

“Why?” I asked as Ariana, Kiran, and Noelle ducked into Gage’s limo. He stared after them and I realized. “You don’t want to be in her limo.”

Josh sighed. “I just . . . The less time I spend around that girl, the better.”

Okay, this was no good. First Thomas hated the Billings Girls and now Josh? I had to fix this somehow or I was going to be spending the rest of the year running interference.

“Josh—”

He turned around and headed for the other car, but the driver closed the door right in front of him.

“Sorry, sir. All full,” he said, holding up his hand. “There’s room in the first car.”

Josh’s shoulders slumped.

“Come on,” I said quietly. “It’s just a short car ride. You can handle it.”

“Hollis! Let’s go, man!” Dash shouted, sticking his head out of the limo.

Josh turned to me, took a deep breath, and managed a smile. He lifted my hand and kissed it.

“You’re right. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I’m here.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

We settled into the limo on the opposite end from Noelle and Dash. Somehow Cheyenne, Trey, and Rose had ended up with us as well. I would have thought Cheyenne would want to stay as far away from Noelle as possible tonight, just to avoid any unpleasantness, but maybe I’d underestimated her. Maybe she wanted to show how very much she wasn’t affected.

Josh hooked his arm around me and cuddled me into his side, and I resolved to stop thinking about the politics of Billings. Noelle and Dash were holding hands and whispering to each other. Kiran and Ariana were laughing over some shared story. Cheyenne and Trey were smooching, and Whittaker and Rose were chatting about their upcoming trips for the holidays. And we were all being whisked off campus to a private party while the rest of campus studied or slept or hung out in their common rooms watching DVDs and playing video games. Everything was getting back to the way it had been before. Everything was going to be okay.



THE PALACE



During the course of the ride, everyone kept shifting and moving around. Whispering, gossiping, checking out one another’s jewelry and hair. Somehow Noelle and Dash ended up next to me and Josh. I sat in the center of the foursome with Noelle, while Josh pressed his knee into the door and stared out the window away from us. I could feel his tension and hoped we would be arriving soon just so that he could breathe again.

“I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” Noelle muttered. She whipped out a platinum compact and checked her hair in the mirror. Turned her face from side to side. “It’s going to be so lame.”

I glanced across the limo at Cheyenne, who was laughing as Rose sang along to the song on the radio.

“Don’t stress. She can’t hear me,” Noelle said, snapping the mirror closed. “Not that I’d care if she did.”

“Just relax, Noelle. It’ll be fun no matter where we’re going, as long as we’re all together,” Dash said lightly.

“Okay, Tiny Tim. Whatever you say,” Noelle shot back.

I laughed and Josh tensed even further. Apparently he didn’t even appreciate me laughing at her jokes.

“Just look at this,” Noelle said, scooting forward on her seat so she could see out the window on Dash’s side. “We’re in the middle of Dorothy land. Farmhouse. Farmhouse. Silo. Farmhouse. Oh, look! Cows! I knew we were going tipping!”

That one Cheyenne heard. She glared at all of us for a moment before deciding to ignore it. She returned her attention to Rose.

“She said there was going to be champagne. It’s not like she’s totally clueless,” Dash said under his breath.

“Well, there’d better be a lot of it if she doesn’t want this to be the disaster of the century,” Noelle grumbled. “Where is this place, anyway, Martin? Are you taking us to Canada? Because I don’t do flannel.”

“We’re almost there,” Cheyenne replied, blithely smoothing her coat over her knees.

The limo took a turn and whatever small amount of light there had been was gone. Curious, I scooted forward to look out Josh’s window. There was nothing outside but the night sky and the trees, crowding in on all sides. We were on a road that appeared to be one lane. If anyone came at us from the other direction, someone would have to pull off into the dirt. “Middle of nowhere” was the phrase that came to mind.

“Maybe she’s taking us to her coven,” Noelle theorized. “Maybe we’re all going to be sacrificed.”

“That could be exciting,” Kiran put in.

“Seriously. It’s like Children of the Corn out there. Where the hell are we?”

She wasn’t actually concerned, just obnoxious. The car turned again and I could feel the bump of cobblestones or bricks under the tires.

“We’re here!” Cheyenne announced.

Suddenly the car was flooded with light. Josh perked up and Dash whistled. Everyone gathered at the windows now, sitting up on their knees to face out. We were on a long driveway that was flanked on either side by huge sparklers stuck into the ground, spitting white fire into the sky. There were hundreds of them, sparking and cracking, lighting the way to the house.

“What the . . . ?”

The house. The house was not a house. It was a palace. It stretched out for what seemed like miles and rose up toward the sky with turrets and spires. On the second floor alone there were at least a dozen balconies with sliding doors. Light poured from every window, and each one was adorned with a classic wreath and red bow. There was a fountain in the center of the circular drive, and in the middle was a huge Christmas tree, all lit up and decorated with crystal ornaments.

“What is this, Versailles?” I said under my breath.

Josh chuckled and put his arm around me, finally relaxed. “So much for the sucky cow-tipping party, huh, Noelle?”

She shot him a death glare as the limo pulled up next to a couple dozen other cars that were already parked in front of the house.

“Huh,” Noelle said. “Looks like there are already some people here, Martin.”

Cheyenne’s face went ashen, and I knew. Everyone knew. Something was wrong, and whatever it was, Noelle had planned it. Her observation was not the product of surprise. All at once I heard the music pumping through the open front door.

“What the hell is going on?” Cheyenne blurted.

She grabbed for the door handle and tumbled out before the limo had even come to a complete stop. Trey quickly followed. We all looked at Noelle, who was barely suppressing a grin. She stared back at us, arranging her face into the picture of innocence.

“What?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

I shook my head at her and chased after Cheyenne.



OUT-SCHEMED



Stepping inside Cheyenne’s summer home was like stepping into a museum. Everything was huge. The Croton High gym could have fit in the entry hall. The Christmas tree set into the crook of the winding stairs was big enough to grace Rockefeller Center. The mirrors were huge, the paintings were huge, the chandelier was frightening. I didn’t even want to stand under the thing.

“This place is sick,” Josh whispered as he shed his coat.

“It’s a summer home,” I said, wondering what the home they actually lived in looked like. “They only stay here during the summer.”

“Yeah, so who decorated it for the holidays?” Rose wondered.

“Girl with money like this just has to snap her fingers and the staff of thousands takes care of it,” Dash said, folding his coat and scarf over his arm. “Did anyone know Cheyenne was this loaded?”

“Not I, but I officially have a whole new respect for the girl,” Gage said. “She could keep me in the manner to which I’ve become accustomed.”

Noelle rolled her eyes and walked across the room, her heels clicking on the marble floor. Somewhere beyond the foyer there were voices and music. I hadn’t even noticed it in all the awe. But now I saw that Noelle was heading for it and that Cheyenne and Trey stood hand in hand at one of several sets of open double doors. I hurried to join them.

Cheyenne’s face was all surprise as she took in the crowd in what I could only assume was her living room. Though how anyone could actually live among so much white without constantly staining something was beyond me. There were white throw rugs on the floor, square couches of white velvet, white high-backed chairs, and white pillows. Lounging on and around all the luxe furniture were at least fifty people, talking, drinking, and laughing. The doors at the side of the room were open to the outside, and I could see the lights on over an outdoor courtyard. A fire blazed in the huge fireplace, and waitresses circulated the room in black turtlenecks and slim pants, like a dozen Audrey Hepburns come to life. I recognized none of the guests, but could tell from their clothing and their demeanor that they were of the same class as the rest of the Easton students. Still, where had they come from? Did Cheyenne even know who these people were? ”Oh, look!” Noelle said happily, shoving past the rest of us. “There’s Ennis!”

She grabbed a tall boy by the arm and dragged him toward us without so much as a greeting. He wore a blazer, shirt, and tie and looked like he was auditioning to be in a movie about 1950s prep schools, all fresh-faced and handsome. Cheyenne dropped Trey’s hand and folded her arms across her chest.

“Ennis Thatcher, this is everyone. Everyone, this is Ennis, Cheyenne’s boyfriend,” Noelle announced with an utterly spiteful grin. “Ennis, this is Trey Prescott—Cheyenne’s date.”

My heart stopped for Cheyenne. Kiran snorted behind me. Noelle was good. She paid attention. She really knew how to hit a person where it hurt.

Ennis flicked a look at Trey, like he wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. He shifted his feet.

“Hey, Cheyenne,” Ennis said.

“Ennis,” she said. She was as pale as the snow outside. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, did I forget to tell you?” Noelle asked, hand to chest. “I invited all of your Barton friends. I posted the invite on their school website. I thought it was the least I could do after you saved our holiday party. And I knew you’d just be dying to see Ennis again.”

Cheyenne cast a sidelong glance at Noelle. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Possibly her mind was a total blank after being so utterly blindsided.

“Hope you don’t mind, Shy,” Ennis said. “It was kind of cold outside, so I used the key code and let everyone in.”

“Of course I don’t mind,” Cheyenne said, recovering quickly. “It’s not like I want my guests standing outside freezing to death.”

Ennis gave her a tight smile, then looked at Trey. Here it came. The throwdown. The “What the hell are you doing here with a date?” Noelle’s moment of triumph and Cheyenne’s moment of defeat. I held my breath.

“Hey, Trey. It’s nice to finally meet you,” Ennis said, reaching out his hand.

I felt like the whole room had just tilted and then slammed back into place. Wait. What? “Nice to finally meet you”?

“You too, man. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Trey replied.

They shook hands. Right there under Noelle’s nose. I had never seen her look so nonplussed.

“What?” Noelle blurted. “Ennis, did you hear what I said? Trey is Cheyenne’s date.”

“I heard you,” Ennis replied, pushing his hands into his pockets. There were patches of pink on his cheeks, but otherwise he seemed fine. “And I’m sorry to have to correct you, but Cheyenne and I are no longer together.”

I thought Noelle’s jaw was going to actually fall from her face. A high-pitched sound came from the back of her throat. A sound she immediately regretted making as her mouth snapped shut and she turned royal purple.

“You—,” she fumed at Cheyenne. As if Cheyenne was the one who had attempted to do something awful here.

Cheyenne simply smiled, her eyes gleaming mischievously. “Oh. Did I forget to tell you that Ennis and I broke up, Noelle?” she said, lifting her hand to her chest the same way Noelle had.

Josh chuckled and Natasha hid a smile. Badly.

“Nice try, Noelle, but everyone here knows about everyone else,” Cheyenne added. “Your cute little plan was sort of a waste of time, no?”

“Wait a minute. At Billings that day, you said—”

Cheyenne’s brow creased in an overly exaggerated way. “Oh, right! I guess when I told you I wasn’t ball-and-chained to my man, I should have also explained that Ennis was no longer the man in question. But it was so much more fun, you finding out this way, don’t you think?”

Noelle looked as if she were choking on her tongue.

“And P.S., I invited everyone from Barton before you did. All you’ve done is get them here a little early, so thanks for that.”

Josh, Natasha, Rose, and a few others laughed. The entire world shifted before my eyes. Noelle was speechless, Cheyenne triumphant. Someone had actually out-schemed Noelle. It was actually possible.

In that moment I felt proud of Cheyenne. Proud to know her. The universe didn’t revolve around Noelle Lange, and Cheyenne had just proven it.

She waved to someone across the room, then reached for my hand. “Come on, Reed, there are some people I want you to meet.”

“Me?” I asked, surprised.

“Everyone already knows everyone else, pretty much,” she said, giddy with her victory. “You too, Josh.” She tilted her head. “Let’s go.”

Josh couldn’t have been happier to get away from Noelle and her klatch of supporters. He handed our coats to Dash, then grabbed a couple of champagne flutes off a passing waiter’s tray as we wove through the crowd. Several people greeted Cheyenne with warm hellos and pecks on the cheek. She was clearly very popular among this Barton crowd, which made me wonder why she didn’t go there instead of Easton. Sure she was in Billings, but she didn’t have nearly this many friends at school as she had here.

“Astrid! Hey!”

A beautiful girl with dark, almond-shaped eyes and short dark hair leaned forward for a hug and a double-cheek air kiss. She wore a short-sleeved fuzzy sweater in aqua blue over a silky white dress and had a funky antique brooch in her hair. There was a rhinestone above her left eyebrow, and her glittery eye makeup made her look like a wood sprite from a Shakespeare play.

“There you are, love!” she said with a British accent. “We’ve been wondering when you’d turn up.”

“Sorry to be late,” Cheyenne said. “Astrid, I’d like you to meet Reed Brennan and Josh Hollis. This is Astrid Chou and her boyfriend, Cole Roget.”

“No way! I’ve been absolutely dying to meet you,” Astrid cried. She wrapped me up in a soft yet firm hug, and I breathed in the scent of a million flowers.

“You have?” I asked, laughing.

“Are you joking? You two are, like, famous!” Astrid replied. “Aren’t they, Cole?”

“Probably not for reasons you’d want to be,” Cole said kindly, leaning forward to shake both our hands. He was a compact guy with square shoulders and shaggy dark hair. “Congratulations on being exonerated, man.”

“Thanks,” Josh said, clearing his throat. He took a sip of his champagne.

“And you probably want to talk about anything other than that,” Cole said, putting his hand in his pocket. He tipped his glass of scotch toward Josh. “So tell me, Josh. What’s your thing?”

“My thing?” Josh asked.

“Cole is a brilliant conversationalist,” Astrid announced, her eyes gleaming with pride. “It’s a dying art, really. He can talk about anything. Just tell him what your thing is.”

“Sports. Art. Literature. Politics. Architecture. What’s your thing?” Cole asked, sipping his drink.

Josh and I looked at each other and laughed. These people were quirky, but in a good way. Very unlike anyone I had ever met. Josh shrugged one shoulder and decided to go with it.

“All right, then. My thing is art,” he said.

“Beautiful!” Cole said, lifting an arm to place his hand on Josh’s back. He led him toward a set of chairs by the fire. “What do you think of the new installation at MoMA? Brilliantly outré or just plain crass?”

Astrid, Cheyenne, and I watched them go, and I couldn’t stop smiling.

“I knew those two would hit it off,” Cheyenne said.

“I think this is exactly what he needed. Distraction is good,” I told her. “Thanks, Cheyenne.”

“Of course,” Cheyenne said.

“All right, enough of the Hallmark moment,” Astrid said, grabbing my hand and tugging. “Let’s go to the bar and get pissed.”



THE FIRE PIT



I had never worn a bikini before in my life, yet somehow I found myself standing outside in the freezing December air, wrapped in a towel, with nothing underneath but a tiny black thing with strings at my hips and tied in a bow behind my neck. Twelve friends and semistrangers stared up at me from the hot tub.

“Okay, it’s about negative fifteen degrees out here,” I said, clinging to the towel.

“That’s why you want to get into the hot tub straight away,” Astrid said.

She, by the way, was naked under there, as were a few of the other girls. Apparently they had been here drinking for a while before we showed up. Oddly, none of the guys seemed to be the least bit fazed by all the skin.

“Go on, Reed! Take it off!” Astrid cheered.

All the guys, including Josh, hooted and hollered. It was now or never. Now, or look like the biggest prude of the century. I dropped the towel and stepped directly into the hot water, immersing myself up to my neck before anyone could get a good look at my almost naked self.

“See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Cheyenne asked.

She was wearing a suit too, of course. And so was Josh. As long as I had people on either side of me who had clothes on, I was cool.

“Thanks for letting me borrow this,” I said.

“You can keep it if you want,” Cheyenne said, taking a sip from a bottle of water. “I have dozens.”

“Yeah. I noticed. All bikinis,” I said, reaching back to fix a slight wedgie.

“We’re not gonna have these bodies forever, Reed,” Astrid said. “May as well enjoy them while we do.”

“So, Cole, when do you leave for France?” Cheyenne asked.

“Second week of January,” Cole said. “I’ve got so much to do.”

“Are you going on vacation?” I asked.

“No, no. Barton has an exchange program with a school just outside Paris,” Cole explained. “Every year five juniors get to go study the French classics. This year I was lucky enough to be selected.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Astrid said, placing her champagne glass down on the bricks so she could ruffle his hair. “I am going to miss you, though. Barton is going to be quite dull without you around.”

“Please. Barton is never dull,” Astrid’s friend Leah said. “It’s all drama, all the time.”

“Please. You don’t know drama until you’ve been at Easton,” Cheyenne joked.

“She’s right. We’ve cornered the market on that,” Josh put in wryly.

“But it’s over now,” I said. “Next semester I think things are going to be very normal.”

“Wishful thinking,” Rose put in with a small snort.

“You should transfer to Barton, Reed. Not only do we have less drama, we could really use you on the football pitch,” Astrid said with a wink.

“You play?” I asked.

“I’m forced to,” Astrid replied. “But I do remember watching you from the sidelines in September. Very impressive. Perhaps Coach would give me a pass next year if I could convince you to defect.”

Right. We had pretty much crushed Barton in our match earlier in the season.

“No, no, no. Reed is staying right where she is,” Josh said, slinging his arm over my shoulder.

My heart swooped and I cuddled closer to him. “I have no problem with that.”

“Aw! Look at these two!” Astrid said. “Could they be any more precious?”

Josh and I looked at each other and grinned. It was amazing how much more I appreciated moments like this, now that they’d been so close to being gone for good. He leaned in for a kiss and as our lips met, my cell phone beeped. I grabbed it up from the circle of cells and PDAs that surrounded the hot tub. The text message read:

MEET UPSTAIRS. SOUTH WING. 5 DOOR LEFT.

U DONT WANT 2 MISS THIS!!!

My chest constricted. A secret text message from Noelle. How long had it been since I’d gotten one of those? I felt the familiar tingle of curiosity and looked up at the house, as if I’d see one of them beckoning to me from a window.

“It’s Noelle, isn’t it?” Cheyenne asked suspiciously. “What are they doing?”

“Nothing. They’re just inside by the pool table and they want me to come in,” I lied.

Josh pulled my hand toward him and read the message. His face went hard. Oh, God. He wasn’t going to tell Cheyenne where they actually were, was he?

“What’s with her?” he spat. “It’s like she says jump and everyone around her is supposed to say, ‘Cool! Into what fire pit?’”

Everyone laughed, but my stomach felt tight. I wanted to go. There was no denying it. Even after everything that had happened, Noelle’s pull was undeniable. What were they doing in the fifth room on the left of the south wing? Something fabulous? Something bad? Something fabulously bad? I was dying to find out.

Part of me hated that they still had this effect on me, but they did.

“What?” Josh said quietly, noticing my contemplation. “You’re not actually thinking about meeting up with her, are you?”

“Well—”

“Reed, come on. You don’t have to do everything she says. Don’t let her ruin this.”

His blue eyes searched mine. Sincere. Caring. Trusting. They were so full of purity, just looking at them made me feel guilty.

He was right. I knew he was. I didn’t have to go running every time Noelle told me to. If I had learned anything over the past few weeks, it was that I was perfectly capable of standing up to her. But this time she wasn’t ordering me to do anything. She was inviting me. I could easily turn her down. The question was, did I want to?

The answer, according to my excitedly pounding heart, was no.

“It’ll just be a couple of minutes,” I said, pushing myself up. The hot water sluiced from my bare skin and the cold air hit me full force.

“Oh, boo!” Astrid grinned.

“Sorry. I’ll be back.” I grabbed my towel and scurried for the pool house, where we’d all left our clothes. Josh, after the briefest hesitation, was right behind me. He closed the door behind us and I grabbed my skirt and sweater—well, Kiran’s skirt and sweater—off the couch in the living area and headed for one of the bedrooms. That’s right. The pool house had two bedrooms, a sauna, a changing area with four changing rooms and a bar. Roughly the size of some of the homes back in Croton.

“You’re not really going up there, are you?” Josh demanded, whipping a towel from a hook in one of the changing rooms. He wrapped it around his shoulders as water dripped from his hair.

“They’re probably just exploring the house,” I said. “It’s no big deal.”

I closed the slatted door to the bedroom behind me and quickly shed the wet bathing suit, then dried myself off as best I could. Every second I expected the cell phone to beep again, asking where the hell I was. I found, to my amazement, that I was excited by the idea rather than petrified. Things had definitely changed.

“It’s a big deal to me!” Josh said through the door. “Reed, Noelle is . . . she’s . . . she’s evil!” he blurted. “And you’re at her beck and call! You’re at evil’s beck and call.”

I pulled my skirt and sweater on, then opened the door. “Josh, she’s just a girl with a power complex. She’s not evil.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” he said. “Reed, she thought I was a murderer. She thought I was some deranged psycho and she called the police on me! She even almost turned you against me!”

“Yeah, but she didn’t,” I said, as I shoved my feet into my shoes.

“That is so not the point and you know it,” Josh said. “You’re about to walk out on me and go hang out with a girl who tried to have me locked up for life.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” I blurted.

His entire face contorted. “Excuse me?”

The second the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. It was just that I was so sick of the drama. So sick of the confusion and the exhaustion and the sorrow. It was over now. Why couldn’t he see that? I just wanted to be with my friends. Yes, they had their faults, but if anything had been proven tonight, it was that they weren’t untouchable. They weren’t unfazeable. Cheyenne Martin had dished it to Noelle earlier, and Noelle had just eaten it. They weren’t that different from the rest of us.

“That’s not what I meant,” I said. “It’s just . . . it’s not Noelle’s fault. She was just trying to figure out what happened to Thomas. Just like everyone else was. She just wanted an explanation.”

“Yeah, and she conveniently blamed Psycho Hollis,” he said, his jaw clenching.

“Josh—”

“No. You know what? If you want her to be your friend so badly, fine,” he said, throwing up a hand as he turned away from me. “But if you go up there, don’t bother coming back down.”

All the air rushed out of the room. “What?”

“I’m serious, Reed. I don’t like that girl. I don’t want to be around her. And if you want to be around her, then you clearly don’t want to be around me,” he said, his eyes flashing in a way I’d never seen before.

I stood there, staring at him, unable to believe what I was hearing.

“I’m not very good with ultimatums, Josh,” I said shakily.

“Yeah, well, I don’t usually drop them,” he said flatly. “But it looks like I just did.”

“Well,” I said, fighting back the sting of tears, “have a good night then.”

Then, much to both his shock and mine, I turned my back on him and walked out.



COUTURE REVENGE



I found my way upstairs quickly, running on pure adrenaline. Who did Josh think he was? I knew he’d been through a lot, but didn’t he realize how much I’d been through trying to help him? If he trusted me, if he respected me, he could never talk to me like that. Just when we were having such a sweet, romantic time, he had to go and ruin it with a ridiculous demand.

Or one could say I had ruined it, by running off to meet up with the Billings Girls.

I slowed down as I reached the first door in the south wing, feeling suddenly nauseated. Had I just chosen Noelle over Josh? Had that really just happened? But no. It shouldn’t have to be one or the other, should it? I could have just come up here for a little while and gone right back down to Josh. He was the one who’d said he couldn’t be around me. It was all him. Wasn’t it?

Down the hallway, I could see a shaft of light coming from the open door to one of the rooms. I could hear my friends’ laughter. There was still time to turn back. To figure out a way to fix this.

No, no, no. I was not going to go back down there with my tail between my legs. If I was going to start standing up for myself, it couldn’t just be against Noelle. I had to stand up for myself in every aspect of my life. And that meant standing my ground with Josh. I took a deep breath and strolled the rest of the way.

When I pushed open the door to the tremendous bedroom, the first thing I saw was Kiran draped across the gold satin sheets in a green ball gown fit for a princess. She had a thick necklace of stunning diamonds and emeralds around her neck and a huge bauble on one of her hands. Ariana stood at the foot of the bed in a gorgeous, slinky, blue sheath, snapping photos with Kiran’s camera phone.

“There you are, Reed!”

Noelle came up behind me and flung a hanger over my shoulder, holding a purple dress up against my body. It had a full skirt that looked as if it were made out of a thousand purple feathers.

“We thought that this would be perfect for you!”

“What took you so long?” Ariana asked, arching one eyebrow.

“I got lost,” I lied, taking the hanger from Noelle, who was wearing a red-and-black gown right out of Moulin Rouge. Behind her a closet the size of my house was open, and gowns of all colors were strewn on the floor and on the benches inside the closet. Dozens of pairs of shoes had been pulled off their shelves and were knocked over on the floor. A drawer full of sparkling jewelry sat open, its contents having obviously been pawed through. “What the hell are you guys doing?”

“Cheyenne’s stepmother is a collector,” Noelle said. She disappeared inside the closet and came out with a tiara on her head.

“A collector of clothes?” I asked, dropping the purple dress on the bed next to Kiran.

“No, silly! A collector of couture,” Kiran said, rolling over the luxurious bedspread as she giggled. “I love this bed! I want to marry this bed!”

“You are very drunk,” I pointed out.

“Nice to state the obvious,” Noelle said, checking her reflection in the mirror.

“What’s the matter, Reed?” Ariana asked. “You’re all tense.”

I blew out a sigh. Might as well tell them. They would find out sooner or later. “I just had a big fight with Josh.”

“Oh. That’s too bad,” Ariana said with a small frown.

“Well, you know what the best revenge is, don’t you?” Kiran asked, grabbing one of the bedposts and hoisting herself up to her knees.

I blinked.

Kiran reached behind her and snatched up the purple dress. “The best revenge is couture!”

“Put it on!” Noelle cheered, grabbing for a bottle of champagne.

“It will look incredible on you,” Ariana added.

“Come on, Reed. You know you want it,” Kiran said, looking at me through heavy lashes.

Funny. One minute people were cheering for me to take it off, now they were cheering for me to put it on.

“Please, Reed?” Kiran trilled. “Pretty please?” She pouted and batted her lashes crazily.

“Fine.” I laughed, rolling my eyes, and took the dress from her. Knowing how they mocked modesty, I quickly stripped right in front of them and stepped into the dress. Noelle came around and did up the side zipper for me.

“Well. That was made for you,” Ariana said appreciatively.

“Actually, it was made for Rinnan Hearst, but who’s counting?” Kiran said, jumping down from the bed.

“Rinnan Hearst. Why do I know that name?”

“Omigod. You don’t know who Rinnan Hearst is?” Kiran almost choked.

I started for the mirror, but Noelle held me back. “No! Hair and jewelry first. It’s better if you can get the full effect. Ariana?”

Ariana walked into the closet and came back with a pair of diamond-studded chopsticks, which Noelle used to put my hair into a quick updo. Then they placed a huge yellow diamond necklace around my neck. It was very heavy, and the jewels were cold against my skin.

“Rinnan Hearst is Cheyenne’s stepmother,” Ariana said, stepping back to check her work. “She’s also been nominated for three Academy Awards.”

Right. I’d seen her in a movie once. Though which one I had no idea. I had a vague mental picture of a tall woman with coffee-colored skin, dark eyes, and no body fat.

“Plus she’s only, like, thirty,” Kiran said, swigging from the champagne bottle.

“Or so she says,” Noelle added coyly.

“Wait, why were you guys so surprised at the size of this house if Cheyenne’s stepmother is a movie star?” I asked.

“Reed, you have got so much to learn,” Kiran said. She threw her arms wide and some of the champagne sloshed out of the bottle. “This is not indie-movie-queen money. This is old money.”

“What does Cheyenne’s father do, exactly?” Ariana asked.

“No one’s ever cared enough to find out for sure,” Noelle said. “He’s some kind of international business mogul.”

“Well, I hope Rinnan’s not too attached to him, because I wouldn’t mind being wife number three,” Kiran said with a cackle.

I balked. “Come on. Wouldn’t Cheyenne’s dad be kind of old for you?”

“Sweetie, I don’t care if he’s old or young, ugly or pretty. As long as he’s financing the couture, he’s fine by me,” Kiran trilled.

“Hear, hear!” Noelle and Ariana both cheered before taking mouthfuls of champagne.

“Anyway, Reed, you are now wearing the exact outfit Ms. Rinnan Hearst wore when she lost at the Oscars for the third time,” Ariana said with a smile.

Whoa. This dress had been down the red carpet at the Academy Awards? Even I could appreciate the fabulousness of that. Noelle finally let me go and I stepped in front of the mirror. The tension inside of me melted away. I really did look like a movie star.

“Okay, everyone! Get together!” Kiran said, grabbing the camera phone from Ariana.

Ariana and Noelle crowded in around me, striking ridiculous model-style posses. Hands on hips, butts jutted out, lips puckered. I mimicked them, laughing at myself as they draped their arms over me, pressed their cheeks to mine. It was all very silly and fun. An impromptu fashion show. It was the type of thing I always knew girls did on their own time, but I had never actually experienced. Of course, where I lived the clothes came from Forever 21, not the House of Chanel.

“Okay, people! Wardrobe change!” Kiran announced.

Noelle grabbed my hand and pulled me into the closet to select another dress. For the first time in days, I wasn’t thinking about Thomas or Blake or Josh or anything else. For the first time in days, I was just having fun.



A PHOTO



Josh ignored me for the rest of the night. I didn’t approach him, either. Whenever we were in a room together, I felt like there was a bungee cord between us trying to pull me over to him, but I resisted. I was angry. I was hurt. And there was no way I was apologizing first.

We took separate limos home, but they both pulled up at the same time. When I stepped out into the cold, Josh was standing a few yards away, staring at me. Noelle came out and huddled into me from behind, putting her chin on my shoulder. Josh’s face went blank before he turned around and walked off alone.

There was a huge hole where my heart used to be.

“Screw him,” Noelle said, slipping her arm through mine. “We had a good night. You can fix it in the morning.”

“You’re right,” I said, shaking my hair back.

Dash came over and gave Noelle a quick good-night kiss before heading off in the direction of the guys’ dorms. Then Kiran tripped over the curb into us and Ariana helped us get her standing up straight.

“Have you gotten your membership card from the Future Betty Ford’s Inmate Club yet?” Noelle asked.

“Huh?” Kiran was confused.

Noelle rolled her eyes. “Forget it.”

Together the four of us started up the cobblestone walk that would take us around my old dorm, Bradwell, and into the quad. Overhead the stars still twinkled and winked. Normally after a night like this the Billings Girls and the boys of Ketlar would have been rolling in as the sun came up, but the dean had stipulated an early night as part of his deal with Cheyenne and her dad. It was barely even one in the morning.

“Hey! Let’s look at the pictures!” Kiran announced suddenly. She lifted her bag and attempted to open the clasp five times before it finally came free.

“Here. Let me,” Noelle said.

She grabbed the bag and fished out the phone, which Kiran promptly snatched back. “You don’t know how to work it.”

“Fine,” Noelle said, impatient. She looked at me and shook her head, and I laughed. Up ahead, the rest of the girls were crowding through the front door of Billings.

“Here! Look!” Kiran said.

All four of us huddled around her as we walked, the better to see the tiny screen. Kiran jabbed the arrow button with her thumb repeatedly, scrolling through the shots. There was one of me and Noelle hugging. One of Ariana and Kiran lounging on the bed. One of Noelle, Ariana, and me with our heads cut off, clearly taken by a less-than-sober Kiran.

“You suck!” Noelle said, smacking Kiran’s arm. “That should have been a great shot.”

“Hey! I’m a model, not a photographer,” Kiran replied.

Ariana and I laughed.

There was Ariana in her blue gown, a shot of Noelle’s tiara, Kiran and me on the bed. Ariana, Noelle, me, Kiran, Noelle, Ariana, me, and—

A naked torso. A guy’s torso. Stretched and bound. A guy with a black bag over his head, tied to some kind of pole. A blindfolded, half-naked—

Thomas.

Everyone stopped moving. The world stopped moving.

“What—?” My vision blackened from the outside in, blocking out everything until all I could see was that image. I knew Thomas’s body. Would know it anywhere. It was him. It was him.

The image shook in Kiran’s hands. Her skin was actually gray. “Omigod. Omigod.”

She hit a bunch of buttons, but nothing worked. Nothing cleared the horrifying image that was burning itself into every corner of my mind.

“What is that!?” I shouted, backing away. The pain in my stomach was so intense I doubled over. Ariana stared straight ahead as if in shock. Kiran blubbered. Noelle, cool as ice, slowly reached over and took the phone out of Kiran’s hand. She clicked a few buttons.

“It’s nothing,” she said firmly. “It’s gone.”

“I’m sorry,” Kiran blurted. Her whole body trembled. Even her eyes seemed to shake in their sockets. She gripped her own arms and backed away from Noelle and Ariana like she was afraid they might pounce. “I’m so, so sorry. I thought I deleted it. I thought—”

“Who the hell told you to take pictures?” Noelle demanded.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. We just thought . . . a goof. It was a goof. I thought—”

“Shut up,” Ariana said through her teeth. I could see her jaw working. The anger she was smothering was boiling just below the surface.

Kiran was desperate. “But I thought I deleted it—”

“Shut up, Kiran.”

“Ariana, please! It didn’t seem like a big deal at the time! I just—”

“Shut the hell up!” Ariana roared.

Tears blurred my vision. This wasn’t happening. This could not be happening. Thomas. Thomas. Thomas. He was half naked. His arms were lashed behind him. His head was covered. He couldn’t see. There was no way he could see. Thomas was murdered. Thomas was murdered. And they had a picture of him. Like he was being tortured. Like they had—

“What did you do?” I heard myself say. My head was shaking. I couldn’t focus. Tears streamed down my face. “What the hell did you do?”

Noelle took a step toward me. Nothing about her had changed. While Kiran deteriorated into a blathering mess and Ariana turned steely, Noelle was perfectly in control. She still held the phone, the screen now blank.

“Reed, calm down. It’s not what you think.”

“What do I think?” I practically screamed.

Maybe Josh was right. Maybe she was pure evil.

Ariana and Noelle looked around at the deserted campus as my voice echoed against the ancient walls. Kiran cried quietly into her velvet gloves.

“Okay . . . okay,” Noelle said, holding a hand out. “We’re going to explain. We’re going to tell you exactly what happened, but you have to calm down.”

“We don’t have to explain a thing to her,” Ariana snapped. Her fingers were curled into fists at her sides. She looked smaller somehow, but powerful. Like she’d pulled herself into her protective shell, primed for a fight.

Noelle ignored her. “Just calm down and listen to me, Reed.”

Trembling from my very core, I somehow managed to reach into my coat pocket and pull out my cell phone. Noelle’s expression changed for the first time. She looked at my phone as if it were a bomb. Something shifted inside of me and I found a tiny little bit of control. Something to grasp on to through all the bedlam roiling inside.

“You have five minutes,” I said through my teeth. “Five minutes to convince me not to call the police.”

Ariana glared at me. She wanted to punch me. I could tell from the malice in her eyes. Miss Manners herself, salivating to throw a right hook.

“Fine,” she said. “But not here. We go inside.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you. You ki—”

My throat closed up over the words and tears spilled out of my eyes.

“We didn’t, Reed. I swear to you,” Noelle said. “Please. You said you’d give us five minutes. Just please. Please, let’s go inside.”

She was begging me. Noelle Lange was standing there begging me. Her brown eyes were desperate, pleading. She was scared. She was scared and she needed me to believe her. I had never thought I’d see the day.

And in the end, that was what got me to follow them. Into Billings House. Into our home. Into a place I’d soon wish I’d never set foot inside at all.



THE WHOLE STORY



They killed Thomas. They killed Thomas.

I sat on the edge of Noelle’s messy bed with that one thought repeating itself over and over and over again.

They killed Thomas. Killed him. Dead. He was dead because of my . . . my friends.

It was the only explanation. Why else would they have that picture? Why else would they all have freaked so badly at the sight of it? As I sat there, it all started to make sense. No wonder Noelle had brightened each time a new suspect had been brought into custody. Each time the blame was thrown on someone else, she was that much safer. And Kiran. She’d been all meek and edgy after Thomas’s body had been found, but had returned to über-bitch form after Josh and then Blake had been arrested. Even Ariana had been in a weirdly good mood lately.

Why? Because they thought they’d gotten away with it. They thought they’d gotten away with murder.

I was going to be sick. Just tonight I had ditched Josh for these people. I had thought they were my friends. But they were murderers. Murderers.

Over in the corner Noelle and Ariana whispered, casting furtive glances in my direction every so often. Kiran sat on Noelle’s desk chair, staring at a spot some three feet in front of her on the floor. Which one of them had actually done it? Which one of them had landed the blow that finally killed him?

And what the hell was I still doing here?

“That’s it. I’m gone.” I stood. I had thrown my coat off to keep myself from suffocating, but now I grabbed it from the bed and made for the door. Difficult to do without turning my back to them, but I did it. I wasn’t taking my eyes off of them for a second.

“Reed! No,” Noelle said.

I stopped. My hand was on the doorknob. All I had to do was turn it and run. ”You said you would let us explain.” Noelle took a couple of steps toward me. “Just sit down for five minutes.”

My grip on the doorknob tightened. My fingers hurt. My palm hurt. Every single inch of me hurt.

“Why should I? We all know what happened,” I spat.

“No. You don’t,” she said. “Let us at least tell the story and then if you still don’t believe us, you can go tell whomever you want. We won’t try to stop you.”

I stared at her. At Ariana and her cool eyes. At Kiran, who was now looking at me, pleading silently.

I don’t know if I really wanted to believe them, or if I just wanted to know—finally know once and for all—what had happened to Thomas that night. But whatever it was, something inside of me made me walk back to the bed. Made me sit down. Made me listen.

Noelle stood in front of me. She took a deep breath. “Okay. This is what really happened. Do you remember the night before Thomas disappeared? How we were all up in the woods?”

“Yes.” Of course I remembered. I would remember every detail of those few days for the rest of my life.

“Do you remember how he treated you?” Ariana asked. “All those horrible things he said in front of everyone?”

My heart twisted and a wet sob welled up in my throat. I nodded.

“Well, we were all really pissed off after that little performance of his,” Noelle said, starting to pace. “So we decided to teach him a lesson. You know, mess with his head a little bit. Show him that’s no way to treat a Billings Girl.”

“But I wasn’t a Billings Girl then,” I said.

“You were. You just didn’t know it yet,” Ariana told me.

“Exactly,” Noelle agreed. “So that night, the first night of parents’ weekend, we sneaked over to Ketlar to grab him.”

“Grab him?” I asked. “How?”

“We knew it wouldn’t be a problem, considering how wasted he was, and we were right,” Noelle said. “He was so trashed he practically fell into our arms.”

She almost laughed then. As if this part of the story was somehow funny. I gripped her silk comforter in my sweaty palms.

“Then what?” I said through my teeth.

“Well, Josh conveniently was not there, but his car keys were,” Noelle said. “He’d used it earlier that day and we’d all seen it parked over by the circle.”

“So it was close,” Ariana said.

“So we took it,” Kiran put in.

Suddenly the realization hit me. How Josh’s car seats and mirrors had been all out of place on the day of the funeral and he couldn’t figure out why. How Taylor hadn’t wanted to take Josh’s car back to Easton. She’d seemed almost afraid of it. How broken up she’d been that day and every day after that and how I’d never understood why. Constance had theorized that Taylor had been secretly in love with Thomas, but that wasn’t it at all. Taylor had killed Thomas. She’d been there when it all happened. Of course she had lost it when the body was found—she was wondering when the police were going to figure out who’d done it.

“We got Thomas in the backseat and we drove out to this farm on the outskirts of Easton. . . .”

Noelle trailed off. The muscles around her mouth twitched. She didn’t want to go on.

“What did you do to him?” I said. My voice sounded cold and strange, like it was coming from somewhere outside myself.

“All we wanted to do was humiliate him, Reed,” she said. “We just wanted him to feel how you felt that night, so he would understand.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening. That I was sitting here, in the room I had once so longed to step into, listening to . . . this.

“What did you do, Noelle?” I demanded.

“We . . . we . . .”

Noelle’s eyes filled with tears.

“We took his shirt off. . . .”

This wasn’t real. This was a nightmare. A horror movie. A horror movie about a nightmare that I was never going to wake up from.

“We—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Ariana said, stepping into my line of sight. “We took his shirt off and put this black mesh bag over his head. Something one of Kiran’s many purses had been wrapped in.”

“Versace,” Kiran whispered, still half out of it.

“Then we dragged him over to this old scarecrow pole and tied him up there.”

Ariana’s voice sounded crisp and detached, like she was telling a story about how she’d changed a tire to someone who was too stupid to understand the mechanics of it. Like people tied other people to scarecrow poles every day of the week.

The cruelty of it—the very incomprehensible callousness—brought bile into my mouth. I tried to swallow and glanced at Noelle. She wiped under her eyes and shook her hair back.

“We woke him up,” Noelle continued.

“How?” My voice wasn’t there, but my mouth formed the word.

“Josh had some bottled water in his car,” Ariana said. “We dumped it over his head and shoulders.”

A few tears squeezed from my eyes. “So he wakes up with a black bag over his head, tied to a pole,” I spat.

“Yes. I know. It sounds bad—”

“It sounds bad, Noelle?” I said, standing. “It sounds like you tortured him!”

“Shhhhh!” Noelle put her hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me down again. “We didn’t torture him. He was just a little scared, that’s all.”

“Oh, really?” The tears flowed freely now. “I wonder why.”

I thought of Thomas tied up out there in the middle of the night. Drugged. Confused. Unable to defend himself. He must have been so scared. So alone. Petrified. These people were evil. I was sitting here letting three evil people describe their crime to me. All the misery, all the confusion, all the bone-crushing sorrow of the past month and a half—it was all thanks to them.

“Reed, we did all of this for you,” Ariana said angrily. Angrily. As if she was annoyed by my horror. “We were trying to help you.”

“Gee, thanks, Ariana. So when did you start beating him to death?” Her eyes flashed, and for a split second I honestly thought she was going to strangle me. But then, Noelle stepped in front of her.

“Reed, get this through your head. We did not kill Thomas Pearson,” she said.

I stared up at her and I wanted to believe her. God help me, I really wanted to believe her.

“Then what did you do?” I managed to say.

“We taunted him,” Kiran said, her voice full of exhaustion and tears. “Disguised our voices and asked him how it felt to be exposed. Humiliated. Asked him how he liked it. We wanted to freak him out, so we poked him with some branches and . . . and . . .”

“And Josh’s bat,” Noelle said.

My stomach heaved and my hand flew to my mouth.

“But that was all we did, Reed. I swear to you,” Noelle said. “We did not hurt him.”

Kiran looked up at us blearily. “He said he wanted to get down. That he couldn’t breathe in the hood—”

“But that wasn’t true,” Ariana said, crossing her arms over her chest. “There were so many tiny holes in that bag he could breathe just fine.”

“He was fine when we left him there,” Noelle said. “We even loosened the ropes so that he could get free. Once he sobered up some, he should have gotten out of there. He should have been able to find his way back to campus.”

“But he never came back,” Kiran said.

There was a long moment of silence. I had no idea what to say. What to believe. I just wanted to get out of there. Get away from these people. I just wanted to get away and be able to think.

“There was a while there when Taylor and I thought we might have been responsible,” Kiran said. “You know, maybe he really couldn’t breathe. Maybe—”

“But then they found the bat and determined that it was the murder weapon,” Noelle said. “That was when we knew for sure that it had nothing to do with us.”

“Somebody must have found him out there after we left,” Ariana mused. “Somebody who really didn’t like him.”

“Or somebody who was just psycho,” Kiran added.

“We could never have killed him, Reed,” Noelle said, her expression disgusted. “You know that, right?”

“Let’s say I believe you,” I said. “Let’s say I believe that you didn’t actually kill him. That doesn’t change what you just admitted to. How could you do something like that to another person? Drag him out of his home . . . scare him like that . . . leave him? What kind of people are you?”

“We’re the kind of people who care about you,” Ariana replied. “We’re the kind of people who would risk everything to do this so that you wouldn’t have to be disrespected and spat upon by the guy who was supposedly in love with you.”

My head shook. “I never asked you to do this. Don’t act like this was somehow a good thing. You took him out there. You left him there. Whether or not you swung the bat . . . it doesn’t even matter. If you hadn’t done what you did, he wouldn’t have been out there to get killed. He would still be alive right now!”

Tears spilled over onto my cheeks in waves. I grabbed up my coat and turned to go, but Ariana grabbed the hem and I nearly tripped.

“None of that changes the fact that we only had you in mind,” Noelle said, stepping in front of me. “You have no idea what the last few months have been like for us. We did all of this for you, Reed.”

“Stop saying that!” I shouted.

“But it’s the truth,” Noelle continued. “We did it for you. And now you’re going to do something for us.”

“Oh, am I?” I blurted sarcastically.

“Yes. You are. You are going to keep your mouth shut,” Noelle said. “You’re not ever going to tell another living soul what you saw, what we just told you.”

“No one will believe you even if you try,” Ariana added. “Noelle deleted the evidence.”

“Don’t forget who we are, Reed. What we can do,” Noelle reminded me. “If you go to the police or anyone else, you’re just going to sound like an insane liar with an active imagination. No one will ever believe that we could do something so heinous.”

I glared at her, wishing more than anything that she was wrong, but we both knew that she wasn’t.

No one would believe me. No one would care.

“I have to go,” I said finally.

Noelle smiled kindly, almost pityingly. “Go ahead. Get some rest. We’ll talk about this more later.”

I took my coat and walked out of the room, knowing that for once, Noelle was wrong. We weren’t going to talk about this later. I was never going to speak to any of them again for the rest of my life.



THE RIGHT THING



Natasha was passed out in her bed when I returned to our room. I moved slowly to my bed and sat down, then turned and lay back on the pillows, letting my coat slide to the floor. I could feel this thing looming over me. This huge, thick, dark shadow. It was the truth of Thomas’s death. The truth of who these people were. The truth of the people I had worshipped, the people I had followed, the people I had admired more than anyone I’d ever known.

The shadow started to descend. If I let it overtake me, there would be no turning back. I had to do something. I had to keep it from swallowing me whole.

I grabbed my coat off the floor. Every inch of me shook as I dug in my pocket for my cell phone. It wasn’t there. I checked the left pocket. Empty. I could have sworn I’d shoved it back in my right pocket earlier. I grabbed my purse. Nothing but a lip gloss and some blotting papers. I checked the floor. The bed. My desk. All the while, my mind was racing and my blood throttled through my veins.

I turned around. Natasha’s phone was on her desk. I crossed the room in two steps and grabbed it. I was shaking so hard at this point, I was sure I’d never be able to dial.

Deep breath, Reed. You’re doing the right thing.

I opened the phone. No signal.

Of course no signal. Natasha never got a signal in the room. I grabbed up my coat again, shoved my arms into the sleeves. I looked down at my high-heeled sling-backs, which had been slapping against my heels like flip-flops all night. I slipped out of them. My feet were going to freeze, but I didn’t intend to be on the roof for long. I opened the door. I thought about not closing it behind me to avoid the noise, but if anyone happened to peek out into the hallway, they’d realize I’d gone. Ever so slowly, I pulled the door closed, then released the knob with a tiny click. I tiptoed down the darkened hallway, past Noelle and Ariana’s room, and over to the stairwell. Another door. Another click. And then I was flying up the stairs toward the sky.

Outside, the rooftop was grainy under my feet. And very, very cold. I hugged my coat closer to my body and lifted the phone. That was when I realized I didn’t have the number for the local police. Dammit. Should I call 911? Did this qualify as an immediate emergency? I took a chance and checked Natasha’s contacts. God bless Miss Responsible. She had the Easton Police Department programmed in.

I hit the send button and held the phone to my ear. As it rang, I could feel my knees shaking. I walked over toward the scalloped wall that lined the roof and looked out across the campus. There was Ketlar, where Thomas once lived and where Josh now slept. There was the quad, where I had first seen Thomas, almost tripped over him, on my first day of school. There was the bench where we’d sat that day he’d fought with Noelle—the day I first realized how deeply I understood him. There was Gwendolyn Hall, where Thomas and I used to meet when we wanted to be alone together in the middle of the day.

On the other end of the phone, a female voice greeted me.

“Easton Police Department, how may I direct your call?”

My grip on the phone tightened. My heart flew to my throat. “Detective Hauer, please.”

“One moment, I’ll have to track him down.”

There was a click and the line started to ring again. Another click. I opened my mouth to speak. To finally let it all out.

And the phone was ripped out of my hand.



MY DEATH



I whirled around. Ariana stood before me, Natasha’s phone in her hand. A grim smile contorted her beautiful face.

“What are you doing?” I said, grabbing for the phone.

Ariana shoved me hard with her free hand. I stumbled backward and slammed into the wall as I fell.

“Detective Hauer,” a faint voice said. “Hello?”

I tried to suck in air. Tried to cry out for help. Nothing. I’d had the wind knocked out of me before on the playing field. Knew in some recess of my brain that it would come back soon. But it didn’t help. I was sick with fear.

“Hello?”

Ariana brought the phone to her ear.

“Oh my God! You have to help me!” she cried, staring coolly into my eyes the entire time. “It’s my friend, Reed! She . . . she jumped from the roof of our dorm!” She let out a wail. “I think she’s dead! Come! Quickly! Please!”

I could hear Detective Hauer sputtering questions at her as she slowly closed the phone. As the terror clutched my gut, my throat finally opened and my breath came back. I doubled over on the ground, coughing and gasping, even as I was paralyzed with fear.

Ariana placed the phone in her pocket and withdrew a small blade with a pearl handle. She stepped toward me and crouched down, her knees together, ever the lady. The blade was directly beneath my chin. One quick swipe and she could end me.

“Did you really think I was going to let you call the police?” she asked, the venom dripping from her teeth.

She grabbed my coat at the collar and yanked me up off the ground with one quick motion. Her strength astounded me. I tried to throw her arm off, but she just clutched me harder, twisting the collar up under my chin until I could hardly breathe. All the while the knife was there. Right there.

“You did it, didn’t you?” I said with a cough. “You killed Thomas.”

Ariana’s smile widened and she laughed. Slowly she turned me and pushed me backward. I struggled for traction, but my cold feet found only silt.

“No, Reed. You killed Thomas,” she said. “I have your confession right in my pocket. In your suicide note.” A lump the size of a soccer ball lodged in my throat. “It seems poor little Pennsylvania Reed just wasn’t cut out for the lifestyle of debauchery here at Easton. According to your note, you snapped once when your perfect new boyfriend cheated on you—just like he did on every other girl he ever dated. That’s what rich boys do, after all. And now you’ve snapped again, from the guilt, of course. But this time, you’re just taking your own life.”

“No one will believe that,” I sputtered.

“Why not? You signed the note,” Ariana said placidly. “I’m very good at forging signatures—did I ever tell you that?”

I twisted awkwardly and looked over my shoulder. She was taking me to the part of the wall on this side of the building where the wall had crumbled. It was far lower here than anywhere else on the roof. All the easier to shove me over.

I was about to die. I was about to die.

I grabbed at Ariana’s coat sleeve, struggling to pull her off of me. She flipped the blade around so that the handle was hidden in her fist, then slammed that fist right across my jaw. My head whipped sideways and I saw actual stars.

“If you keep fighting me, this is going to get messy,” Ariana said through the ringing in my ears. “Is that what you want?”

Messy. Blood. My blood. Thomas’s blood. Ariana had killed him. She’d taken that bat and she’d killed him. Suddenly my body went limp. My legs buckled from underneath me and I hit the ground, weeping.

“You killed him,” I wailed, tears streaming down my face. “Why? Why did you kill him?”

Ariana was crouched down next to me, still holding onto my coat. She rolled her eyes. “Who knew you were such a drama queen?”

She tried to yank me up again, but I used my body weight against her and only slid back a few inches. “Tell me! You at least owe me that. You’re going to kill me anyway, right? So just tell me!”

“Shut up!”

She struggled to lift me again, managed to slide me back far enough so that my back slammed into the low wall. My head collided with the brick and I winced.

“No. Just tell me why, Ariana!” I shouted. “Why did Thomas have to die? Why? Why did you take him away from me?”

Something shifted in Ariana’s eyes. I could see all the blood rushing in under her milky white skin.

“Why did I take him from you!?”

With one, huge burst of adrenaline, she yanked me to my feet again. I had just made one huge mistake.

“I didn’t take him from you! You took him from me!” she shouted.

“What are you talking about?” I whispered without meaning to. “You hated him. All the Billings Girls hated him.”

“He loved me, Reed!” Ariana shouted, as though I hadn’t said anything at all. “Me! We were supposed to be together this year! For real! No more sneaking around behind his girlfriends’ backs. No more coming in second to all his ridiculous whores! He promised me! He promised me that when we got back to school we would tell everyone. He promised! But then you had to come along! You came here and you seduced him!”

She nudged me back toward the wall. The fear was paralyzing. I glanced behind me to see how close I was to my death. My eyes landed on Bradwell. My first dorm here at Easton. The place I’d been so quick to leave in favor of Billings. If only I’d just stayed there, maybe none of this would have happened. Maybe I would have been cozily asleep in my bed in Bradwell right now. But instead I was here on the roof, looking down, about to die.

And then, the rooftop door opened silently behind Ariana. Noelle. For a split second, Noelle’s eyes locked with mine. I was just about to scream out for her help when she shook her head. She emerged the rest of the way and I saw that she had a lacrosse stick in her other hand.

“I should have just killed you in the first place,” Ariana said through her teeth. “If I had just killed you, then Thomas and I would be together now. Together. Like we were supposed to be.”

Noelle crept across the rooftop, trying not to make a noise. From the corner of my eye I saw the flashing blue and red lights of the Easton police cars. So far below. So very, very far below.

Ariana backed me up, holding the knife point to my chin. The ground loomed beneath me. My blood rushed through my ears, and all I could hear was the beating of my heart. Just two more seconds. If I could just stall for two more seconds. But what could I do?

“Thomas did love you, Ariana,” I blurted. “He told me he did.”

Her eyes immediately softened and her jaw dropped. “He did?” Her voice sounded hopeful, and suddenly eerily sweet.

And Noelle slammed the lacrosse stick down across her back.

Ariana fell to her knees and dropped the knife. I grabbed it without even thinking and moved away from the edge of the roof. Moved behind Noelle. My heart was pounding so hard, every beat hurt. But that was because I was alive. I was still alive.

On the floor, Ariana rolled over onto her back. “Noelle,” she said. She sounded confused, like she couldn’t quite figure out what Noelle was doing up there with us.

“I knew it,” Noelle said, narrowing her eyes. “I knew it.”



CONFESSION



“You don’t know anything,” Ariana spat, pushing herself up off the ground.

Noelle reached out and took the knife from my hands, seeming perfectly in control.

“I knew you were up here, didn’t I?” Noelle challenged. “I saw you lift Reed’s phone from her coat earlier. You knew she’d have to use Natasha’s crap phone, and you knew that meant coming up here, where she’d be vulnerable.”

Ariana stood there silently. I instinctively took a step back.

“And I also knew you were in love with him,” Noelle continued. “Didn’t keep that particular secret very well.”

A flash of confusion crossed Ariana’s face. “H—how?”

“All those pathetic love poems on your computer, Ariana? Please. You saved them under ‘TP.’ Not the hardest code to break.”

I brought my hand to my head. Ariana’s computer. Those files with initials for titles. Had there been a TP among them? If I’d just opened that file back then . . . could I have somehow prevented all of this?

“You were always pushing to get Reed into the house,” Noelle continued. “Saying we could change the rules for the right girl, setting up Leanne. What was that, Ariana? A keep-your-enemies-closer thing?”

I took a deep breath. It was all so insane. All so completely, totally, beyond insane—but at the same time, it all made such perfect sense.

“Oh, Noelle. You’re so very smart,” Ariana said, and choked out a laugh. “But you have no proof of anything, so you can drop the high-and-mighty act now. I think we should all go back downstairs and forget that any of this ever happened.”

And then I almost laughed.

“Come on, Ariana. Indulge an old friend,” Noelle said. “Let me tell you what I think happened that night.”

“Fine,” Ariana said, slowly crossing her arms over her chest. She glanced at me, then returned her gaze to Noelle. “Go ahead.” Her attempts to sound calm were no longer working.

“I think that after we came back to school, you lifted Josh’s keys from my desk and went back out to the cornfield,” Noelle said. “I think you were pissed off at Thomas for being so obviously head over heels for Reed, so you took Josh’s bat out of the back of the car and attacked Thomas. You just couldn’t stand that he was with yet another girl who wasn’t you. So you killed him and then you forged that note to Reed to throw her off your trail.”

My stomach clenched. The note. The goodbye note Thomas had left me the night he’d disappeared, in which he’d said he was going somewhere to recover. Thomas hadn’t written that note. He had never said goodbye to me. Had never had the chance. “You’re already wrong,” Ariana said with a smile. A smile. I could have killed her right then myself.

“Please. We all know that’s what happened,” Noelle said.

Ariana just stared at her with those icy blue eyes. I felt a chill rush right through me. Noelle dropped her lacrosse stick on the floor and stepped forward with the knife. She held the point right beneath Ariana’s nose.

“I have spent this entire semester covering your ass, Ariana,” she said. “It’s over now. I think I deserve to know the truth.”

Ariana smirked. “Or what, you’re gonna kill me?”

In one swift motion, Noelle pressed the knife blade to Ariana’s throat. Ariana gasped.

“No!” I shouted automatically.

I could see the indentation of the blade in Ariana’s skin. For the first time since I’d known her, there was fear in Ariana’s eyes.

“Now we know what you’re capable of,” Noelle said quietly. “Do you really want to find out what I’m capable of?”

One fat tear rolled out of Ariana’s eye and down her cheek. “Okay,” she said. And then she breathed a heavy sigh. “I’ll tell you.”

Noelle stepped back and Ariana covered her face with her gloved hands. Her tiny shoulders shook as she sobbed, her cries muffled by her gloves. Somewhere on campus a door slammed.

“It wasn’t like that!” Ariana cried, letting her hands drop. “I didn’t just attack him! I went back to untie him. To let him go. I loved him, Noelle. I loved him. I couldn’t just leave him there in the cold all scared and alone. I loved him!”

“Oh, really? Then how the hell did he end up with his head bashed in?” Noelle demanded.

“He made me do it!” Ariana wailed. “When I took his hood off, he freaked out, screaming and yelling. He spat in my face. He was calling me a whore. Saying I would never be good enough for him. He was saying he was going to turn us in. I couldn’t have that! I couldn’t let him do that to us!”

She was sobbing as she shouted. Her face was blotched and red and soaked with tears. She held her stomach and bent at the waist as she gasped for breath.

“So you killed him,” Noelle said flatly.

“No! I . . . the . . . the bat was still on the ground, and I was just going to threaten him with it. That was all! I never meant to hurt him. But he just kept screaming at me and calling me these filthy things and I . . . I had to make him stop! I had to make him stop!”

Ariana doubled over, incoherent. She braced one hand against the ground for a moment, but then she just collapsed. She just collapsed at our feet and cried. Behind us, the door opened. Detective Hauer emerged with his gun drawn, followed by three men in uniform. His eyes were relieved when he saw me.

“It’s your fault, Reed,” Ariana choked out, sputtering at the floor. “I killed Thomas, but you made me! Why did you have to come here? You ruined everything!”

That was all Detective Hauer needed to hear. He brushed past me and Noelle and grabbed Ariana around the forearm, hauling her to her feet.

“Ariana Osgood, you are under arrest for the murder of Thomas Pearson,” he said, as one of the officers came forward to handcuff her. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. . . .”

Ariana continued to weep as they walked her past us. She tipped her face forward and her blond hair fell over her cheeks, hiding her from sight. Ariana was the first of the Billings Girls to really talk to me. She had been my first friend here. The skin on my face prickled and the rest of me felt numb. Two hours ago we were all laughing and chatting in the limousine, warm and cocooned together. Friends.

“What just happened?” I said to Noelle, tears spilling down my cheeks. “What just happened?”

She stepped forward and put her arms around me. I crumpled into her, my whole body shaking with sobs.

“It’s okay, Reed,” she said quietly. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”

“Miss? Could I have the knife, please?”

One of the officers held his hand out to Noelle. We both looked up. I hadn’t even realized she was still holding it. She turned it so that the handle was forward and handed it to him. He nodded his thanks.

“Anyone want to try explaining what happened up here?” he asked.

I dried my eyes with my hands. Noelle and I looked at one another. Who knew where or how to start? Then Detective Hauer returned and dismissed the other officers. They scurried off obediently.

“Good to see you alive,” he told me.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Are you all right, Ms. Lange?” he asked Noelle.

She nodded. “You’re going to want to arrest me, too, Detective,” she said. Her voice had this odd detachment I had never heard before. Like she was talking to us from some other plane. “I have a confession to make as well.”

His eyebrows shot up.

“Noelle—”

“No, Reed. It’s enough. I’ve had enough. It’s time to end this,” she said. She looked at Detective Hauer and her playful smile lit her eyes for a brief moment. “Got any more handcuffs?”

He eyed her warily but then placed his hand on her back. “I don’t think that will be necessary just yet,” he said. “Why don’t we all go back to the station and you two can tell me the whole story? Then we can decide who gets cuffs and who doesn’t.”

Noelle took a deep breath and shook her hair back. Always poised. “Sounds fair to me.”

She walked ahead of us, and Detective Hauer touched my arm lightly, holding me back. “You gonna help me sort all this out?” he asked.

I looked around the roof, at the spot where Ariana had knocked the wind out of me, the crumbling wall where I’d almost met my death, the lacrosse stick that had saved me, still lying on the floor. The hands that had killed Thomas had almost killed me tonight.

The hands that had killed Thomas.

I looked into the detective’s eyes and whispered, “I’ll try.”



NEW RULES



I was exempt from finals. When everything was taken into account—one boyfriend dead, another falsely accused, and an attempt on my life by a supposed friend—it all resulted in me finally being deemed a charity case. So on that Monday morning, when the rest of my history class was scratching away in their blue books, I was packing my bags.

The room looked bare without my stuff. My sheets shoved into my laundry bag, my books stuffed into my backpack. By leaving everything the Billings Girls had ever given me in the closet, I was able to fit all my clothes back in the one suitcase I’d brought with me in September. I wanted to start over. And if that meant going back to being the old me—cotton instead of cashmere, nylon instead of silk—I was fine with that.

I picked up my cell phone and stared at the blank screen. I’d taken it back from Noelle and Ariana’s room the day before, but I’d yet to turn it on. There would be messages on there, I knew. From my brother, whom I’d e-mailed. From my dad, whom I’d asked my brother to talk to. From Josh? Maybe. Hopefully. But part of the reason I hadn’t turned it on was that I didn’t want to find out if he hadn’t called.

My digital watch beeped, startling me. The history exam was over, which meant it was time to meet Constance for lunch. I pushed myself off my bare bed, pocketed the phone, and paused at the door. Would I ever see this room again? I had no idea. There was a decision to be made about my future, but I didn’t feel remotely ready to make it yet. As I looked around the room, though, I felt nothing at the thought of leaving it behind forever. Not that I was surprised. Since wrapping up my interview with the police on Sunday morning, I’d been numb. I’d barely felt anything at all.

I closed the door behind me. Down the hall, the door to Kiran and Taylor’s room was open. I wandered over to it. Leaned in the doorway. The place was completely empty, save for the Easton-issue furniture. The maintenance staff had come in that morning and packed up everything from the two bedrooms. The blinds had been thrown open to let the winter sun in. All of Kiran’s coats and shoes and makeup were gone, all of Ariana’s books and scarves and sweaters, all of Noelle’s tons and tons of crap. Just days ago, they were here. Hanging out. Studying. Trying to pretend everything was normal.

My heart constricted and I took a sharp breath of surprise. I was going to miss them. Even after everything. I was going to miss them. Or the people I had thought they were. The people who had promised to give me everything. The people who were supposed to change my life.

“Hey.”

I turned around to find Natasha hovering behind me. She wore her lucky sweater—a blue cardigan with leather patches on the sleeves that belonged to her dad.

“Hey. How was your test?” I asked.

“Piece of cake,” she said with a small, wry smile. “I just stopped by our room. It’s kind of empty.”

I said nothing. Looked back at the barren room before us.

“You don’t have to take everything, you know. They do lock up the dorms.”

“I know,” I said.

There was a long moment of silence. I braced myself for the questions. The ones I couldn’t answer.

“So, did you hear they arrested Taylor?” she asked.

Not at all what I expected her to say. I whipped around. “They did? When? Where was she?”

“Back home in Chicago,” Natasha said. “She’s been in public school for the past three weeks, if you can believe it.”

“You’re kidding.” So not at a treatment facility, as Noelle and the others had told me. Not having a psychotic break. Whatever they told you about me is not true, she’d written in her e-mail. The words finally made sense.

“Apparently her parents thought Easton was a bad influence on her, so they changed her e-mail and phone numbers and enrolled her out there,” Natasha said.

“A bad influence, huh?” I said. “Where would they get that idea?”

Natasha exhaled and smiled.

“What’s going to happen to her?” I wondered. “To all of them?”

Natasha leaned back against the wall in the hallway. “They’ll charge Ariana with murder, or maybe manslaughter if her lawyer kicks ass and declares temporary insanity. The rest of them . . . at the very least, they’ll be charged with kidnapping, assault, endangerment,” she said. “But if they really want to make an example of them, they charge them with aiding and abetting, both before and after the fact.”

“Wow. How do you know all this?” I asked.

“I’m going to be a lawyer,” she said matter-of-factly. “Anyway, you can bet they’re going to have the best criminal attorneys in the country. Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor? They may just get off with a slap.”

A rush of heat lit my face. “No.”

“Yeah,” Natasha said. Then she added, apologetically, “It’s the world we live in.”

My throat had all but closed up. I had no idea how to feel about that revelation. I wanted them to be punished for what they’d done to Thomas, but then Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor . . . they were still my friends. My friends who had made a huge, stupid mistake, but my friends. If they didn’t have to rot in prison, that would be a good thing.

Except that they should. They should be punished. For what they did to him. For how scared he must have been . . .

I shoved the thoughts away. Couldn’t deal with them now. Couldn’t deal with them ever.

“I get Noelle’s side!”

“Fine by me. I like the window.”

Cheyenne and Rose emerged from the stairwell toting boxes and hangers full of clothes. They shoved open the door to Noelle and Ariana’s room and bustled inside.

“What the . . . ?”

Natasha and I moved across the hall to the doorway. Rose was already hanging her things in Ariana’s closet, while Cheyenne inspected the dust on Noelle’s desk. She ran her finger across it and wrinkled her nose.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Lattimer said we could move in,” Cheyenne said casually, slapping her fingers to clean them. “It is the best room in the house, and it’s not like they’re coming back.”

I swallowed a lump in my throat.

“You couldn’t at least wait until next semester?” Natasha asked.

Cheyenne shrugged as she opened the box on the bed. “Someone was going to take it. We just wanted to make sure we got here first.”

“God, Cheyenne. Could you be any more callous?” Natasha asked.

Cheyenne was amused. “Natasha, you’re acting like Noelle and Ariana did nothing wrong. They murdered someone, for goodness’ sake.” She glanced at my rapidly paling face. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I croaked.

“The point is, they got themselves kicked out. Let’s not martyr them, okay?” Cheyenne said.

She pulled her satin jewelry box out of the cardboard one and placed it atop Noelle’s dresser. The dresser behind which I’d once found that envelope full of naked pictures of Dash—the ones Noelle had planted for me to find as a joke. I smiled at the memory now, even as my eyes filled with tears. This was ridiculous. Twenty-four hours of numb and now, all of a sudden, I was feeling everything all at once.

“I have to go,” I said.

“That’s right! I heard you were leaving early,” Cheyenne said. She stepped up to me and gave me a quick hug, pressing her face into my shoulder. “Have a fantastic break, Reed. Just try to put this semester behind you, because next semester everything is going to be different.”

I attempted to smile. Different. Right. How could it not be?

“I can’t wait!” Cheyenne trilled.

At that moment Vienna and London burst in, Vienna in her pink coat, London in her baby blue, both with white wool hats pulled down over their thick hair.

“Cheyenne Martin! What do you think you’re doing?” London demanded.

“I’m moving into my new room,” Cheyenne said.

“Oh, no way!” Vienna said, tossing her sweater bag on Noelle’s bed. “This is our room. Our mothers were both in Billings, which means we have pri!”

“You can not just take the good room,” London said. “That is just nonacceptable.”

“I think you mean un acceptable,” Natasha corrected.

“Whatever. My brain is mush from that history final,” London said. “The point is, we’re moving in here. Not you. We’ll stage a sit-down if we have to.”

“That would be a sit-in, sweetie,” Vienna said, whipping her hat off. “And that’s exactly what we’ll do.”

“Girls, girls, girls,” Cheyenne said, shaking her head. “Do you really think it’s appropriate to cause a scene right now considering all that’s happened?”

Vienna and London looked at one another as if they were suddenly embarrassed.

“Oh . . . well . . . yeah. Of course. What happened with Noelle and them is awful,” Vienna said.

“Just terrible,” London agreed.

There was a moment of silence. Rose continued organizing her clothes.

“But still! That doesn’t mean you can just swoop in here and change the rules!” Vienna protested.

Natasha laughed under her breath.

“Might I suggest a compromise?” Cheyenne said. She hooked her arm around London’s back, then reached out for Vienna as well. Sandwiched between their big-haired curviness, Cheyenne looked even tinier and wirier than ever. “You two can have Kiran and Taylor’s room! The view from there is just as pretty.”

“Yeah, but—”

“And you know, I was thinking that next semester we could implement an interior governing system for Billings. You know, like a real sorority,” Cheyenne continued. “How would you two girls feel about being co–social chairs?”

The Twin Cities stared at each other, wide-eyed.

“What, exactly, would our powers be?” London asked.

“Well, we’d need to figure that out as we went along of course, but I’m thinking event planning, decorating, invitations. . . .”

London and Vienna were nodding in unison. Cheyenne really knew how to play to her audience. Natasha rolled her eyes at me and together we walked out. In the hallway I was surprised to find that I was smiling. The Twin Cities were always good for that.

“Well. Sounds like next semester is gonna be a blast,” Natasha said with false enthusiasm. “I can’t wait to get back. How about you?” she asked pointedly.

“Yeah,” I said, my smile faltering. “Can’t wait.”



RETURN TO BRADWELL



“I’m thinking about not coming back.”

Constance tripped over the leg of her chair and then fell into it, dropping her tray on the table with a clatter. Her face was a picture of devastation. She was wearing those braids again, the ones that made her look ten years old. I felt like I’d just kicked Little Orphan Annie in the gut.

“What? No,” she said.

I shrugged and looked down at my untouched sandwich. The door opened and I tried my hardest not to look up at the people entering. I had no idea how I’d act if I saw Josh. I felt so incredibly, monumentally stupid and guilty and chagrined and sad every time I thought about him. Part of me felt that if I saw him I would just burst into tears, which would not help the feeling-stupid part. But part of me was aching to see him so badly I could have keeled over from the pain.

“Reed, everything is going to be different now,” Constance said, shaking her bottle of Snapple. “They’re gone. We all know who killed Thomas. It’s over. Next semester everything’s going to go back to normal.”

“Yeah, but what is that?” I asked, desperation twisting in my chest. “Since I’ve been here, it’s been all about Noelle and then Thomas and then Josh. . . . I don’t even know what normal is here.”

“So don’t you want to find out?” Constance asked. Her eyes sparkled with excitement. I wished I could feel that. I really did. But all I felt was overwhelmed. And tired. And thoroughly confused.

“I don’t know. It’s not like I’m dying to go back to Croton High,” I said. Just imagining the gray cinderblock walls, the institutional lockers, the dingy cafeteria with its fading READING IS FUNDAMENTAL posters made me sad. “But it might be a better alternative to starting over again at Billings.”

Constance eyed me sympathetically. Then, right before my eyes, her entire face lit up. A total transformation. “So don’t go back to Billings!”

“What?”

“Yes! You can come back and live with me!” she suggested, grabbing my hand and shaking it on the table. “Omigod! It’ll be so much fun! Like it should have been!”

Damn, she was sweet. She was so sweet she was spewing gumdrops.

“I don’t know. . . .”

“Come on! I’m sick of my single anyway,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “Let’s be roommates again.”

I took a deep breath and considered. Considered how simple that would be. Maybe if I did go back, I could just fly under the radar. Do my work. Be a student. Maybe there would be no more fabulous balls and flowing champagne. No more expensive gifts and spa treatments. Maybe when I graduated, I wouldn’t have the support of the Billings Girls and all their connections behind me. But at least there would be no drama.

No drama. I liked the sound of that.

“Maybe,” I said finally, not wanting to get her hopes up too high.

“Yes! This is going to be so totally beyond amazing!”

Constance jumped out of her seat and hugged me across the table. I rolled my eyes but smiled. I’d forgotten who I was talking to. With Constance, she’d get her hopes up as high as she wanted, thank you very much.



CLOSED



It was a beautiful day. Warm for December. I didn’t even need a hat as I stood on the circle in front of Bradwell, waiting for my father to arrive. The campus was silent, everyone sequestered in their classrooms, taking their exams. All of them together, struggling through, heading for the finish line and their fabulous vacations. Me out here alone, waiting for the station wagon, the long ride home.

I turned and looked up at the buildings around the circle. They seemed smaller than before. Maybe because I knew what went on inside those walls now. Knew it wasn’t all honor and truth and excellence. It was sad, really, how much my view of this place had changed. I remembered that first day when we had pulled up here. Remembered how sophisticated and intelligent everyone had looked. How privileged I’d felt just to be here. I remembered meeting Constance and how I’d thought we could never be friends—that her incessant talking would drive me insane. How wrong I had been about her. I remembered Thomas, his knowing eyes, his self-assuredness, his sexy smile. And seeing the girls through the window at Bradwell. Noelle. Ariana. Kiran. Taylor. How exotic they had seemed then.

A tear slipped down my cheek and I quickly wiped it away.

I heard the chug of my father’s car as it turned up the hill down below. And suddenly I couldn’t wait to get out of here.

I picked up my backpack and shouldered it. That was when I heard the footsteps pounding behind me. I turned around and Josh grabbed me up in his arms.

“I caught you. Thank God,” he said, squeezing me hard. Squeezing out a few extra tears. I was relieved and anguished all at once. Wanted him to keep on holding me forever and also to just let me go.

“Josh, I . . . your test—”

“Who cares? Are you okay? I heard you were leaving and I—are you okay?” He was grasping me all over. My shoulders, then my elbows, then my hips. Like he was checking to see if any parts of me were broken. His hands landed, finally, on my cheeks, cupping my face. His face was ruddy from the run, his blue eyes bright. His curly blond hair danced in the breeze. “Are you okay?” he repeated.

“I’m fine,” I told him, my heart bursting. “I’m totally fine.”

“I’ve been trying to call you over and over and over, but—”

“My phone was off,” I said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” I didn’t anymore. That decision made zero sense to me now. “I just thought if you didn’t call then I’d . . . I’m sorry. It’s just been—”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He held me close and then let me go and looked at me again. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” he said.

I exhaled. “Thanks. I can’t. Not . . . yet.”

“I’m glad I got here in time,” he said. “I had to say goodbye to you.”

I held his hand and listened to the approach of my father’s car. I couldn’t speak. Had no idea what to say.

“Reed, I’m so sorry for what happened at the party. I was still kind of raw, you know? From everything that had happened. But I know I can’t tell you what to do . . . who to hang out with.” He squeezed my hand. “I just . . . didn’t want you to leave without telling you that.”

The Subaru finally appeared at the top of the hill. My heart felt sick at the sight of it now. There was no time left. And so much to say.

“But maybe I can make it all up to you next semester,” Josh said. I looked up at him. Looked him dead in the eye. After all that had happened, after all that had been revealed, there was no hint of I-told-you-so, not the tiniest glimmer of I-was-right in Josh’s eyes. There was just concern and caring and something else even deeper than that.

My heart pounded erratically. “But Josh . . . I’m not coming back.”

All the color seeped right out of him. “What?”

The Subaru turned onto the circle. No time. No time.

“I can’t come back here. I can’t. It’s all wrong,” I railed, desperation welling inside of me. “It’s just too much. I can’t . . . I can’t. . . .”

Josh grabbed me and hugged me. “Don’t say that,” he said into my ear. “Do not say that. You don’t have to decide anything right now. Go home. Think about it over break. Just don’t—”

I pulled away from him. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life. “I’ve already made my decision. I’m sorry.”

“But Reed, I lo—”

“Don’t!” I blurted. My heart was in my throat. The last guy who’d said that to me had gotten killed for it. “Just don’t.”

Josh stared at me. The hurt and betrayal in his eyes were almost more than I could take. My father stopped the car with a squeal of the brakes. God love him, he didn’t get right out.

“This is goodbye,” I said.

Then I leaned in and kissed him firmly on the lips. Tears leaked out the corners of my eyes as my heart broke down the middle. I turned around and grabbed my laundry bag. My father took that as his cue. He got out, came around the car, and hugged me. The smell of my dad, the feel of him, almost sent me over the edge. The last time I’d seen my dad was the day he’d dropped me off when every single thing had been different. The sob was right there at the back of my mouth, but I held it.

“Hey, kiddo,” my father said, touching my face with his glove. “You okay?” He looked over at Josh, as if wondering if he’d have to kick some ass.

“M’fine,” I replied. “Let’s just go.”

Without another word, he threw all my stuff in the car and slammed the door. I looked out the window at Josh. He hadn’t moved an inch. He just stood there, staring at me, his eyes swimming, his jaw clenched. I touched the window with my fingertips. Still, he didn’t move.

The car lurched forward and then pulled away. I looked back once and instantly regretted it. Josh stood there, alone, with those imposing buildings rising up behind him. He loved me. And I was never going to see him again. This was the last image I would have of him, burned into my brain.

I turned around and faced forward. As the car dipped down the hill, I fought the urge to look back again, to see Easton for one last time. I didn’t need to see it. It didn’t matter. It was over. This chapter of my life was closed.



MY LIFE



Christmas Day. I sat on the curb in front of Wendy’s, watching my brother and his friends pop lame-ass tricks on their skateboards in the parking lot. Jen O’Connell and Melissa Pilotowski smoked cigarettes and attempted to peel the numbers off the drive-through menu with a plastic knife they’d found in the bushes. Overhead, the sky was gray, but there was no snow on the ground, no snow in the forecast. Nothing to soften the square blandness of this crusty town. I took a deep breath and looked toward the town center, at the decorations I’d so looked forward to seeing. Their lights were extinguished now, being that it was daylight. The cheap, plastic-covered wires, the tinsel . . . it all just looked depressing now.

A white, mud-splashed Croton police car turned into the parking lot. One whoop of the siren. The window rolled down. It was John Foley. He’d graduated from Croton High two years ago, second to last in his class. Now he was one of Croton’s finest.

“All right, kids. Let’s move it along,” he said.

“You got it, Johnny Fo!” my brother said, lining up for another rail slide.

“I mean now, Brennan,” John said. “Not after you break your neck.”

“Oh, you mean now. Like now now?” Scott said, earning some laughter from his boys. “Sorry. I misunderstood.”

Then he did the slide anyway, dropped down in front of me, and laughed. “Come on, loser. Let’s go wake up Mom and force-feed her some Yuletide ham steak.”

Yes. This was my life.

I let Scott yank me to my feet by my wrist, then waved goodbye to the others before we headed for home. Adam Robinson, my ex-boyfriend, and Larry Shale fell into step with us. They lived on the next block.

“So, what’re you guys doing tomorrow?” Adam asked. “Wanna go to the mall?”

Right. The mall on the day after Christmas to fight all the bargain shoppers. So what I wanted to do.

“Reed?” he asked hopefully.

I was saved from answering by the trill of my cell phone. The one thing Noelle had given me that I had not trashed or stashed. The caller I.D. read RESTRICTED NUMBER. Color me intrigued.

“Sorry. I have to take this,” I said.

“Oh, yeah. She’s very important now,” Scott joked.

I stopped and waited for them to get ahead of me, then answered the phone.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Glass-licker.”

My heart thumped extra hard.

“Noelle.”

“Got it in one. I always knew you were smart.”

My mouth hung open. John Foley rolled by ever so slowly in his black-and-white car, eyeing me like he thought I might suddenly start shooting up the Wal-Mart. I started walking again and he zoomed off.

“What’s . . . what’s up?” I asked, because I couldn’t choose just one of the thousands of questions crowding my mind.

“What’s up is I hear you’re not going back to Easton,” she said.

My grip on the phone tightened so hard I thought it might shatter. “How did you hear that where you are? Where are you, by the way?”

“They decided I was a flight risk, so I’m in what they call a juvenile rehabilitation center until my lawyer can figure out some kind of plea,” Noelle said, sounding bored by it all. “They don’t even have TiVo here.”

I laughed. Couldn’t help it. This was all too bizarre.

“But enough about my lovely vacay. What are you thinking? Are you going to stay in Crass-ton and become a fry cook or something?”

I stared at my feet as I walked. “There’s no point in going back to Easton.”

“No point? No point in getting a world-class education that millions of kids across the country would kill for?” she asked. There was a pause. “Dear God, I think I’m turning into my mother.”

“It just doesn’t feel right there,” I said.

“Oh, and it feels right there? Hanging out with the same lame-ass people in some parking lot somewhere?”

Dear God. She really did know everything.

“Reed, Easton is not the place you think it is,” Noelle said. “It’s not the place we made it for you.”

The serious tone of her voice brought a lump to my throat. I tried hard to swallow it down.

“You can still have all the things you went there for. An Ivy League education. A scholarship. A real life.”

I looked around at the Stop and Shop with the bird’s nest built into the curve of the first S, the droppings splattered all over. I looked at the beat-up Ford in the parking lot with the orange FOR SALE sign in the window. I looked toward downtown and beyond, where Croton High sat like a giant, rotting gray mushroom atop a hill of brown grass.

“You’re better than that place you came from, Reed,” Noelle said quietly in my ear. “Trust me on this. I know better when I see it.”

There was a warmth growing inside my chest that surprised me. Up ahead, my brother and his friends turned the corner. They didn’t look back.

“Noelle, I appreciate what you’re saying. I do. But—”

“Don’t let our mistakes screw up your life,” Noelle said.

I took a deep breath and blew it out.

“And besides, if you don’t go back there, that plastic robot Cheyenne is going to take over, and if that happens, Billings is going right downhill.”

I laughed.

“Promise me you’ll go back, Reed,” Noelle said, her voice full. “I kept saying I was going to protect you, and I did a pretty heinous job of it. This is me trying to make up for that. Go back to Easton. You can have the life you’ve always wanted.”

I held my breath. Closed my eyes. Saw Billings House as it was the first time I walked through the doors. Saw Natasha and Rose and London and Vienna and Cheyenne. Saw Easton. Saw Constance. Saw Dash. Saw Josh.

Josh.

The warmth inside of me grew. When I saw these things, I saw home. When I opened my eyes, I saw Croton.

I knew where I wanted to be.

“Okay, Noelle,” I said, smiling. “I’ll go back.”

“Promise,” she said.

“I promise.”
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NEW YEAR



An early morning rain had come and gone, leaving behind a wet sheen that shimmered on the trees alongside the road. Weightless clouds chased the breeze across the bright blue sky. The sun made everything sparkle. There were crumpled, grease-stained fast food wrappers at my feet, and the stale smell of coffee clung to the car, but outside the world looked new. Clean. Hopeful. Even the sign welcoming students to campus had been freshened. Not replaced, of course, but the branches that used to obscure it had been trimmed back. The weeds and wildflowers tamed. It was a new year. A new start.

My father drove under the gates and started the long wind up the hill toward campus. I held my breath until the stone spire atop the Easton Academy chapel rose up from the trees. My pulse, already racing, started to sprint. I leaned forward between the two front seats, to gauge my mother’s reaction. She stared out the passenger-side window of our dusty, dented Subaru, slack jawed.

“The catalog does not do this place justice,” she said.

“What did I tell you?” my father replied with a hint of pride.

He, after all, had seen Easton before. My mother had not. She had always been in too much of a bitter, prescription-pill haze to join us on the long drive from Croton, Pennsylvania, to Easton, Connecticut. Or even to care that I was leaving. But that was all over now. Mom was sober. Had been since January. She’d gained weight. Had color in her face. Actually washed her hair now. Daily. I had only been home to see this behavior for two weeks, but seen it I had. With my own two eyes. Before that, I had spent most of the summer on Martha’s Vineyard with Natasha and her family, waitressing at a waterside seafood restaurant and learning how to sail from Natasha and her dad. Once Natasha had left for Dartmouth, I had come home for a quick pit stop to find the house clean and freshly painted, the fridge fully stocked, my mother’s bed actually made. Two weeks later I was still adjusting to the new and improved Mom.

“Reed, it’s beautiful,” my mother said, turning to me with a smile. Actually focusing her eyes on me. No darting. No glazing over. Focused. On me. “I still can’t believe you go here.”

I sighed. “Neither can I.”

Especially after everything that had happened last year. In my first few months at Easton I had fallen in love for the first time, lost my virginity, made friends with the most powerful girls at school . . . and stood by totally naïve while one of them had brutally murdered my boyfriend. And that was only the beginning.

But no. I was not going to think about that. I sat back and clenched my hands into fists, digging my fingernails into my palms. I was making a new start this year. Last year was over. Last year couldn’t touch me. Those people were all gone. Transferred or committed or just gone. This year could be anything I wanted it to be.

My heart fluttered with nerves and excitement as my father pulled out of the trees and onto the circle in front of the underclassmen dorms. Kiki Rosen and Diana Waters stood next to a black town car as their oversized Coach and Louis Vuitton suitcases were unloaded for them. Kiki had chopped her blond hair into a pixie cut and had dyed her bangs pink, but she still had an iPod permanently attached to her ears. Diana had grown her hair out so that it tumbled over her shoulders, and she seemed taller—older. They looked up as my car passed by and waved. I waved back and smiled. Familiar faces. Last year on this day I had known no one. Last year I had felt like I might never belong. Now there were people to welcome me. Everything really was going to be different.

My dad pulled the Subaru up in front of a sleek white Mercedes and killed the engine. I climbed out and stretched, looking up at the gleaming windows of Bradwell. I could tell from the walkway that the rooms had already been decorated and personalized. Curtains hung in several of the windows, and someone up there was listening to Avril at top volume. There had been a few changes at Easton this year. According to the information packet I’d received over the summer, there was a new headmaster, and he was already making his presence known. One of his changes was the arrival schedule. Freshmen and sophomores had already been on campus for twenty-four hours, giving them time to settle in before the upperclassmen arrived, and making the circle less packed and chaotic for unloading. My mother got out and tipped her head back, shielding her eyes with her hand as she looked up at the gray stone facade.

“This was my first dorm,” I told her. “Billings House is behind it, on the quad.”

Just saying the word Billings brought on a rush of anxiety. I had almost died there. Someone who I’d thought was my friend had actually attempted to murder me on the roof. The very person who had killed the guy I loved. Or thought I loved. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever know how I’d really felt about Thomas Pearson, now that he was gone.

My fingernails dug into my palms again. Billings wasn’t that place. Not anymore. Ariana was gone. This year—just like spring semester last year—the house would be full of friends. A light breeze tossed my hair back from my face. I looked up at the sun and smiled.

It was a new year. I took a deep breath, letting hope crowd out the fear.

“Well, that’s everything,” my father said, slapping his hands on his jeans. “These other girls sure have a lot of stuff.”

I looked up and down the line of cars. There were mountains of luggage and electronics and plastic boxes and linens. My two bags, new leather backpack, and bed-in-a-bag did look sorry in comparison. I reached into the car and pulled out my laptop case. It and the computer inside it had been gifts from Natasha at the end of the summer.

A girl who wins First Honors for two straight quarters cannot be seen writing all her papers at a library computer, she’d told me. You are not a caveperson.

Yes, after two unstellar quarters at the beginning of the year (blame all the drama), I had come back in the spring with academic vengeance and taken Firsts in both March and June. Natasha, overachiever that she was, had been so proud. I smiled now, thinking of her. Of how much I’d miss rooming with her. My nerves sizzled with anticipation, wondering who my new roommate would be. I hoped it was someone good. Someone normal. Someone I could be friends with.

“Everything okay, kiddo?” my father asked, laying his warm hand on my shoulder.

“Everything’s fine. This is going to be a good year,” I told him with a confident smile. “Definitely better than last.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be too hard to accomplish,” he joked.

My mother and I both laughed. My heart was suddenly so full, it threatened to swallow me whole. Look at us. Standing there together. We could almost be a normal family. Normal. There was a word I didn’t get to use very often.

“Thanks so much, you guys,” I said, hugging my father first.

“Work hard, kiddo,” my dad said, kissing the top of my head.

I turned to my mother. Her eyes shone with tears. Something caught in my throat as I leaned in to hug her.

“I’m so proud of you, Reed,” she said haltingly.

“Thanks, Mom,” I replied.

Then they were back in the car. Starting the engine. Driving away. My mother pressed her fingertips to the window in a wave. I lifted my arm in return. Waited there until the dented Pennsylvania license plate had dipped behind the hill. At that second I realized with a start that I was going to miss my mother. Actually going to miss her.

I picked up my things and headed for Billings filled with a whole new confidence. Suddenly, anything felt possible.


PEACE



“Against my better judgment, the dean of academics granted you both your electives. The Modern Novel on top of junior English shouldn’t be too challenging. But taking Advanced Placement Chemistry as well as the required Advanced Placement Biology in one year is a bit ambitious, even for you.”

Mrs. Naylor’s jowls had grown. They hung so low over her collar, she could have easily tucked them in. Her eyes swam in their sockets as she looked across her desk at me with a disapproving expression I had long since grown accustomed to. Behind her the wooden bookcases were jammed with dusty tomes, overflowing into haphazard piles on the floor. The rancid onion smell that always permeated her office now had a more sour tinge to it. Like something had crawled in here, eaten the rancid onions, then died.

“Well, I’m sure the dean wouldn’t have allowed me to take them if he didn’t think I was up to it,” I replied sweetly, slipping my new schedule into my bag.

“On the contrary. Students who earn First Honors are always given their choice of courses, no matter what those of us who know better might think,” she said, the jowls flapping around.

I had to press my lips together to keep from laughing. Last year she had intimidated me. This year she and her badly drawn eyeliner were just ridiculous.

“Is there anything else?” I asked.

She narrowed her eyes. Folded her craggy fingers on her desk. “No. You may go. But I trust I’ll be seeing you and your drop slip very soon.”

I stood up, sliding the wooden chair back with a loud scrape. “I wouldn’t count on that.”

I turned my back on her irritated face, feeling very Noelle Lange, and smiled to myself. Very rarely, I managed to say exactly what I wanted to say at the moment I wanted to say it, and at those moments I always thought of Noelle. As I stepped out into the sun, I wondered where she was right then. Whether she was thinking of Easton. Whether she was wishing she were here. Last year I had heard that her father’s lawyers had exhibited their Olympic-level plea bargaining skills to get her kidnap charges reduced, then landed her the relatively cushy punishment of probation and community service. But I had no firsthand knowledge. I hadn’t heard one word from Noelle since Christmas Day, when she’d called to convince me to come back to Easton. Not an e-mail, not a text, not a phone call. Sometimes my world felt empty without her in it. Sometimes I felt beyond lucky to be free of her.

But I knew one thing for sure: Without Noelle, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t be alive, for one. But I wouldn’t be here at Easton if she hadn’t made me promise to come back. I wouldn’t have all those amazing memories from last spring. Wouldn’t have this hope fluttering in my chest as I strolled away from Hull Hall. If not for her, I’d be back in Croton, watching Tommy Colón make obscene hand gestures every time Principal Weiss turned his bad eye on the auditorium. High comedy, that.

“Pass it! Pass it!”

About a dozen members of the boy’s varsity soccer team were scrimmaging in the center of the quad, the sleeves of their dress shirts rolled up, their shoes discarded on the sidelines in favor of cleats and sneakers. I paused. Something about this felt familiar. A déjà vu moment. I heard my name on the breeze, and my heart all but stopped.

Thomas.

I looked at the ground. This was almost the exact spot where I’d nearly tripped over him last year. Where we’d first met. First flirted. First started whatever it was we had. My scalp tightened. My fingertips tingled. He’d been here. He’d been right here. . . .

“Reed!”

I turned around and barely had time to catch my breath before Josh Hollis barreled into me at full speed. He grabbed me up in his arms, lifting me right off my feet.

“Hi!” I breathed.

I clung to him. Buried my face in that warm spot between his neck and his shoulder. He smelled exactly the same. Like evergreens and fresh paint. God, this felt good. This relief. Like coming home. Josh was my home. Not Martha’s Vineyard. Not Croton, Pennsylvania. Not Easton itself. But Josh. I hadn’t seen him since the last day of school in June, and while the summer had seemed to drag and drag without him, suddenly it felt as if no time had passed at all.

“God, I missed you!” he said, pulling back to plant a firm kiss on my lips.

“Me, too!” I giggled. Giggled. Reed Brennan didn’t giggle. Not often, anyway.

Josh tried to put me down again, but our feet tangled up and we went over. Laughing. His face hovered over mine. His blue eyes danced with happiness. His dark blond curls had been cropped close to his head in a neat, preppy cut, but one stray curl still stuck out behind his right ear, unwilling to conform.

“Hmmm.” Josh looked down at me, stretched out right there in the middle of the quad. “This could be something.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Could be.”

He glanced around quickly, checking for authority figures. Then, coast clear, he leaned in to kiss me, really kiss me, while his teammates hooted and hollered and shouted lewd things behind us. When Josh pulled back again, he ran the tip of his finger from my temple to my chin. He was breathless.

“Next summer,” he said quietly, “let’s not do this apart thing.”


TRADITION, HONOR, INTIMIDATION



I smiled, utterly and completely at peace. “Yes. Let’s not.”

“Reed!”

Constance Talbot threw her arms around me before I could even stand up from my pew in the chapel. Our heads bonked together, and she winced as she dropped her butt down onto the hard seat.

“Ow. Sorry. Got a little overexcited there,” she said, rubbing furiously at her forehead. She was sun-kissed pink under all those freckles, and somehow over the summer she had tamed her somewhat frizz-prone red hair into a sleek, straight picture of perfection. She wore a white T-shirt and a big gray cable-knit cardigan over a plaid mini. Shafts of colorful light from the stained glass windows danced across her face.

“It’s okay. You look amazing,” I told her.

“I know. I found this new hair straightener that is a gift from the gods,” she told me, swinging her long mane over her shoulder. “But you are, like, a surf babe! I would kill to be able to tan like that!”

“It comes from my mom’s side. She’s half Native American,” I said.

“How cool! I never knew that!” Constance blurted. Then her brow creased. “Actually, I know nothing about your family.”

“I don’t usually talk about them,” I agreed. But that, like many other things, had changed. “So, how was your summer?”

We had e-mailed all summer long, so I knew exactly how her months off had been, but still felt the need to ask. Her family had vacationed with Walt Whittaker’s family up at the Cape. She and Whit had spent most nights stealing away to the beach or making out on the widow’s walk at his family’s compound while the waves crashed into the shore. Constance could be very poetic via e-mail.

“It was good!” she said brightly. “Except . . . I guess I didn’t get an invitation to Billings.”

I blinked as the chatter in the chapel grew to an almost deafening level. The place was starting to fill up. “That’s right. I forgot about that.”

Every spring the girls in Billings selected new members to replace the outgoing seniors. Last year the Billings alumnae had sent a letter—a directive, really—informing us that it would be inappropriate to hold a vote and issue invitations that year, considering all that had happened. That meant there were still six empty spots in the house. And I had no idea how anyone intended to fill them.

“Yeah, well, I guess I’m not worthy,” she said wryly. “So who got in? You can tell me. I can take it.”

“Actually, as far as I know, no one has gotten in. We haven’t had a vote or anything. I guess I’ll find out what’s going on later. Maybe you still have a chance,” I told her.

“You think?” Constance’s eyes widened with hope, and I instantly regretted saying anything. Now she was going to be crushed all over again if she didn’t get in.

“But don’t freak out until I find out what’s up,” I warned her. “Honestly, after last year, I’m surprised anyone actually wants to get into Billings anymore,” I added.

Not only was it partially true, but it would also give her something to rationalize on later if she didn’t make the cut.

“Oh, please. That? Not even a murder could tarnish the mystique of Billings House,” she blurted. Then slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“No. It’s okay,” I said, forcing a smile. I wondered if she was right. If Thomas’s death and Ariana’s guilt—and my own near-death experience—had really left no lasting effect on anything. The idea made my insides squirm.

“No, really. I can’t believe I said that,” Constance continued. “You must think I’m totally—”

The sound of the heavy chapel doors closing cut her off, and the crowd fell silent. I was saved from having to comfort Constance any further for her verbal vomit. Diana reached over Constance’s legs to nudge me and wave hello. As I leaned in, a tall, slim girl with light brown skin and long black hair slid into the last seat at the far end of the pew. She looked around uncertainly, then hugged her sheer turquoise wrap to her. With her gold braided thongs, skimpy dress, and dewy skin, she looked as if she’d just stepped off a plane from some exotic Caribbean locale and walked right into the chapel. She had to be new. Anyone who’d ever been in the Easton chapel before knew that even on the hottest days it was frigid in here. We’d all come prepared with fall sweaters. This girl must have been covered in goose bumps.

“Check out Miss Island Nation,” Missy Thurber sneered behind me. Missy, of course, was wearing the tightest T-shirt possible, all the better to show off her massive chest, and her blond hair was done in a perfect French braid. Not perfect enough to distract from her tunnel-like nostrils, of course.

“Is she wearing shells for earrings?” Lorna Gross—Missy’s ever-present worshipper—whispered back. Lorna was not down with originality. Every day, she donned almost the exact same outfit Missy had worn the day before. Like, in case you ever missed one of Missy’s “ripped from Teen Vogue” fashion choices, you had a second chance to check it out on Lorna the following morning. Apparently yesterday Missy had worn a black jersey dress and diamond earrings, because that was what Lorna had on today.

I rolled my eyes and shot the new girl what I hoped was a welcoming smile. Unfortunately, she didn’t see me. Her eyes were transfixed on two freshman boys lighting the lanterns at the front of the chapel. The new-year ritual had begun.

There was a loud rap on the chapel doors. A tall man with white hair and a full square face stood up from behind the lectern, his chin raised imperiously. Everything about him was stiff and pressed, from the collar of his white shirt to the perfectly straight cuffs on his gray suit pants. There was an American flag lapel pin tacked to his red power tie. He reminded me of some distinguished family patriarch from the low-rent soap opera Natasha’s little sister had been addicted to all summer. The type of person who always knew what was going on around him, and approved of none of it. Whispers filled the room.

“Guess that’s the new headmaster,” I whispered to Constance.

“Headmaster Cromwell,” she confirmed. “I heard he actually went here, like, a zillion years ago.”

An Easton man. Interesting. My eyes were riveted on the headmaster as he strode down the aisle, his hands straight down at his sides like one of the Queen’s guard. He didn’t look left or right. Felt no need to check out his new charges. He stopped at the door and spoke.

“Who requests entrance to this sacred place?” he asked.

“Eager minds in search of knowledge,” came the reply.

“Then you are welcome,” he said.

The doors opened, and in walked Cheyenne Martin and Lance Reagan, the sunlight pouring in behind them. This was the first I had seen of my housemate Cheyenne, and I was stunned by how beautiful she looked. Her blond hair had been cut into a pin-straight chin-length bob, and her skin was pale, smooth, and flawless. She wore just a hint of makeup—pink cheeks, pink lips, curled lashes—and looked every bit the preppy trust fund princess in her full-skirted dress and cropped cardigan. She and Lance kept their eyes trained on the lectern as they carried the traditional tomes up the aisle. As Cheyenne walked by the senior boys, I noticed Trey Prescott, handsome as ever in a crisp white shirt that set off his dark skin, staring straight ahead. Not so much as a glance in Cheyenne’s direction. I could practically feel the chill coming off him. Guess that relationship hadn’t survived the summer.

Cheyenne and Lance placed their books down on the lectern.

“Tradition, honor, excellence,” they said in unison.

“Tradition, honor, excellence,” we intoned, our voices filling the chapel.

The doors were closed again, and Headmaster Cromwell walked down the aisle and took his place at the lectern. He took a long moment to survey the rows and rows of pews, the expectantly upturned faces. From the slight sneer on his lips, he didn’t seem all that impressed.

“Welcome, students, to a new year at Easton Academy. I am Headmaster Cromwell,” he said, his voice low and commanding. “I am honored to have been chosen by the Easton Academy board of directors to take the helm and help usher you all into a new era. As of today, we put the past behind us. As of today, we are no longer a community torn by scandal and tragedy. We have all had our time to heal, and it is now that we must look to the future. A future that is bright with hope, with integrity, with knowledge, and with respect.”

Constance and I shared an impressed glance.

“With this in mind, you should know that I will not accept anything other than the absolute best from the students of this academy. I will not brook insolence from my students. I will not tolerate indiscretion or immaturity. I will not allow any behavior whatsoever that could reflect negatively on this school. Hear me now, people, and hear me well. Things are going to change.”

He said these last few words slowly, deliberately, as if hammering them into each and every adolescent brain one by one. So much for impressed. Now I was a tad freaked. From the looks on the faces around me, everyone felt the same.

“From this moment on, I expect each and every one of you to work toward a new Easton Academy,” he said, his voice rising like a dictator’s. “This school will hereafter be known as an institution that breeds character. That breeds decorum. And that turns out the very finest young men and women this country has to offer.”

Suddenly, a loud, long farting noise filled the chapel. All the senior guys cracked up and shifted in their seats. I heard a cackle that could only belong to one person: Gage Coolidge.

The entire room tensed. My heart pounded as Headmaster Cromwell glowered toward the back of the chapel. He glanced right and nodded at a dark, shadowy figure in the corner behind him.

“Mr. White, if you please?” the headmaster asked.

A slim yet powerful-looking man with the sunken cheeks of a vampire and white-blond hair slipped down the side aisle and walked right over to Gage’s pew. He leaned in and crooked a finger at Gage. It was all very grim reaper.

No one moved. Gage ducked his head and wagged it, like there was no way he was going anywhere. All the man did was lean even farther over the guy at the end of the pew and crook his finger again. Gage was beet red by this point. He shoved himself up and followed the creature out.

“Who. The hell. Is that?” Missy hissed behind me.

“The new Easton Academy henchman?” I suggested under my breath.

The chapel door slammed. I wasn’t the only one who jumped.

“Now. Where were we?” Headmaster Cromwell asked. He seemed more chipper now, somehow. “Ah. Yes. This year we will be instituting a mentoring program. Several returning Easton students have been selected to mentor transfer students and the members of the incoming freshman class. When you are excused from here, kindly check your mailboxes to see if you have been so honored.”

Missy and Lorna grumbled as many of my fellow students exchanged overwhelmed looks. This new headmaster was not messing around. The welcoming program lasted another thirty minutes, and for those thirty minutes, not a soul had the courage to move.


INTERESTING



“Can you believe that guy?” Missy fumed on our way out into the quad. Her nostrils somehow seemed even larger when she was angry. Like they were getting ready to breathe fire.

“I know. Like anything ever changes around here,” Lorna added.

Well, she sure had. Lorna Gross had not only grown her dark hair out so that the frizzy curls formed less of a triangle, but she’d had an obvious nose job. She was almost pretty. Too bad she had no personality whatsoever to help her cause.

“I don’t know. Everything just feels kind of different anyway. Doesn’t it?” I asked, turning to Constance, Kiki, and Diana. I knew Missy and Lorna would answer me snidely, if at all.

“What are you on, Brennan?” Diana asked with a laugh. “Same old, same old, if you ask me.”

“Maybe it just feels different because Noelle Lange isn’t here casting her big bitch-slapping shadow over everyone,” Missy said with a triumphant sneer.

Like Missy Thurber was even remotely good enough to look down on someone like Noelle Lange. But I knew that if anyone was happy to have Noelle gone, it was her. Last year Noelle had pretty much told Missy she had zero shot of getting into Billings—even though her mother had been a Billings girl. Now Missy’s chances were wide open again. Unless I had anything to say about it.

“Did you ever hear from her this summer?” Constance asked me. “Or from any of them?”

Everyone eyed me expectantly. I, after all, was the only one among us who had any connection to the four girls who used to run Billings. Who used to run Easton, really. They were all looking to me as the person in the know. Someone special. The girl who had actually brushed with greatness. So I felt like a heel when I had to say:

“No. I haven’t heard from any of them.”

It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to hear from them. Wasn’t as if I hadn’t tried to track them down. But Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor had all changed their e-mails and their cell phone numbers. Every time I tried, I got an error message in my in-box or heard a nasal voice telling me the number was no longer in service. After a while I had to grow some pride and accept the fact that they had moved on. Without me. Natasha maintained that I should be glad to be rid of them. And maybe I should have been on some level. But it still hurt to be so easily and callously cut out.

Missy scoffed and rolled her eyes and kept walking, so Lorna did the same. I wanted to conk their heads together, but held my hands behind my back instead.

“I heard Ariana’s in some mental facility in, like, the Southwest or something,” Diana said. “Total maximum security.”

I’d heard that one, too, but I’d heard it was in upstate New York. Every time I thought of Ariana, I pictured her in a straitjacket, her light blue eyes staring out some window as she contemplated her next move, Hannibal Lecter–style. Then I’d have to shake my head to clear the image and the awful tingling sensation it gave me down my spine.

“Taylor Bell’s living in Portugal,” Lorna said.

“No. It was Prague,” Missy shot back.

“Nuh-uh,” Kiki said, speaking up for the first time—loudly since her iPod was blasting into her ears. “Rehab.”

“What? No. Taylor didn’t even like to drink that much,” I said.

“Pills,” Kiki said seriously. “It’s always the quiet ones.” Ironic, since she herself was among the taciturn.

“Well, I know for a fact that Kiran’s living in Paris and modeling,” Diana said. “I saw her new CK billboard on the Champs-Élysées over the summer, and my mom knows the photographer. He said she’s totally professional now. No partying. No late nights. No crazy diets. Just shows up for work and goes home to read.”

“Now I know that is a lie,” I joked.

“I just think it’s weird that none of them came back,” Constance said as we reached the break in the path between Billings and Pemberly, one of the junior and senior girls’ dorms. “I mean, unless they’re all in jail or something, why wouldn’t they come back?”

“Uh, because of the extreme personal humiliation?” Missy said sarcastically. She studied the end of her braid before flicking it over her shoulder. “They’re a bunch of psychos anyway. We’re better off without them.”

My fingers curled into a fist behind my back. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Problem?” Missy asked, flicking her eyes over me. “I’d think you of all people would want to see Noelle and her posse burn at the stake. They did murder your boyfriend.”

“No, they didn’t. Ariana did. The rest of them made a mistake,” I told her, barely holding back my fury. Even though some small part of me agreed with some small part of what she said, I felt that she was the last person who had any right saying it. “They were my friends.”

“Nice friends,” Missy said derisively. “I guess that’s why you never liked me? Because I’m not a sociopath?”

“You little—”

“Oh. My. God,” Lorna interrupted me. “Speaking of coming back—”

I whipped around, half-expecting to see Noelle or Taylor or Kiran. But no. The girl walking toward us had sharp features, milk-white skin, and very long, perfectly straight and glossy black hair. Her coal-black eyes looked us over as she walked by, as if studying a new and unattractive species. Her look was so cold I almost shivered under the blazing late-summer sun. No way this girl had been at Easton last year. I would have remembered her.

“Hi, Ivy!” Diana said brightly. “How have you—”

She didn’t get to finish her question because three words in, the girl was already out of earshot, passing us by like she hadn’t heard a thing.

“Bitch,” Missy said under her breath.

“Whore,” Lorna added.

I stared after the girl until she had disappeared through the back door of Pemberly, the tiff with Missy the Nostril Girl forgotten. Things had just gotten interesting.


EVERY LAST INCH



“Her name’s Ivy Slade,” Josh told me, slipping his fingers between mine. “She used to go here, but last year she never showed. Now she’s back. She and Taylor Bell used to room together back in the day.”

Okay. Now I was definitely intrigued.

“How do you know all this, exactly?” I asked. He, after all, had only been at Easton a year. Just like me. I tried to work the combination on my mailbox with my left hand, since he was holding my right. It wasn’t entirely working.

“Gage gossips like a girl,” he replied. He held up my hand and kissed the back of each finger, one by one. “He said they used to have a thing. Like, a serious thing.”

“She and Gage,” I said dubiously. “I don’t see him in a serious relationship.”

“Did I say relationship? I meant sex. They had serious sex,” Josh clarified. “All over campus. Or so he says.”

I shuddered. Well, that explained Lorna’s “whore” remark. “Okay. Too much information. Moving on.”

I didn’t need to hear any details of Gage and Ivy’s Easton Sex Tour, but I filed the info about her and Taylor away for future reference. Maybe they had been good friends. Maybe they still were. Maybe this Ivy person even knew where Taylor had ended up. After everything we’d been through together, I was curious to know what the Billings Girls were doing with themselves. Even if they, as evidenced by their total silence, had zero interest in me.

“Okay.” Josh dropped my right hand, took my left, and started kissing those fingers as well.

“What are you doing?” I asked him with a laugh.

“I have this whole plan to kiss all your body parts before the end of the first week,” Josh said matter-of-factly.

“All of them?” I said, a blush working its way up my neck. The Josh I knew wasn’t normally so forward.

Josh smiled playfully. “Well, whichever ones you’ll allow me to.”

“Ah.” That was more like Josh. I leaned toward him and touched my lips to his.

“You two are so making my first gallery show!” a booming voice announced.

We sprang away from each other. Tiffany Goulbourne raced over, her ubiquitous camera in hand, all smiles.

“Did you just take our picture?” I asked her.

“Yes. And it’s one you’re going to want to show the grandkids one day.” She gave Josh and me the double air kiss she gave everyone, then leaned back to inspect me head-to-toe. “Reed, my friend. You just got even more photogenic this summer. That hair! That skin!”

“Look who’s talking,” I replied.

Tiffany was a resident of Billings House whom I’d gotten to know much better during the second semester of last year, after all the insanity had died down. She was tall and lithe, with ebony skin and short cropped hair. Could have been a model herself, no doubt, but she preferred to be behind the camera. All the time. No matter where she was or what she was doing, she had a lens on her, whether it was an old-school 35-millimeter or a teeny, tiny digital. One was never safe from her keen eye. She was like our very own paparazzo. Except everyone loved her.

“Yeah, right,” she said, blushing. “You have to let me photograph you this year. You have to.”

“We’ll see,” I told her, amused.

Tiff had spent half the spring semester trying to coax everyone we knew to pose in various lights for her final art project. As much as I enjoyed the girl’s positive energy, I’d had enough attention for one year and had found various hiding places in the house to avoid her. Cheyenne had, of course, ended up being the star of her pictorial. For which Tiffany had inevitably received an A.

“Oh. There’s London and Vienna. First Twin Cities pic of the year!” And just like that, Tiffany was off again, dodging through the hordes of freshmen checking out their mailboxes for the first time, ready to snap London Simmons and Vienna Clark—the bodacious Twin Cities—in all their freshly tanned glory.

“Well? Let’s see what you’ve got,” Josh said, nodding at my post office box.

I quickly opened it and pulled out the folded slip of blue paper inside. I’d seen a few other people with them, groaning over their contents, so I already knew I’d been pegged. The short typewritten note read:

Congratulations, Ms. Brennan. You have been selected as an Easton Academy Mentor. Your Advisee is:

Sabine DuLac, Junior (transfer); Residence, Billings House

If you should have any questions, please contact Mrs. Naylor, Head of Guidance.

“That can’t be right,” I said.

“What? Don’t think you’re trustworthy enough to take a young fledgling under your wing?” Josh asked as I slammed the mailbox door.

Josh had not been saddled with a newbie, even though he was one of Easton’s best and brightest. My guess was the administration decided to give him a pass, considering how stressful his junior year had been. When your roommate and best friend gets murdered and you’re mistakenly jailed for the crime, a pass is wholeheartedly deserved. Although, it seemed, there was no such amnesty for the victim’s girlfriend. But then, Cromwell was all business, and a roommate has an official Easton connection whereas a girlfriend does not. At least this year Josh was rooming with Trey. That guy was the epitome of the all-American boy, jogging around campus every morning, leading the soccer team in goals scored, being recruited by every school in the country. He wouldn’t be dealing drugs, coming home drunk, and inspiring people to hurt him.

Not that I blamed Thomas for what had happened to him, but let’s just say that a year’s worth of perspective had opened my eyes to the fact that he wasn’t a person who was easy to get along with.

“No, it just says she lives in Billings,” I told Josh, holding up the slip. “We haven’t even chosen new housemates. At least I don’t think we have. Unless they did it without me or something.” Which, considering my experiences with the Billings Girls, wouldn’t actually have shocked me all that much.

Josh shrugged and grabbed my hand again. “They probably just made a mistake.” He kissed my pinkie, then my ring finger, and a skittering surge of attraction rushed right through me. Huh. Sensitive ring finger.

“You’re going to have to stop that,” I said under my breath. “I’m a mentor now. I have an image to uphold.” I looked into his eyes, all flirtatious.

“Let me see this,” he said, taking the slip out of my hands. “Sabine DuLac? Sounds like French royalty or something. Probably not too easily shocked.”

He was just leaning in to kiss me when London and Vienna, the Twin Cities themselves, rushed by. They had matching tans, matching highlights, and their matching mega-breasts were spilling over the necklines of very similar sundresses.

“Reed! We have to go! We have a house meeting before first period, and we’re already late. Cheyenne’s gonna be so pissed.”

All our classes had been delayed and shortened for the day so we could get settled. But leave it to Cheyenne to commandeer our time for her own purposes instead. I sighed. Probably best that I leave now anyway, before Josh and I started something entirely inappropriate in broad daylight in the middle of a crowded post office. I had a feeling Cromwell wasn’t the type to turn the other cheek when it came to PDA.

“I guess I have to go,” I told him, lifting a shoulder.

I gave him a quick kiss on the lips, forced myself to pull away, and turned to follow my housemates. Josh grabbed my wrist and stopped me. He pulled me to him and turned me around so that my back was to the mailboxes.

“Josh. What if a teacher—”

He cut me off with his lips, pressing up against me and kissing me so urgently, I forgot all about the faculty and the potential ramifications. Even stopped feeling all the tiny little metal knobs pressing into my back. I felt that kiss everywhere. In every last inch of my body.

“Okay. Now you can go,” Josh said, backing up with a semicocky smile.

I blinked at him, my eyelids heavy. “Which way again?”

Josh laughed and turned me by the shoulders toward the door, where London and Vienna waited, smirking at me.

“Guess you’re happy to be back, huh?” London teased as I tottered toward her.

“Yeah.” She had no idea. “Definitely.”


NEW RULES



“Welcome back, everyone!”

Cheyenne stood at the head of a long, polished wood table that had taken over the entire parlor on the first floor of Billings House, her manicured fingertips pressed into its surface. All the comfy chairs and couches were gone, and the flat-screen TV had been pushed into the back corner. In the center of the table were six small pink jewelry boxes, stacked into a pyramid. At each of the ten chairs around the table—one at each head and four per side—was another pink jewelry box, a white pad of paper, a silver pen, and a place card. I saw my name right away, at the last seat on the right side—as far away from Cheyenne as I could get without being directly across from her. My name, just like the others, was written in pink calligraphy.

“Find your seats! We have a lot to cover in not a lot of time!” Cheyenne announced, waving us in.

The other girls, who had been chatting in little groups around the room, took their chairs. I slid into mine, and Rose Sakowitz, Cheyenne’s diminutive, red-haired roommate from last year, took the chair at the end of the table. She had a bit more meat on her bones than she had last year. Comforting, since she had always looked as if she could blow away in a stiff wind. But she was still probably rocking a size zero. Her yellow skirt was so tiny, I could have used it as a headband.

“Hi, Reed,” she whispered with a smile and a quick wave.

“Hi,” I whispered back. “Good to see you.”

“You, too. How was your summer?” Rose asked.

“Ladies! If you don’t mind?” Cheyenne snapped.

Oh. So that was how this was going to go. Ever since last spring when Cheyenne had taken the whole sorority thing and really run with it, she had been on a power trip from hell. She had run for president unopposed and created a cabinet that included London and Vienna as co-social chairs, Rose as philanthropy chair, and Tiffany as historian (which basically meant Tiff was a glorified scrapbooker). With her new regime in place, Cheyenne had made sure that no moment of free time was left unoccupied. There had been teas and parties and fund-raisers and day trips. Whenever we weren’t studying, we were bonding. And it had been fun. Most of the time. Except for when Cheyenne was cracking her whip. What was that saying about absolute power corrupting absolutely? Cheyenne could have that stamped across her forehead. Sometimes I missed the old semisweet Cheyenne from last Christmas, but the more we hung out, the more I realized that these were Cheyenne’s true colors. At the end of the fall semester she’d merely put on a happy face in her effort to overthrow Noelle. Now that Noelle was truly gone, she was back to her bitchy self, and only every once in a while did Cool Cheyenne come shining through.

“First of all, welcome back to Billings,” Cheyenne began as Tiffany snapped her photo. “I hope you all had fabulous summer breaks. I’d love to hear all about the European tours and the trips to the Cape, but right now we have some business to attend to.” She grinned and lifted her palms in the air. “Now I know you’re all dying to find out what’s in those little boxes, so go to it!”

London squealed and snatched up her pink box like it was steak and she, a rabid dog. I had actually forgotten about mine. I pulled it closer and cracked it open. Inside was a tiny letter B on a thin gold chain, with diamonds and in script. All the girls around me oohed and aahed as they fastened them around each other’s necks.

“Cheyenne! These are so yum!” Vienna trilled, helping London on with hers.

“They’re perfect,” London added. “Now everyone will know who’s a Billings Girl and who’s not.”

As if they don’t already.

“Thanks, Shy. You’re so gen!” Portia Ahronian trilled. She added the necklace to the five or six gold chains she always wore around her neck, which offset her olive complexion gorgeously. I had never gotten to know Portia all that well last year, but I had witnessed her stellar partying skills and noted her serious jewelry fetish. She was also quite the fashionista and would probably take Kiran’s place as head couture monger of Billings, now that Kiran was apparently an expatriate. Portia also had a penchant for shortening words, which drove me insane. Talking to her was like talking to a text message.

“Don’t thank me. Thank the Billings Alumnae Fund,” Cheyenne said. I noticed she already had a B necklace shimmering against her milky skin. Was it just me, or was hers slightly larger than all the others?

“The Billings Alumnae Fund?” I asked.

“God, Reed. Did you pick up nothing last year?” Cheyenne asked with a laugh.

“All the Billings alumnae contribute to it every month,” Rose explained. “It’s how we paid for all the parties and trips last year.”

Interesting. I’d never heard of the alumnae fund before. But then, I had been kept in the dark about a lot of things last year. Rose offered to help me with my chain, and I turned to let her fasten it. The B felt cold and delicate against my chest.

“We have to take a picture of all of us with our necklaces on!” Tiffany announced. “Get together everyone!”

“After the meeting,” Cheyenne said bluntly. Those who had started to get up fell back into their seats. “We have a lot to cover,” Cheyenne continued. She pulled a pink plastic folder out of her Kate Spade bag and unwound the fastening string. “Normally we choose new housemates in the spring, with the aid of the outgoing seniors, and extend our invitations then. But considering all that went on last year, it seemed a bit gauche.”

And we were ordered not to do it, but go ahead and make it seem like it was your own sense of propriety that forestalled this whole thing.

“Now we’re in the position of having to fill the house and having to do it quickly. But I’m sure we’re all up to the task.” She handed a stack of papers to Tiffany on her right and Vienna on her left. “Find the pages with your name on them and pass the others on,” she instructed. “These are all the current juniors. We will need to choose six girls from the more than one hundred possibles.”

I glanced at the pyramid of boxes in the center of the table. Six girls. Six more necklaces.

“You will each be responsible for vetting at least ten prospective Billings Girls,” Cheyenne continued.

“Vetting?” I asked as the pages were dropped in front of me. I noted the first name with dismay: Lorna Gross. Along with her name and her unfortunate sophomore class picture was a list of all her vitals—her birthday, primary residence, final grades from last year, clubs and sports, plus paragraphs about all her family members and her parents’ income. There was even a rundown of where they summered and vacationed during winter break for the past ten years. How this information was obtained, I had no idea. I turned to the second page and smiled. Kiki Rosen. As far as I was concerned, Kiki—straight-A student and cool person that she was—was in as of that moment. And, holy crap, was that really how much her family was worth?

“First, you will make an appointment to sit down with each of your girls and conduct an interview. Make sure they’re Billings material. That they really want it,” Cheyenne said, strolling around the table imperiously. “Second, and more important, you will keep an eye on them. See how they conduct themselves when they think no one is watching. That is when their true characters will be revealed.”

My laughter filled the otherwise silent room. Every person at the table stared me down.

“She’s not kidding,” Rose said.

No way. “You want me to spy on these girls?”

Cheyenne flattened her lips like I’d just jammed a lemon drop into her mouth. “This is how it’s done. This is how it’s always been done.”

“With one exception,” Portia said, casting a haughty glance in my direction.

Right. Me. As always, the black sheep.

“Bygones,” Cheyenne said with a wave of her hand. “But it does bring up a good point. Considering all that happened last year, it is of the utmost importance that we get the right girls this year. We have to buff the tarnished Billings image. Show the world that those girls are not indicative of the type of women we want to be.”

Can I barf now?

“Um, Cheyenne? What about Ivy?” Rose asked.

A skitter of anticipation raced down my spine.

“What about Ivy?” Cheyenne snapped.

Okay. Clearly no love lost there.

“Well, she would’ve been in Billings no Q last year if she hadn’t gone MIA,” Portia said, inspecting her nails. “Should we re-extend the invite?”

“No. We want juniors only. The whole point is to guide the future of the house, not take someone new who will be out of here in a few months,” Cheyenne said. “Besides, did no one hear a word I just said? I don’t really think Ivy Slade is the right sort of girl.”

There were many knowing glances and a few snickers. Rose, however, did not look happy.

“We will choose our new housemates from among the junior class, and we will choose wisely,” Cheyenne said. “It’s up to us to ensure the future of this house.”

Out in the lobby, the front door opened. We all looked around, wondering who was missing. It sounded as if a crowd had just walked through the door. Seconds later Headmaster Cromwell appeared, practically filling the parlor doorway. He looked down the table with obvious distaste.

“Ladies.”

“Headmaster! Hello,” Cheyenne greeted him uncertainly.

He stepped aside slightly. “Come in. Let’s not be shy,” he said over his shoulder.

There was stunned silence as six girls walked into the room and lined up by the lace curtains at the front window. Lorna Gross, Missy Thurber, Constance Talbot, Kiki Rose, Astrid Chou—who as far as I knew was Cheyenne’s friend from Barton School—and the new girl from the chapel. Miss Island Nation, as Lorna had called her.

“Ladies, allow me to introduce your new housemates,” the headmaster said with a curt nod.

“What!?” Cheyenne blurted. Screeched, actually.

The headmaster eyed her with disdain. “These girls are among the elite in the junior class. They have been selected by the board of directors and have been granted the honor of residing in Billings House.”

Tiffany snapped their picture. Everyone else around me looked appalled. He had to be kidding. They couldn’t just decide who was going to live in Billings. That wasn’t how it was done. But then I noticed Constance’s expression. She looked like a five-year-old who’d just been dropped off at Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. That lessened the sting. At least enough to make me smile.

“Headmaster Cromwell.” Cheyenne’s voice sounded weak as she tried to regain her senses. She gripped the back of Tiffany’s chair and faced him. “I’m sorry, but the women of Billings House have always selected our own housemates. It’s one of the privileges of living here. That’s how it’s always been done. For the past eighty years.”

The headmaster eyed Cheyenne with a look of barely veiled disdain. “Ms. Martin, is it?”

“Yes, sir.” She was clearly pleased that her reputation preceded her.

“I heard all about you from Dean Marcus,” he said. “Including the little deal you made with him last year to get you and your friends off campus during the holidays.”

Cheyenne’s smile faltered a bit.

“Well, let me make something perfectly clear to you,” he continued. “I do not make deals with students. I tell you how it’s going to be, and your response is, ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Good day, sir.’ ”

Every single one of us was frozen in place.

“As of today, this house will no longer be run like a sorority,” he continued with a sniff. He reached over Rose’s shoulder and picked up her place card, which he glanced over quickly before flicking it back on the table with obvious disgust. London pulled hers to her as if to hide it. “I’ve heard about your rituals and initiations. That all stops now. This is a dormitory. A living space. That is all.”

I felt a dart of pain shoot through me and knew that the others probably felt the degradation even more acutely. Living in Billings was supposed to mean something. It meant something to all of us. And he’d just snatched that away and insulted us in the process.

“Do you have anything to say to that, Ms. Martin?” he asked, lifting his chin.

“I . . . ”

“Yes, sir . . . ,” he prompted her.

Wow. This was humiliating. Big time, boob-out-of-bathing-suit humiliating. Cheyenne cleared her throat and cast her eyes at the ground.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Good day, sir.”

At least she put some sarcastic emphasis on the last sir. That was something.

“I’ll leave you all to get to know each other,” the headmaster said. Then he turned on his heel and strode out.

For a long moment, nobody moved. Cheyenne’s ire could have incinerated the whole room.

“That man needs a good shagging,” Astrid joked, her British accent somehow making the joke funnier.

Everyone laughed nervously. Everyone except Cheyenne.

“They can’t do this to us,” she said, her voice like ice.

“I think they just did,” Tiffany replied.

“No. This is my senior year. They can’t just change everything now,” Cheyenne ranted. “They just can’t. I’ve been looking forward to this for my entire Easton career. They can’t just bring us these random people and expect that to be it!”

“Cheyenne,” Rose scolded, jumping up. She glanced at the six girls by the window apologetically, then grabbed Cheyenne’s wrist and pulled her into the corner, talking to her in low tones. Vienna and London quickly joined them.

I glanced at the other girls at the table, who looked just as dumbstruck and unsure as I felt. But it couldn’t have been half of what Constance and the new girls were feeling. I couldn’t just let them stand there all uncertain and out of place. I got up and gave Constance an awkward hug.

“Congratulations!” I told her. I couldn’t think of anything else to say. A few of the other Billings Girls followed my lead and roused themselves to talk to our visitors. Gradually, chatter filled the room, drowning out Cheyenne and the others.

“What’s wrong with Cheyenne?” Constance whispered. “Does she really not want us here?”

“She wants to vote, like always,” I said. “She wants the power to decide who lives here. But what’s she going to do? The headmaster seemed pretty serious. If he says you’re living here, you’re living here.”

“I don’t believe it. I’m in Billings!” Constance said, wide-eyed.

“Just wait till you see what’s in those boxes,” I told her, glancing at the table.

Constance glanced at the empty pink boxes strewn all over the place, then looked around the room, practically drooling as she noticed the diamond Bs everywhere.

“Omigod! Am I going to get one?” she asked, reaching out to touch my pendant.

I shrugged. “Looks to me like all the Billings girls have one, so . . . ”

Constance quietly squealed and I moved on to Astrid, whom I’d met at Cheyenne’s Christmas party last year. True to her original fashion sense, she was wearing a strapless dress with postage stamps all over it, yellow flats, and a flower in her short, shaggy hair.

“Reed! It’s so nice to see a familiar face,” she said.

“I know! What are you doing here?” I asked. “What happened to Barton?”

“Caught me smoking behind the gymnasium one too many times, didn’t they?” Her brown eyes gleamed with mischief. “But no matter. I always wanted to come here anyway.”

I introduced her to Kiki and Constance, then turned to the new girl who stood in the corner, her hands behind her back, shyly observing the room.

“Sabine, right?” I said.

Her face lit up, if possible rendering it even more beautiful. “Yes. How did you know?”

Her English was slightly accented. French, as Josh predicted. I pulled the blue slip out of my back pocket and handed it to her. “I’m Reed. Looks like I’m supposed to show you around.”

“Oh, merci! I’m so happy to meet you,” Sabine said, hand to chest. “This place is a bit intimidating, no?”

I smiled. “Just a tad.”

“No! Forget it!” Cheyenne blurted from across the room. “This is not acceptable!” She turned to the six newcomers. “You! Sit!” she ordered, pointing her finger at the table. “The rest of you, my room. Now.”

She swept the six remaining jewelry boxes up in her arms as if she was afraid the new girls might pilfer them, then stormed out of the parlor, the rest of the Billings Girls trailing behind her. I looked at Sabine and the others with an apology in my eyes and sighed.

“Okay. Maybe more than a tad.”


CREATIVE THINKING



“They have no right to do this! What were they thinking?” Cheyenne ranted, pacing back and forth in her huge single room. She had taken Noelle and Ariana’s old room again this year, but somehow had managed to secure it all to herself. It was still weird to be in here without Noelle’s ridiculous mess on one side and Ariana’s OCD primness on the other, but Cheyenne had done all she could to make it her own. She had a double bed set up near the bay window, two dressers, a huge desk, an ornate vanity table, and a sitting area. Plus room enough for all ten Billings residents to hang out at once. Everything in sight was white, pink, or mossy green—the bedspread, the chair coverings, the throw pillows, the fresh-cut flowers in the bay window. It was like she was living in an English garden. “I mean, Lorna Gross? I don’t care if she did take a private jet to Switzerland for her nose job. She’s still Lorna Gross!”

“And did you see that one girl’s shoes?” Portia said, her eyes practically crossing as she inspected a lock of hair for split ends. “Wrong!”

I looked at Tiffany, confused. Which girl was she talking about? Tiff simply shrugged.

“Well, at least Astrid got in,” I said, trying to find a tack that would placate Cheyenne. “Aren’t you two, like, best friends?”

Cheyenne leveled me with a glare. “We know each other,” she corrected. “And that is so not the point.”

“But she is right. Transfer students never get into Billings,” Rose piped in from her seat on one of Cheyenne’s upholstered chairs. “Maybe the board did you a favor.”

“Are you kidding me? How am I the only one here who’s upset? This is an affront to all of us,” Cheyenne said. “They don’t know what it takes to be in Billings. They can’t just suddenly decide who’s worthy. Each and every one of us was carefully selected by women who have lived here, who know what it’s about. The board of directors has no clue, and Headmaster Cromwell certainly doesn’t.”

“Yeah, but Kiki and Constance are both cool. Kiki got First Honors twice last year, and Constance landed editor-in-chief of the Chronicle even though she’s only a junior,” I pointed out. “And I’m not the biggest fan of Lorna or Missy’s either, but Missy’s a Billings legacy. Wouldn’t she have automatically gotten in anyway?”

“The girl has a point,” Tiffany said, toying with her camera.

“But it doesn’t change the fact that Evil HC just swooped in here and stripped us of our rights,” Portia said. Her bangle bracelets jangled as she crossed her arms over her chest. “The man’s an alum. He should know better.”

“Exactly,” Cheyenne said, her eyes lighting up now that someone was getting her back.

Unreal. Somehow I was still shocked by the Billings ego.

“Yeah. And now we don’t get to spy on the prospects.” London pouted. “I was so looking forward to that part. I even got binoculars,” she said, producing a sleek set of silver binocs from her leather Prada bag.

“See?” Cheyenne said, lifting a hand like this was such a heinous affront. “London didn’t even get to use her binoculars.”

“Well, she did already use them on Ketlar this morning,” Vienna joked, earning snickers all around. She and London slapped hands, their identical French manicures clicking together, looking quite pleased with themselves. I hoped Josh’s room wasn’t facing theirs.

“Look, the way I see it, all this means is we don’t have to do all the work,” I said. “They already did it for us.”

Honestly, I didn’t like having my say in the matter taken away much more than anyone else did. But I had a feeling that my Billings sisters, with their indefinable standards, might not have accepted Constance, and I did not want to see that girl heartbroken. I couldn’t imagine how crushed I would have been if on the same day I’d been invited into Billings, I had then been summarily tossed out. All I wanted to do was accept the decree and move on.

Cheyenne’s eyes flashed. “Laziness is no excuse for giving up everything that Billings stands for, Reed,” she snapped. “Not that I’d expect you to understand that,” she added under her breath.

My face burned hot. “Excuse me?”

“What? Oh, nothing,” she said with a sweet smile.

As irritated as I was, I didn’t feel like getting into a knock-down, drag-out fight with Cheyenne, so I chose to ignore her dig and focus on the current issue. “I don’t want to give up everything Billings stands for either, but what are we going to do? I say we just give the new girls their necklaces and get on with our year.”

There was a general murmur of assent that boosted my confidence.

“Uh, no. I don’t think so. They don’t just get necklaces,” Cheyenne said, cutting us all off. “We have no way of knowing if those girls are even Billings material.”

“Well, it’s too late now,” Rose said with a shrug. “They’re moving in. They’re gonna have to be Billings material.”

My thoughts exactly. Why couldn’t I have said it first?

Cheyenne’s blue eyes narrowed. “Not necessarily.”

Oh, God. I didn’t like that tone. A very familiar skitter of nervousness raced down my spine.

“Oooh, what’re you thinking?” Vienna asked.

Apparently, Vienna did like that tone.

“I’m thinking we can still test them. Just because they’re living under our roof, that doesn’t mean they can’t still be vetted,” Cheyenne said. “We’ll come up with a task for them to perform, and those who pass, fine. But those who don’t . . . ”

A few of the girls eyed one another conspiratorially. I, however, was a blank.

“Those who don’t, what?” I asked.

“Well, we’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Cheyenne said, crossing over to pat me on the shoulder like a little girl.

“I don’t get it,” I said, trying to stave off whatever heinousness these girls had in mind. “The headmaster said they’re living here. There’s nothing we can do.”

“Oh, there’s always something we can do, Reed,” Cheyenne said with a beatific smile. “You just need a little creative thinking.”


NEEDED



When I walked into my room after our brief and irritating meeting, Sabine was zipping her empty suitcase closed and stashing it under her bed. Her sheets were simple and white, and her closet was only half-filled with exotic, flimsy-looking clothing in all sorts of bright colors. Flat sandals lined the floor along with one pair of sneakers. There were three candles on the table next to her bed and two photos. A picture of her and two friends in bathing suits, standing in a simple bamboo frame, and a larger print of Sabine in a school uniform, hugging a woman who had to be her mother. This was framed in silver.

“That’s it?” I asked.

She lifted a small stack of hardcover books off her bed and placed them on her desk next to a silver Apple laptop. “That is all.”

“Wow. And I thought I was a minimalist.”

I crossed over to my bed and sat down, facing her. She looked around at her things and shrugged her slim shoulders. “I wore a uniform at my old school, so I didn’t need much. And I suppose sweaters and winter clothes take up more room, but I don’t have those things yet. Do you know where I could buy a good coat?”

“I’m not the person you want to ask,” I told her with a sardonic smile. “Portia or Cheyenne, maybe. If you follow my advice, you’ll be so horribly last year,” I joked, putting on a snobby voice.

“Cheyenne? The girl with the temper?” Sabine shuddered. “No thank you.”

I smiled. “So, where are you from that you don’t need a winter coat?”

“Martinique,” she said, pacing over to the window to gaze out at the mountains. “Have you ever been?”

“Can’t say that I have,” I replied with a private smile. Actually, I’d never even been on a plane before, but she didn’t need to know that.

“It’s a small island. Very hot. My family lives in a house on the beach, so I grew up in the sun and not wearing much of anything,” she said with a wistful smile.

“Sounds nice. Why come here?” I asked.

“I’ve always wanted to see what it is like to live in the States,” she said simply.

Yeah. Easton Academy wasn’t really going to give her a snapshot of a normal U.S. existence.

“It is strange, though. Being here,” she said with a sigh, staring out the window.

“How so?” I asked.

Aside from the obvious.

“I was so excited to come here. Life at home can be . . . complicated,” she told me with a small, almost apologetic smile. “I couldn’t wait to get away. But now that I’m here . . . ”

“You miss home,” I finished for her.

“Exactement,” she replied.

I recalled that feeling. Last year I had sat in my room at Bradwell completely confused as to how I could possibly be homesick, what with my brother off at school and my mother catatonic in bed. And yet, there I was, verge-of-tears girl. I had, however, gotten over that fairly quickly, what with all the hazing, confusion, and abject fear that had soon come my way.

“You get used to it,” I told her.

“Really?” she looked at me hopefully, and I felt a pang in my chest. This girl needed a friend. Maybe Cromwell’s mentor idea was a good one.

“I promise,” I replied.

“Good. I’ll just think of this as an adventure,” Sabine said firmly. “It’s like a different world, anyway. All the stone and brick and hills and trees. And the ceremony this morning? Like a scene from a novel.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement.

“Yeah. It is pretty cool,” I agreed, remembering the warm rush I’d gotten the first time I’d seen it. That feeling of being part of something bigger. The optimistic expectation that it had inspired inside me. I could only hope that Sabine would have a better first semester than I’d had.

But then, how could it possibly be any worse?

My computer let out a beep, and I got up to check my e-mail. “Sorry.”

“No problem,” she said lightly.

I blinked when I saw the address. DaMcCafferty@yale.edu.

Dash? Dash McCafferty was e-mailing me? I felt an odd flutter of excitement in my chest and told myself to chill. I clicked it open.

Hey Reed,

Just wanted to check in and see how Easton is doing. Yale is just what I expected. A lot of people seem overwhelmed, but I think Easton may have been more difficult. My roommate’s a tool, but after living with Gage, I think I can deal. Write back when you get a chance.

—Dash

“Oooh. Someone’s blushing,” Sabine said, walking over. “Who’s it from?”

I wasn’t blushing. I couldn’t be blushing. Just because Dash and I had shared that one freaky maybe-moment over the summer . . .

“Just a friend,” I told her. “He graduated last year.”

“Oh? Un petit ami?” she teased.

What the heck? Did I look flustered or something? Maybe I was a tad excited, but only because I was surprised that Dash would bother keeping in touch with me. That was all.

“Uh, no. He was a friend’s boyfriend,” I told her.

Was? Is? I had no idea. Dash had come to the Vineyard with his family for a wedding in August, and Natasha and I had hung out with him for a few days. But the whole time we were together, he didn’t mention Noelle once. Taking his lead, we hadn’t brought her up either, even though we’d both been dying to know what he knew. Still, it seemed cruel to mention it. How could he have possibly been dealing with the idea that his girlfriend had any sort of a hand—however inadvertent—in his best friend’s death?

And then, that moment had happened. After the wedding Dash had shown up at the Old Fisherman—the restaurant I’d worked at all summer—slightly tipsy, his blond hair disheveled by the wind, still wearing his tux, but with the tie adorably loosened. I’d been closing up the porch tables on my own, and he had pitched right in, helping me stack the chairs and move everything toward the wall to protect them from the wind, as I did every night. He told me stories about all the uptight snobs at the wedding, and we ended up out there for an hour, laughing and talking as we looked out over the water.

“I wish you’d been there,” he said, leaning his thick forearms on the railing. “It would’ve been a lot more fun.”

My heart skipped a surprised beat at the way he was looking at me. “Yeah. Sounds like good people watching,” I replied, trying to make light.

“I can’t believe I’m going to Yale in a few weeks,” he said.

“Yeah. College. It’s so huge,” I replied.

“No. Not that. I just wish . . . I wish I could go back to Easton. Do senior year all over. I would do so many things differently,” he told me in that earnest way of his.

“Like what?”

“Like . . . ” He looked me in the eye in this searching way, and I froze. Even though I knew what he was thinking, even though I’d just talked to Josh from Germany two hours before, I didn’t move. This was Dash McCafferty. He was almost mind-bogglingly gorgeous. And I swear, when he tipped his head toward mine, there was a moment of insanity in which I was going to kiss him back.

And then I remembered I had a conscience. I backed off. Cleared my throat, acted like nothing had happened, and so did he. By the next day I was absolutely positive I had imagined the whole thing. Or that I hadn’t, but he’d been more drunk than I’d thought and hadn’t known what he was doing. That he’d somehow thought in his bleary condition that I was Noelle. Okay, she was Vogue-level gorgeous and I was me, but we both had brown hair, similar heights, and athletic bods. It was possible. Whatever the case had been, I hadn’t seen or heard from him again until this moment, even though his family had spent two more days on the island.

“Oh. Well, tell him your new roommate said hello,” Sabine said before moving back to arrange her things.

I nervously started to type a quick response, my fingers shaking ever so slightly after recalling that summer night so vividly. Taking Dash’s sort of detached lead, I filled him in on the new headmaster, the situation at Billings, and the mentor program. I had just hit SEND when Constance burst into our room. If there was one thing she was good for, it was total distraction.

“Omigod! Reed! The view from my and Kiki’s room is so gorgeous!” she rambled. “I can’t believe I’m in Billings! I can’t believe it!”

“Why are you so excited?” Sabine asked, looking up from a turquoise T-shirt she was folding. “Is this place special somehow?”

“You have no idea!” Constance trilled. “This is the most exclusive dorm on campus. They don’t let just anyone live here.”

Except this year.

“So when do we get our necklaces?” Constance reached out to touch my diamond B. “Did you notice that Cheyenne’s is bigger than everyone else’s?”

I knew it!

“I can’t wait to get mine!”

“Calm down, Constance. Take a breath,” I told her, laughing guiltily. Little did Constance know that she wasn’t actually a Billings Girl yet. At least not as far as certain people were concerned. “I’m sure you’ll get one eventually.”

Especially since I’m planning to help you and Sabine pass whatever stupid test Cheyenne comes up with.

“Oh, God. I can’t wait! I have to call Whit! He’s going to be so happy for me! He told me I could still get in, but I didn’t believe him. He was just being Whit, you know? You know how he is. Anyway—”

Constance whipped out her cell phone to call Whittaker, who was now a Harvard man. She turned away from me and Sabine as she greeted Whit and squealed into her phone. I shot Sabine an apologetic glance, but she just smiled back.

No eye-rolling. No judging. Which were the reactions Constance often got around Easton. Sabine really was going to get a culture shock at this school.

“Yeah,” Constance was saying. “There’s a new girl living with Reed, so we’re not rooming together, but—No. She’s right here. Okay. Sure.” She held out the phone to Sabine. “Whit wants to welcome you to Easton.”

Sabine looked surprised, but took the phone. “Hello? Yes. Thanks! It’s nice to meet you, as well.”

“Omigod, he’s so sweet, isn’t he?” Constance asked Sabine.

Sabine nodded and smiled as Whit gabbed away. My heart felt warm just watching them. Yep. These two were going to pass Cheyenne’s test if it killed me. They were exactly what Billings House needed.


COZY



The day had turned from warm to blazing hot by the time we all headed out for class. Sabine and I walked around the quad together—me in khaki shorts and a T-shirt, her in a layered yellow dress and pink tank that no one else around here could ever pull off—taking the long route so that I could point out the various buildings. Somewhere along the way she took out a tiny blue leather-bound book and pencil and started to jot notes.

“What are you doing?” I asked, amused.

Sabine blushed and hid the notebook against her chest. “I’m awful with directions. If I don’t write this down, you’ll just have to tell it all to me again tomorrow.”

“Right. So this is Hull Hall, but we all call it Hell Hall,” I said as Sabine made a quick entry in her book. I lifted my hair off my neck and tied it up in a quick ponytail, trying to cool myself off. “It’s where the faculty and deans and the headmaster have their offices.”

“I was there this morning,” Sabine recalled, tipping her pencil toward the door. “The headmaster had us all meet him there before he brought us to Billings.”

“Makes sense,” I said, then turned toward the pathway to the library. “Now down here is . . . Josh.”

He and Gage were walking toward us from the direction of Ketlar. Josh wore an orange T-shirt that had the words I DON’T KNOW WHAT YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT stamped across the front in brown. Gage wore his usual smirk and a pristine white T-shirt. His gelled hair had gotten about a half an inch taller. He probably thought it looked cool. I thought he looked like he’d just driven through a wind tunnel.

“Josh? Is that a building?” Sabine asked, moving her thick dark hair over her shoulder. I could feel sweat dripping down my back. She looked cool as a winter breeze. “No. It’s a guy,” I replied with a laugh as Josh and Gage joined us. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Josh replied.

“New girl,” Gage said with a nod in my direction. “How’s life in the bowels of America? Your town get that newfangled electricity thing yet?”

Wow. He wasted no time getting right on my case, did he? Picking on me had always been one of Gage’s favorite pastimes. So juvenile.

“Dude, she’s not new anymore,” Josh said.

“I’m new!” Sabine piped up.

Gage turned to her, and an appreciative grin spread across his face. A grin that turned my stomach. “New new girl,” he said, looking her up and down. “I like.”

I wanted to vomit, but Sabine blushed. Ew.

“Ignore him,” Josh said, stepping in front of Gage and pushing him away with the back of his hand. “We only hang out with him for charity’s sake. Looks good on the college apps. So you must be Reed’s newbie. I’m Josh.”

“Sabine,” she replied. She glanced at his shirt. “I guess I won’t ask you for directions.”

“You get it! I didn’t think anyone would. I was trying to be ironic. Or rebellious. Or something. Since they didn’t give me someone to mentor,” Josh said. Then he leaned toward Sabine’s ear. “Confidentially, I don’t know why they asked Reed, either. She knows nothing about anything.”

Sabine giggled and looked up at me shyly. Gage’s cell phone rang and he answered it, thank God.

“Okay, Hollis. I think your work is done here,” I said.

“Please don’t offend her. I need her or I’m totally lost,” Sabine joked.

“Eh. It takes more than that to offend Reed,” Josh said, waving a hand.

“Believe me. I know!” Gage offered, raising his free hand.

“I like your accent. Where’re you from?” Josh asked.

“Martinique?” Sabine said it like a question.

“No way! My family used to go down there every winter break! We should talk later. See if we know any of the same people,” Josh said.

“Sure,” Sabine said shortly.

“Loser! Let’s hit it,” Gage said, closing his phone. “We’ve got that new Spanish hottie first period. I want a seat up front so I can work my mojo.”

“Dude, hooking up with a teacher is so five years ago,” Josh said. But he turned to go. “I’ll see you ladies later.”

I wasn’t sure why he hadn’t kissed me, but I was glad he hadn’t. I didn’t want to go all incoherent and mushy in front of Sabine.

“Listen, Sabine. Gage? You don’t want to go there,” I told her the moment they were far enough away.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because he’s a man whore and kind of a jerk. Believe me. He is not to be trusted.”

“Too bad. But the other one is cute,” she said, looking Josh up and down as he jogged away. “They should give us one of those instead of a mentor.”

I felt a hot flash of jealousy, but made myself laugh. “Okay, hands off,” I said as jokingly as possible.

“I know. I know. He’s with Cheyenne. Don’t worry. I would never go after another girl’s guy,” Sabine said, strolling ahead.

It took a good five seconds for my brain to wrap itself around what I’d just heard. Then it felt as if it were slamming into a brick wall.

“He’s not with Cheyenne,” I corrected her, catching up. “He’s with me.”

Sabine stared at me for a long moment, her green eyes blank. Then she bit her lip, like she was snagged. “Oh. Really? I thought . . . no. Forget it.”

The hot flash of jealousy was now burning brightly over my whole body, the flames fanned by a wave of total uncertainty.

“No. What did you think?” I asked.

Sabine looked around, like she would rather be anywhere but here. Like she wanted to glom on to any of the klatches of students skirting their way around us just to get away from me. This was really starting to get under my skin.

“Sabine. What?” I demanded.

“It’s only . . . I saw them when I first arrived this morning. Josh and Cheyenne. Of course I didn’t know who they were then, but . . . They were sitting on a bench together and they seemed very . . . cozy. I thought they were a couple.”

Okay, Reed. Breathe. You cannot process information without oxygen. And you definitely can’t pummel Cheyenne without oxygen, either. Pummeling is serious cardio.

“Are you sure it was them? I mean, you don’t really know anybody yet,” I pointed out, hopeful.

Sabine seemed to brighten. “Maybe not. Maybe it was another blond girl. There are a lot of them here.”

That rationale didn’t make me feel entirely better. She hadn’t exonerated Josh, just put him getting cozy with some other random blonde. Suddenly my stomach was wishing I hadn’t insisted on stopping at McDonald’s on the way to school. Egg McMuffins and gut-clenching jealousy do not make a good pair.

“Wow. So possessive!” Sabine asked, starting to walk again. “Not that I blame you. I’m sure you’re constantly fighting off potential threats with a guy like him.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped defensively. Did she think I wasn’t good enough for him?

Sabine’s jaw slackened. “Nothing! Just that other girls must be interested. It was a compliment, really.”

Guilt permeated my gut and I wanted to smack myself. What was I jumping all over Sabine for? She hadn’t done anything wrong. “I’m sorry. I guess I am possessive,” I said with a sheepish smile. My insides still felt all warm and gross, but I wasn’t going to take it out on her. Cheyenne, however . . .

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Sabine told me, touching my arm. “I had no idea.”

I cleared my throat and stood up straight. “I’m not upset,” I told her. “Josh and I are totally together. Whoever you saw, it wasn’t him.”

Sabine did a sort of double take as she looked at me. “That was strange.”

“What?”

“That look. You just so reminded me of my sister,” she told me. “She gets that same venomous look in her eyes when she’s talking about guys.”

“Venomous? Really? I didn’t know I could do venomous,” I joked, trying to lighten my own mood. Venomous, huh? Noelle would be so proud.

“Well, you can. Trust me,” Sabine said with a grin. “You must love him very much.”

“I do,” I told her.

I do. More than anything. Which was why I was going to get to the bottom of this Josh and Cheyenne thing. Before my heart spontaneously combusted.


A PIECE OF EASTON



“They’re all in there,” Vienna told us, leaning toward the gilded mirror in the Billings lobby to check her lip gloss. She touched a fingertip to her bottom lip to remove an invisible imperfection, then fluffed her dark hair. “They look like a bunch of scared little kittens. It’s almost cute.”

“Kittens,” Cheyenne said slyly. “I like that.”

I eyed her carefully as she smoothed her already sleek blond do. She was wearing a white blouse with short puffed sleeves and a black pleated mini. Her toenails were red, her fingernails pink, and her skin shone like a Jergens ad. Every inch of her was buffed, waxed, and toned to perfection. But still, I just couldn’t see Josh going for her. He was too anti-establishment. Too laid back. Too . . . into me.

“Everyone ready?” Cheyenne asked, looking around at the group of Billings Girls gathered behind her.

“Can I just go on record as saying I don’t agree with this?” I put in.

Cheyenne fake-gasped, putting her hand over her mouth. Her sapphire ring glinted in the light from the chandelier overhead. “I’m so shocked! Reed doesn’t agree.”

I tried to formulate a comeback, but she had already rolled her eyes and strode into the parlor where the new girls were all waiting. My fingers curled in frustration.

“She is in rare form tonight,” Rose said, coming up behind me.

“Why are we letting her do this, exactly?” I asked.

“That’s why,” Tiffany replied as the rest of the Billings girls followed Cheyenne eagerly. She lifted her long-lens camera, focused, and snapped off some rapid-fire shots. “They love this crap. We’re outnumbered.”

I took a deep breath and lowered my chin. “Let’s get this over with.”

The couches and chairs were back in their usual places, and Constance, Sabine, Astrid, Missy, Lorna, and Kiki were all gathered in them, forming a U. Cheyenne stood in front of the fireplace with the rest of the girls lined up on either side of her against the wall. Rose, Tiff and I slid into place near the corner, as far away from the action as possible. Like we could remove ourselves from guilt that way.

“Ladies, we’ve called you here to dispel any uncertainties,” Cheyenne began, stepping away from the wall. “The administration may have placed you here, but you do not all belong here.”

My heart started to pound. Did she have to be so condescending? Constance and Sabine exchanged a nervous look. I wished I could just go over there and tell them not to worry. But that would have to wait for later.

“Living in Billings House has always been a privilege, not a right,” Cheyenne continued, looking down her nose at the girls. “So we, the girls who actually earned the privilege of living here, have decided that you all need to earn that privilege as well. Therefore, we have devised a task for you.”

I could see Constance gulp. She knew maybe half of what I had gone through last year, trying to get into Billings. I was sure she was peeing in her pants by now.

“We all think the house could use a little sprucing,” Cheyenne continued, lacing her fingers together, arms down, and looking around the immaculate parlor. “We’d like to bring a bit of Easton and its history inside our walls. Your job is to do just that. Find some piece of Easton—something special, something with a story or some significance—and bring it back here to grace our parlor. You have seventy-two hours.”

All the new girls exchanged a look of trepidation. Even Missy and Lorna, who had up until now been walking around with their noses in the air like they knew they belonged, had the sense to look ill.

“I’m sorry. You want us to steal something?” Sabine asked.

“Is that a problem?” Cheyenne asked, eyebrows raised.

“No. Of course not,” Astrid answered for the group, laying her hand atop Sabine’s. “I’m sure we’ve all nicked a few things in our day, haven’t we, girls?”

Kiki shrugged. Everyone else was a blank. Why would they ever have to steal anything? Sabine, I wasn’t so sure about, but as for the rest? Each of them was worth ten million more than the last.

“Good. All right, then. We’ll leave you to it,” Cheyenne said brightly. “Three days from now we’ll all meet back here, and you can present your offerings to us. And girls? They had better be impressive. This is Billings House. Whatever you bring in here had better be worthy.”

She stared Constance down as she said this. Constance shrank back into the couch. Then Cheyenne strode out, followed by Vienna, London, Portia, and the others—all of us—one by one. I tried to shoot my friends a bolstering look as I went by, but they were too busy seeing their lives flash before their eyes to notice.

“Well. That should separate the women from the girls,” Cheyenne whispered triumphantly, back in the hall.

“This is so unnecessary,” I said, shaking my head.

“God, Reed, what flew up your butt over the summer?” she snapped. “I thought you were cool.”

“Likewise,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Look, I know you miss your little ‘friends,’ ” Cheyenne said with elaborate air quotes. “But I’m in charge now. And I, for one, am not going to let trash take over this house.”

I felt like I’d just been slapped. Her unspoken meaning was obvious to the world. She believed that Noelle and Ariana had invited trash in. That I was said trash. I wanted to retort, but I was so offended, I lost all ability to think, and Cheyenne took the opportunity to turn on her heel and stride away. The rest of the girls avoided my gaze as my fingers curled into fists. My frustration suffocated me.

In two hours I would come up with the perfect response. And it would already be way too late to use it.


MY GUY



I sat at the end of the pew in morning services the next day, flipping through my assignment notebook, feeling overwhelmed. I already had two papers and two labs due next week, plus a quiz in American history to see how much we had retained from last year. When finals are over, we’re supposed to be able to immediately forget all the dates and facts we crammed into our heads to make room for new information. Didn’t the teachers know that?

Well, not Mr. Barber, of course. I don’t know why I was surprised.

“Everything okay?” Sabine whispered, noticing my maniacal page-flipping.

“Fine. Just readjusting to the insanity,” I told her.

“It is a lot, no?” she asked, her eyes wide. “I had no idea. And I still have to choose something to steal for Billings as well,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out,” I told her. I wanted to strangle Cheyenne for putting that tense look on Sabine’s face. How was she supposed to know what had history or a story around here? She’d only been here for a day. Even I was having a hard time coming up with ideas.

“And now, I have an exciting announcement to make,” Headmaster Cromwell said, effectively snatching our attention. Anyone who had let his or her mind wander during the usual proceedings snapped to. “Next we will be hosting an alumni weekend, which will include a black-tie dinner at the Driscoll Hotel in Easton,” he said with a proud smile.

A few people around me groaned. There was nothing exciting about that. The Driscoll Hotel was this castlelike historic landmark in the center of town. It had been built around the same time Easton had opened its doors, ostensibly to host all the wealthy parents and grandparents when they came to town for parents’ weekends, graduations, and the like. No Ramadas for that crowd. I had heard it was as gorgeous on the inside as on the out, but had never had the privilege of seeing for myself.

“And each and every one of you will be required to participate in some fashion,” the headmaster continued.

“What?” Missy blurted. “He has to be kidding.”

Grumbles abounded throughout the chapel. One of the guys across the way pantomimed being hanged from the gallows. Such maturity.

“There will be a decorations committee, a food committee, and an invitations committee, as well as waitstaff and greeters,” the headmaster continued, unfazed. “Ms. Ling, the housemother of Bradwell, has graciously volunteered to be the student liaison for this event. You will all see her by the end of the week to volunteer for one of our committees. If you do not, you will be placed wherever you are needed. I strongly suggest you choose for yourselves. Disinterested students might find themselves washing dishes with the Driscoll staff until the wee hours of the morning.”

“I don’t do dishes,” someone near me groused.

“I don’t do anything,” someone else joked.

“You should all see this dinner as an opportunity to present an impeccable image to our esteemed alumni,” the headmaster continued, talking over the murmurs and whines. “Let’s show them what Easton is all about. Let’s show them that this is an institution of which they can be proud.”

“And to which they still want to give money,” Kiki said under her breath.

“Ms. Ling will keep office hours in Hull Hall each day this week and next between 4 p.m. and 5 p.m. to take your names and preferences,” the headmaster continued. “Thank you all for your kind attention. You are dismissed.”

“We should volunteer for the waitstaff,” Sabine suggested as we got up, the pews around us creaking and cracking as they were relieved of our weight.

“Waitstaff? Why?” I asked. I scanned the crowd for Josh, something that came automatically now that we were back.

“Because then we can circulate all night, meet all the alumni, do a bit of networking,” Sabine suggested. “It’ll be fun.”

I looked at her, impressed. I was sure no one else at this school was hankering to volunteer for the lowly waitstaff. But Sabine was right. I could actually benefit from it. Maybe some wealthy alumni would be so impressed with my ability to handle a tray, he would volunteer to pay for my entire college education on the spot.

Unlikely. But stranger things had happened around here. Many stranger things.

“Okay. Let’s do it,” I agreed.

“Do what?” Gage asked sidling up next to us with one hand in the pocket of his gray pants. “And can I watch?”

Sabine giggled and blushed. “It’s nothing like that.”

“Too bad, Martinique,” he said, turning around and backing toward the door. “That’s a show I wouldn’t mind seeing.”

Sabine was so red now, she had to hide her face behind her books. This was so not good.

“Sabine, you cannot be crushing on him,” I said.

“I’m sorry! I can’t help it!” she said, her eyes pleading. “He is so beautiful.”

Yeah. For a devil spawn.

I sighed and rolled my eyes, dropping it for now. I knew there was no point in trying to talk someone out of an irrational crush on an enigmatic boy. Knew all too well. I could only hope that Gage would show his true colors somehow, before it was too late for Sabine.

“What is that about?” Sabine asked, lifting her chin.

Up ahead, near the chapel doorway, Cheyenne and Astrid talked urgently, their heads bent together. Astrid said something vehemently, and Cheyenne grabbed her wrist, lowering her chin as she gave Astrid some no-nonsense speech. Astrid yanked her arm away, but nodded reluctantly. Then Cheyenne glanced around to check if anyone was watching. The second she saw us, she straightened up and smoothed her skirt, then sent Astrid off into the sun. Astrid cast a look over her shoulder, and I could have sworn it was a guilty one. I had sudden goose bumps all up and down my arms, and not from the cool chapel air. What was going on with them?

“Hi, girls!” Cheyenne greeted us brightly. Way too brightly for the chill that had been rapidly forming between us. “This alumni dinner is going to be so fab. I’m going to volunteer for the food committee. My grandmother’s game hen recipe is to die for.”

Cheyenne had always had a Martha Stewart streak, but it hadn’t reared its ugly head so earnestly since last Christmas and the Billings party she’d thrown. What was up with her?

“Sounds great,” I replied. “Something wrong with Astrid?”

“Oh. It’s nothing,” Cheyenne said, turning toward the quad. “She just misses Barton and Cole. He never came back from France last year, did you know? He fell in love with it during the Barton exchange program and enrolled at his host school.”

“Really? That sucks,” I said. Though I didn’t believe for a second that she and Astrid had been talking about her boyfriend.

“Yeah, but she’s known about it for months. It’s so past time for her to get over it,” Cheyenne said. She quickly checked her gold watch. “Well, got to go. I have to grab some things at the school store before class.”

“Wow,” I said, stunned by the obviousness of her evasion. What had she and Astrid really been discussing? In her rush Cheyenne bumped right into Ivy Slade and stopped short. The look Ivy gave her could have cut through ten layers of steel. Cheyenne looked at the ground and scurried away. Ivy stood there for a good few seconds, just glaring after the girl.

Okay. Really no love lost there.

“I know. Just being around you makes her nervous,” Sabine said, reclaiming my attention. “Maybe you should just ask her what’s up with her and Josh. I always like the direct approach.”

My heart nose-dived into my stomach. I hadn’t even thought of that. I had just assumed that Cheyenne was giving Astrid pointers about the Billings test or something. Josh and their supposed canoodling hadn’t even entered my mind. Until now.

“Right. Yeah. Maybe,” I said, not wanting to dwell on the subject.

“See you in class!” Sabine said with a wave before taking off.

“Yeah. Later.”

Was Sabine right? Was Cheyenne really avoiding me—and maybe even fighting me on the Billings stuff—because she had a thing for Josh?

“There’s my girl,” Josh said in my ear, slipping his warm arm around me from behind. My breath caught and I turned around to face him. He smiled before planting a long, slow kiss on my lips.

When I pulled back, I wanted to ask him. Just ask him what he thought of Cheyenne. Whether they had partaken of some cozy bench bonding that first morning. But I didn’t want to be that girl. That girl who asked pathetic searching questions of her boyfriend. That girl who didn’t have the confidence to know that he only had eyes for her. That was not me.

“And there’s my guy,” I replied, putting a little extra emphasis on the my.

“You know it,” he told me as he laced his fingers through mine.

Exactly. I know it. I just had to make sure that Cheyenne knew it as well.


CAT BURGLARY



“What am I going to do?” Constance wailed, sitting on the rattan throw rug in the center of my room. She was wearing a cute Harvard hoodie Whit had sent her and a pair of gray yoga pants, her red hair twisted into two long braids. “I mean, what do they even want? I know you can’t tell me, but . . . can you tell me?”

I barely heard a word she said. I was too busy staring at a new e-mail from Dash, a reply to my last. Part of me had thought I wouldn’t hear from him again. That he was maybe just e-mailing me such a short, staid note to let me know that nothing had, in fact, happened over the summer. Yet here he was, e-mailing right back. And this one almost, kind of, sort of referenced that night.

This Cromwell guy could be exactly what Easton needs. Now I really wish I could have come back. It might be interesting to see what he does next.

Really wish. So he remembered what he’d said that night. Which means he also might remember what he almost did. I wondered if he was coming to alumni weekend. What if he wanted to talk about what had almost happened? The very idea tied my stomach in knots.

“Reed?”

“What? Sorry.”

I closed the e-mail window and turned around in my desk chair. Focus, Reed. Actual drama at hand here. Forget the stuff you’re making up in your head.

I recognized in Constance the exact desperation I’d felt last year when Noelle had told me to steal that test for Ariana in the middle of the night. I’d felt trapped. Sick. Frantic to please them and at the same time, pathetic for knowing I’d do anything to please them. But Constance also looked pale. And wan. As if she hadn’t eaten all day. Which she probably hadn’t. While I had proved to be braver than I had ever thought I was last year, Constance didn’t have a brave bone in her body. She was probably making herself sick.

“Constance, they just want you to prove you want to be here,” I told her, feeling very wise. At least last year’s experiences were being put to some good use. “That’s all this is about.”

Of course in my case, it was also about Ariana’s need to torture me, but there was no point in bringing that up.

“So, can’t I just write them a poem or something?” she joked, pulling her knees up under her chin.

“Probably not,” I replied.

“Well, what’s Sabine getting?” she asked. “Did she tell you?”

“I actually don’t know,” I said, looking over at Sabine’s perfectly made bed. I hadn’t seen her since we’d gone to Ms. Ling together to sign up for the alumni dinner that afternoon. She hadn’t even been at dinner.

I got up and sat down across from Constance. “I already told you how to break into Hell Hall,” I said. “Just take something from one of the professor’s offices.”

“But it’s supposed to have history,” Constance said, clutching her knees even tighter. “And I can’t go out in the middle of the night by myself and break into a building, Reed. I just can’t. Two years ago my doorman caught me going through other people’s packages behind his desk and I ended up vomiting on Park Avenue. If I get caught, I’ll die. I’ll just die.”

This was not good. Billings House was no place for a girl with a weak stomach. But it had to be. Constance wanted to be here more than anything. And that should have been the only requirement. Not a penchant for cat burglary. I pressed my lips together and brought my knees to my chin as well, mimicking her pose and trying to think. “Okay, how do we get a piece of Easton history without breaking into a building . . . ?”

“Josh!” Constance exclaimed.

“Josh what?” I asked.

I glanced at my phone as if he were still on the other end of the line. We’d ended our daily 10 p.m. phone call a little while ago. Lots of mushy talk, too embarrassing to repeat.

“Josh has the key to the art cemetery, right?” she whispered, grabbing my hand. “Do you think he’ll let us borrow a painting?”

“Um . . . no,” I said. “Sorry. I just don’t want to suck him into this. He’s had enough drama in the past couple of years to last him pretty much forever. And if he got in trouble, I’d hate myself.”

“Right.” Constance looked dejected. “You’re right.”

“Okay, but there has to be someone else who can help us. Someone who knows more about this school than we do. Someone who’s been here for more than a year.”

We looked at each other, the totally obvious hitting us at the exact same moment. “Whit.”

Constance’s eyes lit up like brights on a Hummer. “Why didn’t I think of this before?”

“Call him,” I said. “Whit knows everything about this place.”

Constance pushed herself up and wiped her sweaty palms on her yoga pants, looking semi-normal for the first time all day. She went to her bag and pulled out her cell phone and a Snickers bar. I laughed to myself as she tore into it. Crisis averted. Whittaker would take care of his girl. Now all I had to do was figure out something for Sabine.

Which I’d be doing right now, if I had any idea where the girl was.

The door to my room opened, and Portia stuck her face, which was covered in a blue mask, inside.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to knock or anything,” I told her flatly.

She rolled her eyes. “Have you seen Shy?”

“Not since dinner,” I told her.

Portia groaned and lifted her cell. “Her phone’s off, and she’s supposed to help me condition!”

I felt a skitter of apprehension. I didn’t know what she was conditioning, and I didn’t care. All I knew was that both Cheyenne and Sabine were MIA. If Cheyenne was messing with Sabine somehow, I was going to go ballistic on her. Seriously.

“Whit! Hey, it’s me!” Constance trilled into her phone.

“Portia, can you excuse us, please?” I said nervously.

The last thing we needed was Portia overhearing this conversation. She narrowed her eyes at the two of us, knowing instinctively something was up, but sighed.

“Whatevs. If you see Shy, I’m in mine.”

“Got it.” I think.

She banged the door closed and was gone. Now all I had to do for the rest of the night was stare at the clock and wait for Sabine.


QUIT BILLINGS



“Why do you keep looking at your watch?” Josh asked Constance as we inched forward in line at the cafeteria the next afternoon. “Got a hot date?”

Constance’s cheeks turned pink, and she almost dumped over her bottled water. “No. Just . . . I have to get to the post office before class, so I need to get some food and scarf it.”

“What’s the urgency?” Josh asked.

“She’s expecting an overnight package,” I told him.

“Reed! Shhh!” Constance said, blanching. Her eyes darted around like she was afraid of lurking ghosts. “We can’t talk about this outside of—” She looked at Josh and made a choking sound. She really was taking this Billings test seriously.

“Constance, chill. Josh knows what goes on,” I told her. He knew because I had, in fact, talked to him about it. Before we were ever even together. Before I knew how seriously some people took it.

“Wait. Are you talking about hazing?” he hissed, his blue eyes flashing. “Reed. What the hell?”

Okay. That was a tad vehement. Constance flinched and she looked at me with an apology in her eyes. “I’m just gonna go eat this. Fast,” she said, making a swift escape.

“What’s up with you?” I admonished Josh. I grabbed a sandwich and an apple and dropped them on my tray. Josh never snapped at me. Ever.

But then, he’d seemed a bit on edge all day. His eyes were still bloodshot like they had been that morning, and his skin was pasty and wan. His gray T-shirt was spattered with blue and red paint along the side, and he had blue paint under his nails. He’d probably been up half the night working on some new creation and had spent the morning half-sleeping through his classes.

“Sorry, it’s just I can’t believe this crap still goes on,” Josh replied. He selected three cookies and a bowl for a to-be-determined sugar cereal, which he ate at almost every meal. “I thought it was all . . . ”

He paused and shot me a look, like he wasn’t sure if the topic was verboten. I sighed.

“Noelle. I know,” I said. “But apparently it wasn’t.”

It was Cheyenne, too, it seemed. But at least she hadn’t been out hazing Sabine last night as I’d feared. Sabine had come in right before lights out, having spent the entire night in the library, catching up. She’d seemed totally fine, if exhausted, and had gone right to bed before we’d had a chance to talk about the Billings test. I had no idea where Cheyenne had been or when she’d gotten home.

“And if Constance wants to be accepted by Billings, she’s going to have to play along,” I continued. “Luckily she has Walt Whittaker on her side. That’s who the package is from.”

“Well, maybe she shouldn’t want to be accepted by Billings,” Josh said bitterly. He jammed down the lever on the Froot Loops dispenser, filling his bowl to the brim. “In fact, maybe both of you should get the hell out of there.”

“What?” I blurted.

He snagged a coffee cup and placed his tray down in front of the machine so he could fill it up.

“I’m serious, Reed. What do you really get out of living there?” Josh whispered, looking around in a paranoid way. Only the cafeteria worker, placing grilled cheese under a heat lamp, was in earshot. “Good recommendations? Cool parties? You can get the recs on your own from your teachers, and I can take you to cool parties. You don’t have to put up with this crap, you know.”

I touched the diamond B on my chest, not quite absorbing what he was saying. Everyone wanted to be in Billings. Being in Billings meant being admired. It meant being feared. It meant being the best. You didn’t just give that up. Even if it almost killed you.

“I can’t transfer out,” I told him. “And I don’t want Constance or Sabine or any of the other new girls to have to leave either.” Except Missy and Lorna, but why bring that up now? “I think it’s going to be different this year with them there.”

“Not so far,” Josh said, picking up his tray. He walked off and I paused, a wave of irritation passing through me. So what if he was overtired? He didn’t have to be mean. Part of me didn’t even want to go over there and sit with him if he was going to be in that mood.

I was still contemplating this two seconds later when Ivy walked by. She looked me over with her discerning black eyes, shot me a blank stare, and kept walking. What was this girl’s deal, exactly? Was she taking mental inventories of my wardrobe? Seeing a perfect opportunity to give Josh a chance to mellow out, I followed her over to the table near the wall where she’d been sitting alone at every meal the past few days.

“Hi,” I said, standing across from her as she sat.

She flicked her eyes up at me. “Hello.” Dismissive. Cold. I was so unimpressed. I’d dealt with a lot worse.

“I’m Reed Brennan,” I told her.

“I know. You’re the girl Thomas Pearson was murdered over.”

All the air went right out of me.

“What?” I gasped.

“Problem?” Her expression was pure, unadulterated innocence. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

“I . . . ” That was it. That was all I had. How the hell was I supposed to respond to something like that? I had come over here to make small talk, maybe be nice to the girl with no friends, maybe find out if she knew anything about Taylor. From her demeanor around school, I hadn’t expected a hug and a warm welcome, but I hadn’t expected this either.

“Was there something you wanted?” she asked, lifting her fork. Still totally without guile.

“No,” I said. “I think I’m done here.”

She stared at me. I stared back, hoping to show her that she didn’t bother me. That as rude and bizarre and dark as she seemed, I was not intimidated. I was a Billings Girl. I stared people down, not her.

“If you’re done here,” she said finally, slowly, like she was talking to someone with a very small IQ, “then you should probably go.”

Crap. She was right. What was I going to do, stand here all day?

“Fine,” I replied with what little dignity I could scrape together. Then, with her dark eyes fixed blatantly on me, I finally retreated to my table.


BOGARTED



The Easton library was silent, save for the sounds of someone shelving books nearby. So silent, we could all hear Josh’s feet bouncing under the table. It happened sometimes. He was a fidgeter.

“Somewhere you need to be?” Cheyenne asked him, smiling in a teasing way.

Don’t talk to him. Don’t even look at him.

Josh’s bouncing stopped. “No. Sorry.”

She shot him a knowing look—like they were sharing some inside joke—then got back to her notes. I wanted to pick up my five-pound text and slam her over the head with it. Sabine, at the far end of the table, stared at me like, See?

You’re just imagining it. That’s just Cheyenne. She’s a flirt. And maybe she is interested in Josh, but that doesn’t mean Josh is interested in her.

But how could she be so obvious right in front of me? Not to mention Trey, who was sitting next to Sabine, slumped so far down in his seat, his ass must have been hanging free. Every now and then he stole a murderous glance in Cheyenne’s direction that made me wonder what, exactly, had broken them up. And why on earth he was sitting with us if being near her so clearly made his blood boil.

Josh’s feet started to bounce again. Gage let out an annoyed groan.

“Dude. You need to adjust your meds,” he said, throwing his pen down. He ran his hands up into his super gelled hair until it stuck straight up on the sides. “Sit the fuck still.”

“Dude. There are ladies present,” Trey scolded.

“Yeah, kiss my ass, man,” Josh added, but stopped bouncing nonetheless.

I touched his forearm with my hand, and he gave me a strained smile.

“You okay?” I asked him.

“Yeah. Just tense about this exam,” he replied. He put his pencil down and ran both hands over his face, rubbing hard. When he looked at me again, his skin was blotchy from the pressure. “Maybe I need a break,” he whispered. “Distract me.”

I smiled happily, feeling needed. “Did I tell you Sabine and I signed up for waitstaff?”

“Perfect,” Gage said with a snort. “You can wear your blue collar.”

Cheyenne laughed, then covered it up quickly with a cough. I chose to ignore them and glanced at Sabine. Comments like that one had to kill her crush. But she kept stealing adoring glances in his direction. Perhaps there was a translation issue here? I sighed and moved on.

“You should do it too, so we can hang,” I told Josh, squeezing his arm.

“Actually, we already signed up for the food committee,” Josh said, gripping either end of his pencil with both hands as if he would break it.

“We?” I asked. I had this horrible acidic sensation in my gut.

“Yeah, sorry. I totally bogarted your boy,” Cheyenne said, brushing Josh’s other arm with her fingertips.

Would it be wrong to systematically break every last one of them off?

I looked at Sabine. She was pretending to concentrate on her reading, but she widened her eyes. She knew exactly what was going on.

“Food committee?” I said to Josh, hoping I didn’t sound as shrill to him as I did to me. “Why?”

He shrugged. “We were all talking about it in Lit class, and we just thought it would be cool to all do something as a group.”

“We all?” I asked.

“The seniors,” Cheyenne said in a superior tone. Like it was just so obvious that they were part of something I was not. “It’s our last year. We want to spend as much time as we can together.”

“Basically,” Josh said.

“Oh.” I supposed that made sense. But why hadn’t it occurred to him that it might be cool to do something with me? That it would also be our last year together?

“Better get used to it, Reed. There are a lot of senior events,” Cheyenne said as she jotted a few notes. “But don’t worry about Josh. I’ll make sure he doesn’t get lonely.”

Josh glanced at her, and they both laughed. I felt a flash of anger and jealousy so hot, it could have incinerated the library and everyone in it.

“I’ll do waitstaff with you guys,” Trey offered.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Yeah. I, for one, have no desire to participate in senior events,” he said, glancing derisively at Cheyenne. A look that did not go unnoticed by her. “I’ll sign up tomorrow.”

“Cool.”

“Well that’s just fine, Trey,” Cheyenne said pertly. “I already have plenty of help.”

Her proprietary look at Josh curled my toes. I had to say something. Anything. But what could I say without looking like the psychotically paranoid and jealous girlfriend? How was it that no matter what, Cheyenne always seemed to get the last word?


THE PRESENTATION



I sat in the parlor on the settee on Saturday night, wedged in between Rose and Portia, who could not stop adjusting her hair and elbowing me in the process. Lined up in front of the fireplace were five of our six new Billings residents—or prospective Billings residents, as Cheyenne kept calling them, even though they already did live here—and each had an item on the floor next to her, covered in a sheet or hidden inside a bag.

Constance chewed on her lip and eyed me excitedly. I couldn’t muster much more than a smile in return. I was too worried about Sabine, who was conspicuously missing.

“Where is she?” Rose asked, sounding nervous.

“I have no idea,” I replied.

She had told me several times over the past twenty-four hours that she had this task thing covered, though how, I had no idea. Maybe she had simply decided to bail. Maybe she, like Josh, thought this wasn’t worth the effort.

“Well, we said seventy-two hours and it’s been seventy-two hours and two minutes,” Cheyenne said. “I’d say it’s time to begin.”

Right then the front door slammed and in ran Sabine, breathless. She held a large black scroll in one hand.

“Is it over?” she asked. Gasped, really. “Did I miss it?”

Everyone looked at Cheyenne. Cheyenne’s already straight posture somehow straightened even further. She was enjoying her position of power.

“Don’t let it happen again,” she said coolly.

Breathing a relieved sigh, Sabine went to take her place at the end of the line next to Astrid, but Cheyenne stopped her.

“No, no. You stand here,” she said, placing Sabine between Kiki and Constance.

What was that about? I glanced at Rose, who shrugged. Just Cheyenne being power-hungry Cheyenne. Now that everyone was in place, Tiffany snapped a picture of the whole nervous group.

“Let’s begin,” our leader said, stepping to the top of the line. “Lorna? What have you brought for us?”

Lorna swallowed hard and looked at Missy, who pursed her lips to urge her on. With a quick throat clearing, she reached into her Neiman Marcus bag and pulled out a small gold placard, bent on one side and scratched up a bit. It read:

DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF ROBERT ROBERTSON
CLASS OF 1935

A few of the girls around me snickered. Tiffany’s camera flashed.

“You stole Big Bubba’s plaque?” Cheyenne asked flatly.

“It’s a part of Easton history.” Lorna’s voice was barely a squeak.

Big Bubba was this monstrous oak tree outside the chapel that had been dedicated to the memory of some late Easton student named Robert Roberston. Lorna had stolen the evidence of that dedication.

Cheyenne sniffed. “Well. We’re off to an inauspicious start.”

Lorna paled as she placed the plaque back in her bag. Her chin quivered, but she managed not to cry. Suddenly, and much to my surprise, I felt sorry for her. Lorna had never been much more than Missy’s lackey, really. And maybe her presentation wasn’t all that impressive, but at least she’d tried.

“Missy. Let’s see if you can do better,” Cheyenne said, stepping up to Nostril Girl.

“Oh, I can,” Missy said simply.

Nice. Way to stick up for your supposed best friend. She reached into her own bag and pulled out a small leather-bound book. Instantly my jaw dropped. Rose lifted up from her seat to see better.

“Is that the—”

“The original Easton Academy handbook.” Cheyenne was obviously impressed. And well she should be. The original handbook was kept hermetically sealed in a glass case in the center lobby of the Easton Library, locked up tight.

“How very black ops of you, Miss,” Portia said.

“I know people,” Missy replied, pleased with herself. Next to her, Lorna turned green.

“Well. The bar has been set a bit higher.” Cheyenne handed the book back to Missy. “Kiki?” she said. “You’re next.”

Kiki popped her gum, turned around, and picked up a heavy-looking object from the floor. She placed it on the table and removed the blue sheet she had covering it. Every person in the room gasped. It was a small gray, square stone with the date 1858 etched into it, the numbers so worn, they were barely visible. It was the cornerstone from Gwendolyn Hall, the original Easton Academy class building.

“Kiki. What did you do?” I blurted.

“It was no big deal,” she said, lifting her shoulders and popping her gum. “All I needed was a crowbar. It just popped right out. Building’s crumbling anyway.”

“I like this girl,” Tiffany said, snapping off a few shots.

“Tiff, maybe you should put that away,” Cheyenne said, holding up a hand.

For the first time, Cheyenne looked to be rethinking the sagacity of this little test. Everyone was now eyeing Kiki with a mixture of respect and fear. She stepped back into line and blew a bubble.

“Good point,” Tiffany said. She held the camera behind her back.

“Ooookay,” Cheyenne said. “Sabine? Not really sure how you’re going to top that.”

Lifting her chin, Sabine unfurled the scroll and held it up. It was one of the black banners that usually hung between the stained glass windows in the chapel. Embroidered onto it was the year 1984 and the names Susan Llewelyn and Gaylord Whittaker. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could get one of those down without a ladder and some help. Impressive.

Cheyenne looked at it for a long moment. “What’s this?”

“It is the graduation banner from 1984,” Sabine said. “I researched Billings history and found out that Susan Llewelyn is one of our alumnae and she sits on the board of directors. She was the female valedictorian that year. So it’s not only Easton history, but Billings history as well.”

Rose shot me a look like, Not bad. I couldn’t have agreed more.

“Who’s Gaylord Whittaker?” I asked. “Is he related to—”

“He’s Whit’s uncle,” Constance blurted. “Everyone calls him Guy.”

Portia snorted a laugh and fluffed her hair, elbowing me in the cheek.

“Ow,” I protested.

She shot me a look like I had inconvenienced her, and turned her knees away from me in a huff.

“All right, moving on,” Cheyenne said, stepping past Sabine.

My fingers curled into fists. That was it? No compliments, no nothing? Did Cheyenne not understand how difficult it would be to break into the chapel and get that thing down? Not to mention the research that had gone into it. And Sabine hadn’t asked for my help once. If that wasn’t Billings material, I don’t know what was.

“Constance?” Cheyenne said.

Constance glanced at me before lifting the large Barneys shopping bag off the floor. She hadn’t told me what Whittaker was sending her, wanting it to be a surprise. With a smile in my direction, she reached inside and made a yanking motion, but whatever was inside got stuck as she tried for her dramatic reveal. Cheyenne rolled her eyes and clucked her tongue, which only made Constance shakier. Finally, she simply tore the bag down the front and the contents were revealed. Hanging from a wooden hanger was a dark blue jacket with the Easton crest on the pocket, a blue-and-yellow-striped tie, and an ancient blue cap.

“Wow. Nice,” Tiffany said from behind me. “That’s one of the old Easton uniforms, right?”

“From the early nineteen hundreds,” Constance confirmed.

Someone whistled, impressed.

“Doesn’t get much more historically significant than that,” Rose said.

Constance beamed.

“Yeah. And gee, I wonder how you got it.” Cheyenne said, glaring Constance down. Constance backed up a step as if there were actual heat coming off Cheyenne’s face.

“Problem?” I said.

“I thought I made it clear that they weren’t supposed to have any help,” Cheyenne replied, glancing at me. “Did you get this somewhere on campus?” she demanded of Constance.

Don’t answer that. Plead the fifth.

“N-no,” Constance said.

“So where did you get it?” Cheyenne asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “From your little boyfriend?”

“Cheyenne,” I said in a warning tone.

“Whit isn’t exactly little,” London joked.

Constance’s face burned.

“Leave her alone,” I said firmly.

“To be fair, Cheyenne, you never actually said they had to steal something. Just that you wanted them to bring back a piece of Easton,” Rose pointed out. “They just assumed stealing would have to be involved.”

As always Rose was there with a very good point. Constance appeared to be buoyed by the backup. She gripped the hanger, her chin lifted.

Cheyenne narrowed her eyes at Rose and her nostrils flared. “That doesn’t change the fact that she took the easy way out. And I’m sure her fellow neophytes don’t appreciate it.”

Actually, none of them had seemed to care until Cheyenne mentioned that they should. Then Missy and Lorna both sniffed in Constance’s direction, annoyed. Kiki, however, was eyeing the old Easton cap, probably trying to figure out if she could snag it for herself, and Sabine just looked sympathetic.

Finally, Cheyenne turned and faced Astrid. “And last, but certainly not least?”

Astrid looked around at all of us, hesitating. Nervous? Then she ducked her chin and crouched to the floor. She lifted up an obviously heavy and awkward object, wrapped in a thick blanket, then placed it on the floor in the center of the room. The girls behind me stood so that they could see. Astrid lifted the blanket and stepped back. Underneath it was an old tarnished copper bell. The kind they used on Little House on the Prairie to signal everyone into school.

“OMG,” Portia said dramatically.

“How did you get it?” Tiffany asked.

“Now that is what I was looking for,” Cheyenne said proudly. Astrid’s eyes were trained on the floor.

“There’s no way,” London said, crouching down to see it better. “This can’t be the one. It has to be a knockoff.”

“A knockoff of a school bell?” Tiffany blurted.

“Uh, you guys?” I said. “What is it?”

“It’s the Old Bell,” Cheyenne said with a smile. “It hung in the tower in Gwendolyn Hall from 1838 until 1965 when they realized how badly its supports had rotted and they removed it. Ever since, it’s sat in the center of the table in the board of directors’ chamber.”

Trust traditionalist Cheyenne to know every word of the official Easton Academy history.

I looked at Astrid in amazement. I didn’t even know where the board of directors’ chamber was. How did she know about the bell? How had she gotten in and sneaked out of there with something so huge?

“Damn, girl,” London said with a smile. “You have got guts.”

“How did you do it?” Tiffany asked.

“Your arms must be dying.”

The room was suddenly all chatter as everyone gathered around to congratulate Astrid and admire the bell.

“How did you even know about this thing?” I asked. After all, I had never heard of it before.

“I . . . well, I . . . read about it,” Astrid said, her face coloring as she glanced at Cheyenne.

Instantly, the truth hit me like an anvil to the head. Cheyenne had helped her. That was what the whispered conference at the chapel had been about. That was why Cheyenne had made sure Astrid was presenting last. Because she knew the bell would make an impressive finale. Here she was getting on Constance’s case for seeking help, and she’d guided Astrid right through this thing.

I looked at Cheyenne, and she glanced back, snagged. As I opened my mouth to say something, she clapped her hands for attention.

“Well, well, well. I have to say I’m impressed with some of you,” Cheyenne announced as the noise died down. I wanted to say something right then. I did. But I didn’t want to embarrass Astrid, whom I actually liked, and whose head was hanging so low right now, she could probably smell her own feet. So I bit my tongue.

“Astrid, Missy, Kiki, good job. You really went above and beyond to impress us. Thank you for that. The rest of you . . . ” Cheyenne looked around at Lorna, Constance, and Sabine. “I don’t even know what to say. Except nice try.”

Constance shrank back toward the wall. Sabine’s jaw set. Lorna hugged herself tightly with both arms. I knew it right then. Knew that Cheyenne had decided long before she ever even devised this test, that three people were going to pass and three people were going to fail. Astrid was her friend whose family had taken tea with Prince William on more than one occasion. Missy was a legacy. Kiki was one of the smartest girls in the junior class and the ridiculously wealthy daughter of a computer magnate. They were all perfectly acceptable Billings material. But Lorna was unattractive and a doormat, Constance was sweet and unassuming, and Sabine was, well, my friend. I couldn’t think of any other reason why she would be deemed unacceptable. Unless it was just that she was unmaterialistic and kind.

“Cheyenne, come on,” I said.

She completely ignored me. “Everyone has their place in the world, girls. I think you three should really start thinking about whether or not you want to keep trying to fit in somewhere you obviously don’t belong.”

Constance looked at me with shining eyes. I wanted to tear Cheyenne’s heart out just to show her how she was making these girls feel.

“Tonight you all need to go out and return these things to where they came from,” Cheyenne said.

“What?” Astrid blurted.

“I thought you wanted them to spruce up the house,” Sabine added.

“Like we can really spruce the house with stolen objects. What kind of idiot do you think I am?” Cheyenne scoffed. “They’re going to come looking for these things, and they cannot be found here. I expect each and every one of them to be back where they belong before dawn. Of course for some people, that just means calling the FedEx man,” she said, giving Constance a scathing look. “Good luck!” she trilled.

London, Vienna, Portia, and some of the others laughed at the newbies’ dumbfounded expressions as they trailed Cheyenne out of the room. Constance turned toward the wall to hide her tears while Lorna ran out the front door. I had never liked that girl, but in that moment I felt for her. For all of them. Even the ones who had won Cheyenne’s approval. Now they were faced with sneaking out again. With breaking and entering again. And in Lorna and Kiki’s cases, with replacing things that may have already been damaged beyond repair.

I had never wanted to strangle anyone more than I wanted to strangle Cheyenne at that moment. And with my history, that’s really saying something.


THE VOTE



I awoke in the dead of the night when a hand covered my mouth. My heart left my body and I tried to scream, but all that came out was a back-of-the-throat groan. A flashlight flicked on, illuminating Tiffany’s face. I stopped struggling. Looked at her, confused. She was wearing an oversized T-shirt and silky pajama pants. She lifted a finger to her lips and pointed at Sabine’s bed. I glanced over. Sabine was dead asleep.

“Let’s go,” Tiffany whispered, releasing me.

“Where?” I rasped.

She tilted her head. Rose and Portia stood at the door. Portia in a floor-length green silk robe, Rose in a pair of DKNY baby doll pajamas. Each held a flickering candle. Color me intrigued. I got up, shoved my feet into my slippers, and walked into the hallway. Tiffany closed the door silently behind us. Portia thrust a candle into my hand and lit it, then handed another to Tiffany. I could hear footsteps downstairs. Murmured voices.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s the vote,” Rose told me.

The vote? We were really going through with this charade? Really acting like we had any control over who lived here and who didn’t? And why the hell didn’t I know about it?

“You guys!” someone whispered up the stairs. “Are you waiting for an engraved invitation? Let’s go!”

We tiptoed in a line down the staircase and into the foyer. I expected to follow my friends into the parlor, but they turned left instead, away from the darkened gathering space. Toward the back door that had been locked and sealed up for as long as I’d lived there.

“Where are we going?” I whispered.

No one answered. Portia turned another corner, taking us behind the stairs, and I finally understood. The basement. For the first time since I’d lived in Billings, the basement door was open.

“We’re going to the boiler room?” I asked. That was, after all, the only thing that was down there. Or so I’d been told.

Someone giggled. Portia shot me a You’re a moron look over her shoulder and started down the creaky steps, holding her hand behind her candle flame. As I reached the top of the stairs, I could see a half dozen coiffed heads of hair descending before me, the ancient brick walls illuminated by the thin candlelight. There was no telling what lay at the bottom.

Irrationally, my heart started to pound with fear. Or maybe not so irrationally, considering the things I’d been through at the hands of the Billings Girls in the past.

“What’s down there?” I whispered over my shoulder to Rose.

“The dungeon,” she whispered in my ear.

Joking. But it didn’t make me feel better.

Portia was already five steps ahead of me, her robe billowing up behind her as she descended the stairs. Tiff and Rose were waiting behind. It was move now, or move never. I moved.

My knees quaked as I navigated the unfamiliar and uneven stairs. Instantly, the air turned thirty degrees colder. I shivered in my nightshirt, and my candle flame went horizontal. I quickly shielded it as Portia had, and held my breath.

At the bottom of the stairs was a huge slatted wooden door. Open. Beyond that, pitch black. My housemates had formed a circle in the center of what felt like a small frigid chamber. I stubbed my toe on something hard and cursed under my breath. Foot throbbing, I hobbled inside and took my place next to Portia. Directly across from me in the circle were Vienna, London, and Cheyenne. As soon as we were all inside, Tiffany closed the huge door with a creak.

I had never thought until that moment that I was claustrophobic. Turned out maybe I was. I could feel my pulse in every inch of my body. There was an incessant dripping somewhere nearby. Behind me, some sort of box or chair pressed into the back of my calf. I couldn’t tell what it was. The darkness was so thick, I couldn’t see my feet.

“Welcome, sisters of Billings, to the inner circle,” Cheyenne said with pride.

My heart skipped an excited beat.

“Many years ago, our sisters established this tradition, this ritual for the all-important selection of the members of Billings House. Tonight, we continue that tradition,” Cheyenne said, her eyes agleam. “Ladies, take your seats.”

Everyone around me dropped down. I hesitated a moment—not knowing what was behind me—then did the same. My butt hit the arm of a chair before sliding into a hard seat. I bit my lip to keep from crying out in pain. Cheyenne stepped forward in a beautiful white nightgown, trimmed with intricate scalloping. Her candle illuminated an old-fashioned silver lantern on a table in the center of the circle. Once it was lit, I could see everything in the dim light. All ten faces. All ten chairs. Six easels set up along the wall, each with a black lacquer bowl in front of them. Each with a photo of one of the new girls sitting above. There were shallow bowls dug out of the arms of my chair. In the right bowl, six black marbles. In the left, six white. There was a silver candle holder just behind the bowl on the right side. I followed Portia’s lead and placed my candle in it.

“I will call each of your names in turn,” Cheyenne said. “When I call your name, please rise from your seat, and place one marble before each of our prospective sisters. Place white if you wish to accept, black if you wish to deny. We’ll begin with Portia Ahronian. Portia, please step forward.”

I watched her closely from the corner of my eye. She selected three white balls, three black. Shocker. I wonder where those were all headed. Slowly she walked along the line of photos, as if considering carefully. When she was done depositing her votes, she walked back to her chair and sat.

“Thank you, Portia,” Cheyenne said. “Reed Brennan?”

Alphabetical, huh? For once, I didn’t come in last. I grabbed all my white marbles with a scrape of fingernails against wood, just in case anyone doubted my intentions. It took two seconds to drop them in the bowls, even with my brief hesitation before Missy’s picture. I was not going to discriminate, even against her. I was making a point here. Everyone deserved a chance.

I looked Cheyenne in the eye as I walked by her, defiant. She rolled her eyes in return.

The vote went quickly. Everyone, it seemed, had made their decisions before ever entering this room. When it was over, Cheyenne stepped forward and lifted Astrid’s bowl. She dumped the marbles out onto the black cloth under the lantern. Ten white balls.

“Astrid Chou has been voted in unanimously.”

There were pleased smiles all around. Cheyenne moved to Kiki’s bowl. There was one black ball. The rest, white.

“Kiki Rosen has been voted in,” Cheyenne announced.

Constance’s bowl was next. I held my breath. It took me a moment to count, then count again. Cheyenne sucked in air through her teeth.

“Ooh. Close. Six to four. But Constance Talbot has been denied,” she said.

I gripped the arms of my chair. I was not going to freak out. At least not until this archaic bull was over. Lorna’s marbles were dumped.

“Lorna Gross . . . denied.”

“Missy Thurber has been voted in unanimously.”

Shocker.

And then, Sabine. The marbles were dumped. There were five white balls, five black.

“A tie! How exciting,” Cheyenne said.

“What happens in a tie?” Rose asked.

“In a tie the most senior member of Billings gets a second vote,” Tiffany told her.

“That would be me,” Cheyenne said happily.

I stood up. “Wait a minute. How are you the most senior member? I count nine seniors in this room.”

“Not senior in school, Reed. Senior in pri,” Portia explained flatly. “Cheyenne has pri above everyone else because she’s the long leg.”

“Long leg?” I asked.

“Longest legacy. My mother, my grandmother, and my aunt were all in Billings,” Cheyenne explained with a sniff. “No one else in this room can claim more than two family members.”

I don’t believe this. I do not believe this.

“And, although it’s difficult for me to assume this burden,” she continued, all martyrlike, “I’m going to have to say . . . ” She turned around and selected a marble from her chair, her perfect blond hair shimmering in the candlelight. She looked right at me with a triumphant smirk as she dropped it among the others. “Deny.”

“You are nothing but a power-hungry bitch,” I told her, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Reed!” London gasped.

“This is a sacred space, Reed. You’d better watch what you say,” Cheyenne told me.

“Sacred? Are you kidding me? All of you just voted on these girls based on one stupid task that Cheyenne pulled out of her ass! And which, by the way, she actually helped Astrid pass. Did you all know that?”

“Excuse me?” Cheyenne asked, hand to chest.

“Don’t act all innocent. You were such a bitch to Constance about Whittaker, when we both know you told Astrid all about the bell. I wouldn’t be surprised if you even used your connections to get her a key to the boardroom,” I told her. “Admit it. You already chose who was getting in before any of us had the chance to vote.”

“Is that true, Cheyenne?” Rose asked.

“Of course not,” she snapped, eyes on me. “Which is why she has no proof.”

“I don’t care if anyone else believes it. I know it’s true,” I said. “It was one totally fixed test.” I looked around at the group. “Is that really how you want to choose who you’re going to live with for the rest of the year?”

“You just don’t get it, Reed. This isn’t just about who we’re going to live with, it’s about who is going to represent us to the world at large,” Cheyenne explained condescendingly. “If we want to keep attracting the right people, we have to have the right people in the house at all times. Lorna, Sabine, Constance? They’re just not the right people.”

“In your opinion,” I told her.

“In the opinion of the house, it seems,” she pointed out.

I clenched my teeth. “Fine. So you’ve voted out three people. What are you going to do now? The headmaster has placed them here, Cheyenne. This is nothing but a sham anyway.”

“I told you, Reed. There’s always something you can do. In this case, no, we can’t throw them out of here. But we can make them want to leave,” she said.

“What?” I blurted.

“If the three of them decide to bail on their own, then who is the headmaster to stop them? Easton students can request dorm transfers at any time. It’s just one of the many privileges our parents pay so dearly for. Well, our parents, anyway,” she added with a condescending smile.

Very mature. Picking on the scholarship girl. My pulse roared in my ears. No one was contradicting her. No one was telling her how insane this plan was. “So you’re going to torture them until they beg to be placed elsewhere,” I said, ignoring her personal insult.

“I wouldn’t put it in such cruel terms but, basically, yes,” she said with a shrug.

“I won’t let you do this to them,” I said, facing off with her.

Cheyenne chuckled under her breath. “And you’re going to stop me how?”

“With my help,” Tiffany said, standing up behind me.

Thank God some people around here still had some heart.

“And mine,” Rose added, with a bit less gusto. My heart felt all warm inside my frigid body.

“Thanks a lot, Rose,” Cheyenne said.

“I just want everyone to get along, Cheyenne,” Rose pleaded. “I mean, do we really need to create drama? Personally, I’ve had enough.”

Cheyenne shot Rose a betrayed look, but recovered quickly. She glanced at the other six members of the house. “Anyone else feel like defecting? Anyone else feel like being responsible for the integrity of Billings going down in flames?”

No one moved.

“Well, then, it seems the sides have officially been drawn.” Cheyenne smiled slowly at us, like we were just so amusing. It was all I could do not to smack her in the face. “This should be fun.”


PLAYING THE GAME



“I just don’t understand how you got the banner down in the first place,” I said to Sabine at breakfast the next day, trying to keep the conversation light. Trying not to think about what had gone down in the middle of the night. “You have to tell me how you did it.”

“I had help.” She toyed with her oatmeal and looked up at me guiltily. “From Gage.”

“Gage? Wait. He actually knows the meaning of the word help?” I blurted.

“So that’s why he missed study group,” Josh said.

“He’s actually very nice. Once you get to know him,” Sabine said earnestly.

Both Josh and Trey cracked up. Sabine dropped her fork and shrank in on herself.

“You guys,” I scolded.

“Sorry,” Josh said.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Sabine said, staring at her food glumly. “Those girls will never approve of me.”

“That’s not true,” I assured her. “Everyone likes you.” Lie. “Cheyenne is just one person. She may seem all-powerful, but she’s not.”

Not a lie. I’ve seen all-powerful, and it doesn’t look like Cheyenne Martin.

“It didn’t feel that way last night,” Constance said, leaning her elbows on the table and slumping.

“Not at all,” Sabine added.

I sat back in my chair at the usual Billings table, which still felt and probably always would feel like Noelle’s chair, and blew out a frustrated sigh. These girls were never going to be able to stand up to whatever was coming next if they already felt so defeated by one little test. Next to me, Josh shifted in his seat, avoiding eye contact, most likely because he knew I didn’t want to see the I told you so in his eyes. Beside him, Trey had decided to ignore the conversation and now concentrated on his bio book. Both Constance and Sabine looked exhausted after spending half the night sneaking stolen objects back into their proper places. I offered to help, but Sabine, Astrid, and Kiki had promised to assist one another and keep me out of it. Constance had gone along as well, swallowing her fear in the name of solidarity. Apparently all had gone well, since none of them had been expelled or arrested or anything. But I knew that every one of them was wondering what Cheyenne was plotting next.

They weren’t the only ones.

Cheyenne herself emerged from the lunch line, and the moment she saw us, she fixed her otherwise beautiful face into a sour expression. She strode over with Portia, London, and Vienna on her heels, and cleared her throat.

“Cold coming on?” I asked her.

“Hilarious,” she said. “No, it’s just that this is the Billings table. Only the most senior Billings residents can sit here.”

“Since when?” I asked.

“Since always,” she replied.

“I sat here last year and I was a sophomore,” I pointed out, knowing that the recollection would sting. Last year Cheyenne had been at the next table, while Noelle and the others had invited me to sit here.

“Yes, well, that was then. You can stay, but your little friends here are going to have to move,” she said, flicking her eyes over Constance and Sabine like they were scuff marks on her new Manolos.

“God, Cheyenne. When did you get so bitter?” Trey demanded.

“No one’s talking to you, Trey,” she replied. “Ladies?”

Constance and Sabine exchanged a glance and both got up. Trey got up with them, slamming his chair back so hard, it smacked into the table behind him.

“No. You guys. You do not have to move,” I told them.

“It’s fine,” Constance mumbled, turning around.

She placed her tray on the next table over and yanked out a chair. Sabine took the one next to it, and Trey joined them. I looked at Josh. He no longer had any problem looking at me. He appeared to be sick to his stomach as Cheyenne took the seat next to him and the other girls filled in around us.

“Astrid! Missy! Over here!” Cheyenne shouted loudly, lifting her arm.

Oh, you have got to be kidding me. Astrid and Missy, oblivious to what was going on, came over and took the seats at the end of the table. Constance really looked like she might crumble.

“Cheyenne, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you,” I said sweetly.

“What’s that, Reed?” she asked with false breeziness, playing the game as well as I.

“Do you sleep okay at night or do the horns and the hooked tail get in your way?”

“Oh, Reed. You’re so droll,” she said, sipping her apple juice. “This is a free country. I can choose who I want to eat breakfast with.”

“Well, so can I,” I replied, standing and lifting my tray.

“Your prerogative,” Cheyenne said with a shrug.

Josh got up as well, but Cheyenne grabbed the arm of his frayed corduroy jacket.

“You can stay if you want, you know,” she said, blinking up at him with her big blue eyes.

I was going to scratch those eyes out. Right here and now.

Then Josh smirked and shrugged. “Where Reed goes, so go I.”

Cheyenne’s face fell. I welled up with pride. I would have said so there if it wouldn’t have been the most immature thing in the history of spoken language to say. But that didn’t stop me from thinking it as I sank into a chair facing her, a perma-smirk on my lips. Josh reached out under the table, took my hand, and gave me a proud squeeze.

So there.


CINDERELLA II



I heard the banging five seconds before my door was flung open. My heart instinctively flew to my throat, but this time, they weren’t coming for me. They were coming for Sabine.

“Get up, get up, get up! Get up, get up, get up!”

And this year, they had a chant.

I flung my covers from my legs as Cheyenne, London, Vienna, and Portia barged into my room and over to Sabine’s bed. London and Vienna banged pots with the handle side of hairbrushes. Portia had somehow procured a bullhorn. Sabine was already sitting up straight, her eyes wide with confusion, when Cheyenne yanked the girl’s flimsy covers off and pulled her up by her wrists. She was wearing nothing but a tiny blue T-shirt and a pair of white underpants. Somehow, she looked very small.

“What is this?” she asked, looking at me over Cheyenne’s shoulder.

“You guys, is this really necessary?” I demanded.

They all ignored me. Cheyenne lifted a red-and-white checkered apron over Sabine’s head, then forcibly turned her around to tie it. Sabine’s long thick hair was still tucked under the shoulder straps and down the back as they shoved her into the hallway.

“At least let her put on some pants!” I shouted.

They left the room without a word or a glance. I groaned and grabbed Sabine’s jeans off her desk chair where she’d left them the night before. When I tore into the hallway, every one of my housemates was already gathered there, and our six new girls were lined up at the wall in their hideous multicolored aprons. Constance’s face was dotted with zit cream. Astrid had a sleep line right down the center of her forehead. Missy looked like a football player, there was so much mascara black beneath her eyes. Kiki was asleep standing up. Lorna just looked scared. I walked over to Sabine and handed her the jeans, enduring sour looks from half my supposed friends. Sabine quickly shoved her legs into them and yanked them up.

“All right, girls, this is where the fun begins!” Cheyenne announced. “This is where you prove to us how very much you want to live here. Astrid, Missy, Kiki, you three are on bed duty. Start with my room. And we’re talking hospital corners and fluffed pillows, girls! If you cheat, we will know!”

Astrid shook Kiki until her eyes fully opened, and the three of them scurried off toward Cheyenne’s room without a peep. Almost as if they had known this was coming. I looked at Rose, who returned my glance with one that said, I know. What can you do?

Something. There had to be something.

“The rest of you, bathrooms,” Cheyenne said, losing even the false brightness. “We have Clorox and toothbrushes all ready for you. Get to work.”

“I’m sorry. We have to clean for you?” Sabine asked.

“No, honey, I’m sorry—that you’re so slow that you haven’t figured it out yet,” Cheyenne said, patting Sabine on the shoulder. She leaned forward so that the two of them were practically nose-to-nose. “You want to live here, you have to work for it. That’s how it is.”

Sabine shot me this betrayed look that made me want to tear my own hair out. “Cheyenne, we have a cleaning service,” I said. “Just let them go back to bed.”

“Back off, Brennan,” Cheyenne snapped. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“Last I checked, I live here too,” I replied. “And I don’t see a point in making them scrub bathrooms when the school already pays someone to do it.”

“The point is, we all had to do it,” Cheyenne said, stepping closer to me. “It’s part of becoming an integral member of this house. It’s called shared experience.”

“That is such a crock,” I replied. “Yeah, we all had to do it, but we all hated it. What do you really get out of making more people miserable?”

Cheyenne’s face was crimson. “Reed, if you don’t like the way we do things, why don’t you just—” Suddenly her mouth snapped shut and her eyes darted past my shoulder.

“What is going on here?” Mrs. Lattimer demanded, striding in all clipped and proper. Our housemother was known for her ramrod posture, high collars, and imperious demeanor. Her gray hair was always back in a bun that only accentuated her sharp, birdlike features and beady eyes. “You all heard the headmaster. If you girls are conducting some sort of hazing, I will be forced to report it.”

We all closed like a wall in front of the three girls wearing the aprons. Cheyenne and I actually stood next to each other, temporarily united against a shared enemy.

“We’re doing our chores, Mrs. Lattimer,” Cheyenne said sweetly. “You know we have to get them done before class or this place just becomes a sty.”

Mrs. Lattimer eyed her shrewdly. She knew exactly what was going on. We all knew that she knew exactly what was going on. The question was, would Cheyenne’s story be good enough for her to pass off to the headmaster if he somehow got wind of the charade?

“Fine,” she said finally, clutching the collar of her blouse to her neck. “Cleanliness is, after all, an important virtue in young ladies. I admire your ethic.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Lattimer,” we chorused, playing our part.

“Well, get back to it, then,” she said.

Then she turned and walked down the stairs. We breathed a universal sigh of relief. But it didn’t last long. Cheyenne turned to the girls again and barked.

“Why are you still standing here? Get to work!”

As the three of them rushed away, Cheyenne looked up at me and smiled. “Guess that’s score one for me!” she sang.

She walked off before I could formulate a response, but I resolved to be ready next time. Maybe Round One had gone to Butt Stick Girl. But she had better be ready for Round Two.


TAKING SIDES



It was 7 a.m. We were all supposed to be at breakfast within the next half hour. As I printed out my paper for English class, I could still hear the girls banging around in bathrooms and opening and closing windows. With each new slam, my muscles coiled a bit tighter. I shoved the paper into my bag and emerged from my room showered, dressed, and ready for battle. Whatever Cheyenne had up her little Lacoste sleeve next, she was going down. Rose, Tiffany, and some of the other girls were gathered just outside my door, looking so tense they could have been awaiting drug-test results.

“They’re still working?” I asked.

“They’re still working,” Tiffany replied grimly.

Cheyenne strode out of her room, clapping her hands. “All right, ladies, in the hall, please!” she shouted.

The six girls came rushing out of various rooms, red, sweaty, exhausted. I knew they were hoping this was it. That they could hit the showers and get ready for their day. But something in Cheyenne’s eyes told me this was not the case.

“Before you’re done with your morning chores, each of us has a special task for you to complete,” Cheyenne said, shooting me a sidelong glance.

What? No, we don’t.

“I’d like each of you to select a sister and ask her for a task,” Cheyenne said.

No one moved. I saw the other girls exchanging amused glances. They already had chores in mind for these girls. Yet another minor detail Cheyenne had kept from me.

“Chop chop!” Cheyenne snipped. “The longer you wait, the later you’ll be for breakfast.”

Astrid sighed and stepped from line. “Cheyenne, is there anything I can do for you?” she asked.

“Well, thank you, Astrid. That’s so nice of you!” Cheyenne trilled. “Actually, there’s this crazy buildup of dust and gunk in the corners of all my desk drawers. It’s so nasty. Would you mind cleaning that out for me? Thanks.”

She was kidding, right? She was going to make one of her friends late for that? Astrid disappeared into Cheyenne’s room, and we all heard the sounds of drawers sliding open, their contents rattling.

“Next?” Cheyenne prompted.

Missy stepped out of line and faced Vienna. “Is there anything I can do for you, Vienna?” she asked politely. I could tell she was proud of herself for her fortitude. For being such a good little plebe.

“I’ve been meaning to color-coordinate my closet. Get on that, would you?” Vienna asked. Missy nodded and turned away, looking pleased with her cushy assignment. “Oh, and wear gloves. Your fingernails look like you’ve been digging in manure,” Vienna added.

A few people snorted laughs. Missy ducked her head and fled the hall. Every one of my muscles tightened as I willed someone, anyone, to just ask me. Ask me what I want you to do for me. Someone. Anyone.

Kiki cleared her throat and stepped up to me. She pulled her ear buds out of her ears, and I heard angry guitar music screeching from them.

“Reed? Anything I can do for you?” she asked.

She knew. I could tell from the confident way she looked at me. She knew I would not play along.

“Actually, yeah. You can go take a shower and get ready for class,” I told her.

Kiki didn’t even flinch. She ran for her room.

“Stop! You’re not going anywhere!” Cheyenne shouted.

Kiki slammed her door. Enough of a shock for Cheyenne to momentarily lose her will. Quickly, Constance stepped up to Rose.

“Rose? Is there anything you need me to do?” she asked.

Rose glanced at me uncertainly. She bit her lower lip.

You can do this. Screw Cheyenne. End this now.

“No, Constance,” Rose said finally. “Nothing I can think of.”

My heart expanded to fill my entire chest.

“Rose!” Cheyenne shrieked. “You—”

Sabine stepped over to London. I bit my tongue. Bad choice. Tiffany would have given her a pass, I was sure of it, but London . . .

“Is there anything you need me to do?” Sabine asked.

“Nope,” London said with a shrug.

“London!” Vienna and Cheyenne screeched as one. As sounds go, this one was bloodcurdling.

“What? I don’t,” London said innocently. “I did, but then Rosaline showed up yesterday and practically sterilized the entire room! She even threw out my condoms and confiscated my stash. Mother so has that woman under her thumb.”

This time I did laugh. I couldn’t help it. Rosaline was London’s parents’ cleaning lady. Her mother shipped the woman up to Easton from NYC once every two weeks to clean London’s living space, bring her care packages that invariably included diet books she didn’t need, and spy on her daughter. This week she’d not only done her job, but had done me a huge favor as well. Cheyenne let out a screech and stormed to her room.

“What? What did I do? Cheyenne!” London scurried after her in her platform sandals. “Cheyenne! Are you mad at me?”

Tiffany patted Rose on the back as the hallway cleared. Constance, Sabine, and Lorna all stood there, however, looking around uncertainly. Didn’t they get it yet? They were free.

“You guys. Seriously. Go shower. You’re done for the day,” I told them.

Then, and only then, did they finally disperse. Guess I had some power around here after all.


THE GAME



“Good morning, tortured souls!” Mr. Winslow strode into our English classroom, all puffed up and loud. “Before we get to our Elizabeth Bowen, let’s have your papers!”

I slid the blue folder holding my fifteen-page missive on Edith Wharton out of my bag and stood with the rest of the class. Mr. Winslow cast a cursory glance at the title page of each paper before placing it on his desk. He frowned thoughtfully at some. Others he laughed at, clearly pleased. He was one of the few teachers, perhaps the only teacher, at Easton who could have been considered handsome in any circle. On the young side—which, when it came to Easton faculty, meant pre-forty—he had dark brown hair that actually made it past his earlobes on his more unkempt days, and an easy smile. Plus, by Friday he always gave up on shaving. The dark stubble look really worked for him. But what he really had going for him was that he was human. And nice. Rare qualities in adults around here.

“Ah! Ms. Brennan!” he said as I handed over my offering. “Looking forward to this one.” He ticked off my name on his assignment sheet.

I shot him a surprised look. “Oookay.”

“What? Anyone who wins Firsts twice in her first year as a transfer student gets a buzz going in the faculty lounge,” he said. “Let’s hope you live up to the hype.”

“Thanks. I think.”

I turned around, my heart fluttering with nerves. Should I be psyched that I had a rep for excellence now, or petrified that I’d never live up to it? Somehow I had a feeling it was the latter.

I was about to take my seat again when I noticed that three students had yet to get up. Constance was digging through her bag in a panic. Lorna had removed every last one of her books from her own backpack and was paging through them. Sabine simply sat in her chair, staring stoically forward.

“What’s going on?” I whispered to Sabine, sliding back into the seat behind hers.

“My paper’s gone,” she said.

She didn’t move. Just kept staring straight ahead.

“What do you mean, gone?” I asked.

“I printed it out at the library last night and put it in my bag. Now it’s gone,” she said flatly.

I glanced at Constance, who was still digging, now on the verge of tears. At the front of the room Astrid calmly handed in her own paper. Kiki as well. Missy wasn’t in this section, but I had a feeling that if she had been, her paper would have been ready to go.

“Okay,” Mr. Winslow said, running his finger down his checklist. “I seem to be missing three papers. Ms. DuLac? Ms. Gross? Ms. Talbot? What have you got for me?”

He looked up with an expectant smile and was greeted by three nauseated stares. His joy disappeared.

“Ladies?” he asked, stepping around his desk.

“It was in my bag this morning, Mr. Winslow,” Constance half whimpered. “I swear it was. I can run back right now and print it out again—”

“You know the policy, Constance. If you don’t have it in class—”

“You can’t give us all zeroes,” Lorna said, sounding panicked. “We did the work.”

“We can bring them in later,” Constance added.

“How fair would it be if the entire class was held to the deadline, but you all were not?” Mr. Winslow asked with a pitying expression. “I’m sorry, but I have to give you zeroes for today. If you like, we can talk about makeup work later.”

“But, Mr. Winslow—”

“I’m sorry,” he said, making a note on his clipboard. To his credit, he truly did look upset. “There are rules and I have to adhere to them.”

As he turned to the board, a couple of kids in the classroom snickered. Sabine tore a blank page out of her notebook and crushed it in her first. My heart felt sick. I simply could not believe that Cheyenne had sunk so low. Stealing their papers? This was immature, even for her.

“If this is the game she wants to play, we’ll play it,” I said under my breath, both to myself and to Sabine. After all, I’d learned from the best.


YOUR CHOICE



“I feel so naughty,” Tiffany joked, looking down the table in the cafeteria at lunch. She lifted her camera and snapped our picture. “I kind of like it.”

Everyone laughed nervously. Even though it was ridiculous to be nervous. But I saw Tiffany’s point. The eight of us—myself, Josh, Rose, Tiff, Trey, Constance, Sabine, and Lorna—were the only students in the spacious sunlit room. I had sought each of them out between classes that morning to share my plan, and they had all shown up dutifully. Constance and Lorna had been uncertain at first, but after some wheedling, their resentment of Cheyenne had come through. Lorna, especially, was sick of Missy getting preferential treatment while she was crapped upon left and right. Guess the girl had some personality after all. It seemed like both she and Constance were now ready to take a stand. At least, I hoped they were. The scene we were about to endure would not be for the weakhearted.

Gradually, the lunch crowd started to arrive. I took a bite of my sandwich and waited. My stomach didn’t want food right then, but it was going to have to take it anyway. We had to look casual here. That was crucial.

Then Ivy Slade emerged from the lunch line alone, her eyes finding me as they always seemed to lately. She walked right by us, gazing at me as she passed by.

“Hi, Ivy!” Rose said.

My heart caught. She paused. Looked from Rose, to me, then back again. “Rose,” she said.

Then she just kept right on walking.

“Okay, what is that girl’s deal?” Constance asked, leaning toward the table. “She is creep-adelic!”

“No, she’s not. She’s totally normal,” Rose said.

I glanced across the cafeteria at her. She was still watching me. “I wouldn’t say totally normal.”

“She’s just been through a lot, that’s all,” Rose said, shaking her head as she took a bite of her food. “We used to be friends,” she added morosely.

I was going to ask her more, but that was when Cheyenne, Vienna, and Portia finally emerged from the line, chatting like everything was normal.

“Here we go,” I said under my breath.

When Cheyenne looked up, she tripped herself and had to grab a chair for support. Oh, how I wished she’d gone down. It would have made the moment perfect.

“Okay, everyone. Act normal,” I told the table.

Cheyenne started the long march over to us in her heels, the fury evident in her very step.

“So you think we’re ready for the first game, man?” Trey asked Josh loudly, taking a bite of his roll. “I heard Barton has some sick new talent this year.”

“Nah. We’re ready,” Josh said. He leaned back in his seat, hooking his arm over the back of the chair casually. “Some phenom freshman’s not going to take us down.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Cheyenne demanded, slapping her tray down on the next table so she could cross her arms over her chest. “They do not get to sit here. I thought I made that clear.”

She glanced over at Constance, Lorna, and Sabine like they were gnats.

“It’s a big cafeteria, Cheyenne,” I said coolly. “If our presence bothers you so much, why don’t you take that table over by the bathroom? Can’t really get farther away from us than that.”

“This is our table,” Cheyenne said. “Billings always has this table.”

“And the next one,” I said with a shrug, popping a grape into my mouth. “I guess you could always sit there.”

“You are so ridic,” Portia said with a laugh. “I mean hilariously ridic.”

“No one here is laughing,” I replied. “And no one at this table is moving. So you can stand there and hover all period, or you can sit down. Your choice.”

Cheyenne stood there. We went back to our lunches. Josh and Trey continued their soccer smack talk. Rose and Tiffany chattered on loudly about alumni weekend and the dinner at the Driscoll. I asked Constance to pass the salt. And yet Cheyenne stood. And stood. And stood. I was growing impressed by her fortitude, actually. But there was no way I was going to give.

“Cheyenne? My feet hurt,” Vienna said finally.

“Fine,” Cheyenne said through her teeth. She turned around and yanked out the chair behind Constance’s, slamming it into her purposely. I bit my tongue. Then, just for the hell of it, she took the chair opposite it, facing me across the two tables. “But this so isn’t over,” she said.

“Looks over to me!” I replied.

“Freaking priceless,” Portia said under her breath as she sat. “I wait three years to sit at that table and now I’m relegged.”

“Speak English!” Cheyenne said through her teeth.

“Relegated! God! Take a pill!” Portia replied, annoyed.

I covered my mouth to keep from laughing. Then I saw Kiki, Missy, and Astrid emerge from the line. It was time to put phase two into action. “Kiki! You guys! Over here!” I shouted, standing. “We saved you seats.”

They walked over, and Josh and Trey, as prearranged, got up and headed off for one of the Ketlar tables.

“Thanks, guys!” Rose called after them.

Cheyenne’s face was perfect. Tiffany, kindred spirit that she was, snapped a shot of Cheyenne for posterity. Kiki slid right into Trey’s vacated seat and opened her iced tea. Astrid hesitated for a split second, looking from Cheyenne to me. When her eyes fell on Constance and the others and their hopeful expressions, she did what I hoped. She opted for neophyte solidarity and took Josh’s chair.

I knew she was cool. Knew it.

“Thanks anyway,” Missy sniffed and joined the others.

No shock there. There was an empty chair at the very far end of the table for her, but no one had actually expected her to take it. I looked down the table and smiled. These were exactly the people I wanted to sit with. These, to me, were true Billings Girls. Round Two had just gone to me.


ONE PERSON



I was still high on triumph when I came around the stacks into the computer section of the library later that day and it all fell to pieces. I stopped in my tracks. Josh and Cheyenne. Josh and Cheyenne sitting with their knees together, facing each other, whispering and laughing and gesturing. Looking, to borrow a word from Sabine, cozy. Cheyenne flipped her blond hair off her face and smiled her Crest-commercial smile, her all-American beauty somehow infinitely more glaring now that it was all up in my boyfriend’s face.

“Hello?” I heard myself say.

Josh glanced over his shoulder. His face fell and he pushed backward, away from Cheyenne. She simply smirked as I strode over.

“What’s going on?” I asked tersely. I looked at him, not her. I didn’t want to have anything to do with her.

“We were just talking about the food committee,” Josh said, somehow looking me right in the eye. “We’re trying to decide whether to just do passed hors d’oeuvres or have stations at the cocktail hour.”

“And I still say stations are too gauche,” Cheyenne said to him.

“And I still say hungry guys want carved meat,” he replied.

It was flirtatious banter. They were flirtatiously bantering right in front of me.

“You can go now,” I said to Cheyenne.

Josh did a double take. “Reed—”

Cheyenne narrowed her eyes at me. “That’s fine. I suddenly don’t feel like being here anyway,” she said. Then she gathered her books and stood. “Call me later, Josh,” she said, smiling down at him.

“Yeah. Sure.”

It was all I could do not to kick out my foot and trip her as she walked away. I turned and looked down at Josh, my heart pounding.

“What was that?” I demanded.

Josh blew out a sigh. “I know you don’t like her right now, but we’re working together. I couldn’t avoid it.”

I dropped my books at the next computer and sat. “Really? Looked a bit chummy for alumni dinner talk.”

“It’s the library. We were whispering. We had to sit close to each other to be heard.” He studied my face quickly. “Wait a minute. You’re not, like, jealous of her, are you?” My face must have said it all, because he laughed. “No way. Come on. I thought you were just mad at me because you guys are fighting. Me and Cheyenne? Please.”

I hated the way I felt right then. Suspicious and sad and stupid for feeling suspicious and sad. I crossed my arms and stared at the Easton crest in the middle of the computer screen.

“I’m not the only one who’s noticed it,” I told him flatly.

“Great. So now the Billings Girls are just inventing things to gossip about?” He took my hand and slid closer to me. “Reed, you’re it, okay? You’re my girlfriend. Cheyenne is . . . not my type.”

“Whatever you say,” I said noncommittally, unwilling to just accept it. Unwilling to be the girl who just forgets what she knows she saw and believes her man unconditionally.

“God, I wish you would just quit Billings. Being around them is making you paranoid,” he said.

“I already told you. I’m not going to quit,” I said.

“Why not? You so don’t belong there anyway,” he said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded.

He sat up straight, looking momentarily confused. “What? I just think you’re so much better than those girls. Smarter, kinder . . . just better.”

My shoulders relaxed slightly. “Cheyenne would go nuclear if she heard you say that.”

“Just one more reason to ditch the place,” Josh said. “I don’t want the two of you to be at war.”

The two of us. Not me. The two of us. He cared about the two of us.

“Forget it,” I said stoically, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m not going to quit. I’d rather stay there and try to change things.”

Josh smiled adorably and reached up to pinch my cheeks. “My little activist,” he teased. He kissed my forehead. “I love it.”

“And I love when you treat me like I’m some adorable niece,” I groused.

Josh looked me in the eye, leaned in, and parted my lips with his, laying a kiss on me that made everything inside me shudder. Made me forget all about Cheyenne and my suspicion. There was no way he could kiss me like that if he liked her, right? It wasn’t even possible. When he finally pulled away, I was so out of it, I dropped forward and we almost bumped heads. But he caught my shoulders and held me.

“Better?” he asked.

“Much,” I replied, blinking my eyes open.

“Good. I’d better go now. The librarian is staring me down,” Josh said, biting his lip. “I’ll see you at dinner?”

“I’ll be there,” I replied.

As he jogged out of the library, I felt myself start to slump. Somehow, I felt let down. Slow. Tired. With a sigh, I turned to my computer and opened my e-mail. There was a brand-new message in my box from Dash. All the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and my heart pounded. I opened it quickly, feeling like someone was watching.

Hey, Reed,

How’s it going with the new girls?

WB

Dash

Quickly, I typed a response.

Hi, Dash,

We’re on the brink of all-out war, actually. Cheyenne wants three of the six out and we’ve sort of squared off. Rose and Tiff and maybe a few other girls are with me, but I’m worried I won’t be able to stop her.

Advice?

—Reed

I sent the message, then sat back in my chair and, still feeling nervous, glanced over my shoulder. No one was around except for the elderly librarian, who was bent over a book, as always. The computer gave a low beep, and my heart caught. Apparently Dash was online, because he’d written right back. Hand shaking, I clicked open his message.

Reed,

Do not be nervous. If there was one person at Easton I could always count on to be on the right side of things, it was you. Do not let Cheyenne make you feel otherwise. You have the high road. I’ll be thinking of you, sending good vibes your way.

—Dash

I read the e-mail twice. Then a third time. Something stirred inside my chest. For the first time all day, I felt certain. And proud. I couldn’t believe that was how Dash McCafferty saw me. And he said he was thinking of me. Thinking of me . . . A blush crept across my cheeks. Dash McCafferty was sitting in his dorm room at his Ivy League school thinking about little Reed Brennan.

A loud bang somewhere in the stacks startled me, and I quickly shut the window, scared half to death. Instantly I thought of Noelle. Imagined how furious she would be if she knew that Dash and I were in contact. If she knew that his e-mails made me blush. Which, of course, made me think of Josh. What the hell was I doing? I’d just accused him of flirting with Cheyenne, yet here I was doing almost the exact same thing with Dash. What was the matter with me? Overwhelmed by guilt, I deleted Dash’s e-mail and fled.


WHISPERS



Study break at Billings House that night consisted of Chicago-style pizza that Tiffany’s friends from home had FedExed to her and she’d heated up in the illegal microwave in her room, along with several bottles of champagne, or “Dommy P” as Portia called it, which her twenty-three-year-old oil-magnate boyfriend had sent to celebrate the start of her senior year. Everything was calm, considering that war had been declared. I knew better than to trust the lull, but I wanted to. I wanted just five seconds without drama. So I grabbed a slice and joined the others in the parlor, where they were watching Batman Begins for the twenty-fifth time—or, more accurately, just pausing it on particularly hot Christian Bale moments. I was just starting to enjoy myself when I realized Sabine wasn’t there. Cheyenne and Vienna weren’t there either, but that was not a point of concern.

“Hey. Have you seen Sabine?” I asked Rose as she tipped her champagne flute to her lips.

“I think she’s upstairs,” she said. “Oooh! Shirtless!” she shouted, waving her hand at the screen. “Someone pause!”

I dropped my pizza crust on the china plate donated by some elderly Billings alumnae and headed upstairs. Sabine had been almost silent all day long. I hoped she wasn’t planning on asking for a transfer. Cheyenne would be unbearable after a victory like that. And besides, if there was one thing I knew about Billings, it was that sticking it out was the best policy. Getting through all Noelle’s tests and pranks had been a serious source of pride for me. I wouldn’t be the person I am now without it. And I wanted that for Sabine. I wanted her to be the person who was able to stand up to Cheyenne.

On a selfish note, I didn’t want her to leave me. I was starting to get used to having actual friends around.

I pushed open the door to our room, but it was empty. Her desk light was on, but there was no sign of her. Then I heard voices down the hall. Intense, low tones. Coming from Cheyenne’s room. I felt the same skitter of apprehension I had always felt when Noelle and Ariana were talking alone. I held my breath and tiptoed toward them.

Just outside Cheyenne’s doorway, I paused and listened.

“No. I’ll get it. I’ll do it,” someone said in a low tone.

I wasn’t sure who was talking, but it was so urgent, it made all the hairs on my arms stand on end. Get what? Do what? Then someone else replied so quietly, I couldn’t make out the words. Dammit. Had to go for plan B. I turned around and shoved open the door, about to say something snarky. But instead, I froze. It wasn’t Vienna that Cheyenne was talking to. It was Sabine.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

There were clothes laid out on the bed, high-heeled wedges and boots on the floor.

“Nothing.” Sabine was calm as a warm bath.

“I’ll be here,” Cheyenne said to her in a meaningful way.

Sabine nodded and started past me, her eyes down. I followed her into the hallway. “Where’re you going?”

“Cheyenne needs a book from the library,” Sabine said. Her eyes were oddly bright. “I’m just going to run and get it.”

I looked out the plate glass window at the end of the hallway. It was pitch black and raindrops battered the panes like they were desperate to get inside.

“Now?” I asked. I looked at Cheyenne, who sat primly on her bed, her knees together and her hands folded. “Let her get it herself.”

“Reed, it’s okay,” Sabine said through her teeth. She stepped closer to me and whispered. “I think she’s actually starting to accept me. She just gave me all this advice about Gage. She’s going to help me with him, but I have to keep playing her game.”

“Help you with him?” I was flabbergasted. From the way Gage had been acting, all Sabine had to do was put his hand on her butt and he was hers. For a day, anyway, which was probably about as long as his attention span would stretch for anyone. Other than Ivy, if those rumors were true.

“Reed, I know you don’t like him, but I do. I can’t help it.” Sabine sounded desperate. “Just let me go.”

I looked into her eyes and saw that she meant business. Cheyenne had played the unrequited love card, and she had her.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” I told her. Even though I knew it would have no effect.

“I know,” she replied.

Then she shot me a look of thanks before she headed out. I stepped back into the doorway of Cheyenne’s room. She was folding clothes now, and she paused. We stared at each other across the wide expanse of her single. Her lips were twisted into a superior smirk.

“So. You’re going to ‘help’ her, huh?” I asked.

She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I am so over your attitude.”

“Why are you doing it, Cheyenne?” I demanded.

“I can see you’re not going to go away until I humor you, so fine,” she said, folding a sweater over her arm. “The girl has a crush, and you know I’m a sucker for love. Besides, I happen to know what Gage likes. Intimately.”

Good Lord. Was there anyone those two hadn’t been with?

“So, what? You’re going to dress her up like you and send her to the big bad wolf?” I asked.

“Why do you think everything I do has malicious intent?” Cheyenne asked. “Maybe I’m starting to see some potential in Sabine. Maybe I want to see her happy.”

Yeah, right. And maybe I’m America’s Next Top Model.

“You can go now,” she said with a sweet smile.

I eyed her for a long moment, trying to see her angle. Trying to get into her devious brain, think three steps ahead, and find the loophole, but there was nothing. My brain just didn’t work that way. There was nothing left for me to do but walk away and wait.


THE FIRST TIME



I waited behind the huge maple tree outside Ketlar the next morning until I saw Mr. Cross, the elderly Ketlar advisor, amble out the back door, whistling to himself. A couple of guys followed, and as soon as the door was closed, I slipped inside and ran up the stairs to the fourth floor. Josh’s floor.

I needed to see him. Now. Needed to kiss him and make sure everything between us was okay. Ever since I’d seen him with Cheyenne yesterday, I had felt this queasy uncertainty inside my chest. Couple that with the guilt over the Dash e-mails, and my legs went shaky. I couldn’t walk around Easton all queasy and shaky like this all year. It was not good for my nerves. I needed to be with Josh. Really be with him. Look him in the eye and tell him how I felt. Really felt. For the first time. That would make everything okay.

Trey was just coming out of their room as I approached, breathless. He took one look at me and smiled knowingly.

“He’s all yours,” he said, holding the door.

We all pretty much lived to break the rules around here. Like the one that would prevent me from being in a guy’s room. Even straight-as-an-arrow Trey.

“Thanks,” I whispered. I slipped inside and shut the door. Josh looked up at me, surprised. Not as surprised as me, however. He was standing near the window, still wet from the shower, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist. His smooth chest was perfect and glistening, and the definition in his arms was far more distinct than I remembered. My mouth went completely dry.

“What are you doing here?” he asked with a smile.

“I . . . ”

Wait, what was I doing here again?

Didn’t matter. Because two seconds later his hands were in my hair and his lips were over mine and we were kissing and touching and stumbling and falling and things got very heavy, very fast.

“Wait!” I blurted, pulling away from him on his unmade bed.

He let go of me, his eyes at half mast. “What? Did I . . . Are you . . . What?”

My heart was pounding so hard, I thought it might bruise itself. I stood up, leaving my half-naked boyfriend confused, and probably very aroused, on his bed. Deep breath, Reed. Deep breath.

“I didn’t come here for this,” I said firmly, standing in the center of his room.

Josh sat up straight, legs over the side of the bed, and placed his arms over his lap in an awkward way. He looked up at me and tried to concentrate. “Okay. Why did you come here?”

I gazed into his clear blue eyes. His chest heaved as he got his breathing under control. But he was focused on me. On my face. Waiting patiently. I could do this. I could. Because I meant it. And because I trusted him. And it didn’t matter what happened next. I just wanted him to know. My fists uncurled. I breathed in. And when I let the air out again, I said it.

“Josh, I love you.”

His whole face lit up. He stood, looking into my eyes with this wondrous expression, like I’d just given him the most incredible gift he’d ever received. Then he kissed me, slowly this time. Slowly, softly, deeply, and when he pulled back, he was clinging to me like he’d never let go.

“I love you, too.”

Relief. Even though I had known he would say it—that he’d wanted to say it all those months ago when I’d almost left Easton for good—part of me had been afraid. That he’d changed his mind. That he’d never felt it in the first place. But he did. He still did.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been biting my tongue to keep from saying that to you,” he half whispered. “After that day when you stopped me—”

“I know. I’m sorry,” I told him. “But it doesn’t matter anymore. Now you can say it as much as you want.”

Josh took a step back, eyebrows raised adorably. “Really? You mean I can say I love you? I love you, I love you, I love you?”

I cracked up laughing.

“I like the way it sounds, just coming off my tongue,” he said, gesturing with his hands. He yanked a T-shirt out of the closet and pulled it on over his head. “I love you. I love you, I love you, I love you. Huh. Cool.”

“Okay. Let’s not wear it out on the first day,” I said, so giddy inside, it was almost too much.

“Yeah, yeah. You and your rules.”

He took a pair of boxer briefs out of his drawer and pulled them on under the towel, then did the same with a pair of cords, and shed the towel completely. Then he jammed his feet into his suede sneakers and grabbed his messenger bag.

“Breakfast, my love?” he asked, opening the door for me.

“Why, yes, my love,” I joked back.

He kissed me again on my way through the door and we swung our entwined fingers between us as we walked to the cafeteria. It no longer mattered whether Cheyenne wanted him or not. Josh was mine. No one was ever going to come between us.


HAPPINESS



“Where’s Sabine?” Trey asked me at breakfast.

Her chair, across from mine, was conspicuously empty. The sun pouring through the skylight overhead sent a bright shaft of light right across it like it were trying to spotlight the fact that she wasn’t there.

“She was still in the shower when I left,” I told him.

Josh took my hand under the table and squeezed. My heart felt like it was playing on the uneven bars. He leaned in to whisper in my ear.

“Hey, have I told you I love you?”

Shivers everywhere. “Yeah, I think I’ve heard that somewhere before.”

Happiness. This was what happiness felt like.

Gage strolled by with his tray, his aviator sunglasses covering his eyes, and the sight of him didn’t even irritate me. Happiness. Then Cheyenne pushed herself up from the next table and slithered over to him. Didn’t care. Not one bit. Happiness.

“Ga-age! I have a surprise for you!” Cheyenne sang.

He looked her up and down. “Been there, done that.”

She managed to laugh as if she wasn’t offended. “Not me. Just stand there for one . . . more . . . second.”

As if on cue, Sabine emerged from the breakfast line, carrying a tray full of food. But she didn’t look anything like the island girl I knew. She looked like a New England tartlet. Plaid mini. Bare knees. High-heeled boots. Tight, white, button-front shirt. Sleek, slicked-back ponytail. As she came around the first table, her feet wobbled slightly, unaccustomed as she was to heels, but she recovered nicely. Gage didn’t seem to notice at all, of course. His tongue was practically hanging out.

So this was Cheyenne’s plan to help Sabine. Turn her into a Pussycat Doll and let her loose on society. I loathed her.

“Martinique goes naughty Catholic schoolgirl,” Gage said in awe. “I like.”

Sabine smirked—a look that was an eerie mirror of one of Cheyenne’s favorite expressions—and opened her mouth to say something Cheyenne had undoubtedly coached her to say. And then, suddenly, it all went wrong.

Her already unsteady foot hit a puddle of water and slipped out from under her. Her eyes went wide. There was an ever-so-brief moment when I thought she might have recovered, but it was only an illusion. Sabine flew off her feet and slammed into the ground, butt and back first. White underwear for all the world to see. Her tray went airborne and rained cereal and eggs all over her pristine white shirt. Orange juice splashed in her face. For a long moment, no one moved.

And then, laughter.

Gage doubled over. Cheyenne convulsed. The entire cafeteria filled with cackling cacophony. As I stood to help Sabine, she sat up and looked around, her face filling with anguish. She yanked her skirt down over her underwear, clinging to the hem. I had never seen anyone look so small.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Cheyenne draw her hand across Portia’s palm. It was an infinitesimal movement. If I’d blinked, I would have missed it. But I didn’t. I saw it. And I knew. She had spilled that water in the center aisle. She had lent Sabine, who owned only flat sandals and flip-flops, her highest heels. She had orchestrated it all. And my rage was beyond compare.

“You did this,” I said to her, shaking.

“Oh, get off your high horse already, Reed,” Cheyenne said. “The thin air up there is affecting your brain.”

Sabine finally got up off the floor and ran, awkwardly in her heels, for the door.

“You are so going to regret the fact that you ever met me,” I told her.

“You’re forgetting something, Reed,” she replied. “You started this. You drew the line that night at the vote. Whatever happens next, it’s all your fault.”

I wanted to smack her in the face. Wanted to take her feet out from under her and show her how it felt. But this was not the place, and I had no time. I had to go after Sabine.

“This is not over, Cheyenne,” I promised her. “Not even close.”


PARALYZED



Sabine spent the entire day in the infirmary. When I went to check on her, they wouldn’t even let me see her. Said she wanted to be alone. After dinner, which she had skipped, she had come back to the room, grabbed her books, and left again, ignoring my attempts to talk to her. Just ducked her head and disappeared.

Now it was 10:17 and still, she wasn’t back. The library had closed seventeen minutes ago. Where the hell was she?

Please, just don’t let her drop out. Don’t let her give Cheyenne the satisfaction.

I took a deep breath and glanced at my cell phone. Josh was also MIA. I hated being one of those girls who sat around waiting for her phone to ring, but that’s what I was doing. I needed to talk to him. Needed to vent about what had happened and hear his levelheaded take on where Sabine might be. Josh always called me at ten. Every night before bed. But tonight, nothing. Even after the most perfect morning of our relationship. Those kisses that still gave me warm shivers every time I thought about them. Nothing.

The clock clicked over to 10:18. Something had to be wrong. I was just reaching for the phone when the door to my room burst open.

“Reed!”

“Oh my God! You scared the crap out of me!” I said, laughing. I turned to look at Constance and Sabine, and even though I was happy to see that Sabine was all right, my heart instantly dropped to the floor. They looked as if they’d both just witnessed a car wreck. “What’s wrong?”

They glanced at each other with trepidation. My heart thumped extra hard.

“What is it?” I asked, my throat closing.

“It’s Josh,” Constance was so apologetic, I wondered for a second if she’d done something to him somehow.

“What about Josh?” I was on my feet.

“You have to come,” Sabine said, reaching for my arm. “Just come.”

Fear expanded inside me, filling up my every pore. I couldn’t move. “Come where?”

“Reed—”

“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on,” I said firmly. “Tell me. Right now.”

Another grim look passed between them. “We saw him, Reed,” Sabine said finally. “With Cheyenne.”


DIGNITY



I ran.

I ran so fast, my lungs burned and my vision blurred. I ran so fast, I couldn’t hear a thing save for the wind in my ears. I ran so fast, I tripped over one of the lights lining the pathway and was sent sprawling, tearing up my knee, my hand, my cheek, then got up and just kept running.

He loves me. This isn’t happening. He loves me. He loves me.

Sabine was at my side when I arrived at the tall windows of the art cemetery. Constance was miles behind.

“Reed, take a breath first,” Sabine said. “Calm down.”

“No. No!” I shouted.

I didn’t care if anyone heard. Didn’t care if I got expelled. I just wanted to see. I needed to see. I crept through the bushes to the windowpane. The blinds were cracked so that one could easily see through the slats. I closed my eyes. Said a prayer. Gripped the cold stone cornice with my fingertips. And looked.

Something frigid and slimy slithered down my spine. The edges of my vision went hazy and gray. Inside the warm glow of the art cemetery, our sanctuary, the place Josh and I had shared many stolen moments, stolen kisses, stolen whispers, he was now lying back on the love seat as Cheyenne climbed on top of him.

I felt the vomit coming just in time to turn my head away from Sabine. I retched into the mulch at my feet. Strained tears streamed from the corners of my eyes, down my nose, and across my lips.

But he loves me. He said that he loves m—

“Reed, I am so so sorry,” Sabine said.

“No,” I heard myself say. “No.”

I drew the back of my hand across my mouth. Looked again. Josh reached up and cupped the side of Cheyenne’s neck lovingly, his eyes worshipping. He let his hand slide down and nudge her blouse off her shoulder as she ever-so-slowly unbuttoned it.

“No!”

That was it. No more. I turned and shoved Sabine out of the way. Ripped open the door to Mitchell Hall. I was about to bang on the door to the art cemetery when I saw that it wasn’t even all the way closed. With both hands, I shoved it open. It banged against the wall. A painting crashed to the floor. Cheyenne jumped up with a gasp and righted her shirt, covering her lacy, barely-there bra. Her skirt was on the floor. Her thong and perfectly tanned ass exposed.

“Reed,” Josh said. “Reed, what are you—”

“Shut up,” I said, tears streaming from my eyes. “I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t even want to look at you!” I wiped my face quickly and held my breath, not wanting to give Cheyenne the satisfaction of seeing me this way.

Josh pushed himself up onto his elbows and stared at me. His T-shirt—the very T-shirt he’d put on this morning right in front of me—was pushed all the way up to his pecs. His cords were unbuttoned, unzipped. I felt bile rise in my throat again and swallowed it back. Why had he not jumped up like Cheyenne? Why was he not begging for forgiveness right now? Was every single minute of that morning a lie? Did I really mean that little to him?

“Calm down, Reed,” Cheyenne said huffily, doing up her buttons. “I know this is hard for you, but at least try to retain some dignity.”

And that was when I finally did it. That was when the tenuous rope inside me finally snapped and I slapped Cheyenne as hard as I could, right across her pretty little face.


WILLING PARTICIPANT



“You pathetic, two-faced little whore!” I shouted, storming into Billings House with Sabine and Constance right on my heels. Cheyenne raced ahead of me and jogged up the stairs in her high heels.

“Leave me alone, you psycho!” she shouted back at me.

I took the stairs two at a time and followed her to her room. All the doors in the hallway were already open. Girls crowded into doors in their pajamas, watching as we tore by.

“Reed! What’s going on?” Rose asked.

Like I could answer that right now. I had a blonde to disembowel.

He’d said he loved me. He’d said he loved me.

But she’d just taken it all away.

Cheyenne tried to slam her door in my face, but I flattened my hand against it and pushed my way in.

“Get out!” she shouted at me, backing toward the window.

“Not until you admit what a fraud you are,” I told her.

“You’re crazy, Reed. You’ve finally snapped,” Cheyenne ranted, laughing nervously.

“Oh, I’m crazy. I’m crazy?” I blurted. “You walk around here for days blabbering on about Billings and integrity and image and sisterhood and bonds that will last a lifetime and meanwhile you’re spending every single free second you have seducing my boyfriend!”

There was a general gasp and twitter behind me. I turned to look. Every single one of our housemates was either gathered near the door or out in the hall.

“That’s right, girls! Your fine, upstanding leader was just strad-dling my boyfriend in the art cemetery,” I said, knowing they would all find out through the rumor mill anyway. “And yet she’s the one walking around telling all of us who’s good enough to be in Billings. Who has the right qualities. This backstabbing slut is passing judgment on everyone else!”

“It wasn’t just me, Reed. I didn’t throw myself at him,” Cheyenne said. “You saw him. He was a willing participant. He even invited me there.”

My vision blackened over. I honestly felt as if I might faint. When I whirled on her again, I had to grab her dresser to keep the dizziness at bay. It was one thing if Cheyenne had gone to him. If she’d known he’d be there like he was most nights and had walked in wearing her sexy little outfit all toned and blond and sexpotted out. I would still never forgive him, but it would somehow make it better to put the fault squarely on her.

“I don’t believe you. I’ve seen you. I’ve seen the way you’re all over him all the time. This was all you.”

“Oh, yeah? Here!” Cheyenne reached into her Kate Spade and pulled out her cell, tossing it at me. “Check the first text message.”

She was bluffing. She had to be bluffing. I opened the text window and my vision blurred again. There was Josh’s cell number across the top of the screen, clear as day. The message read:

cant wait anymore. NEED u. now. 2nite. meet me. art cemetery. after cmte meeting.

Every ounce of rage I had within me exploded at that moment. I reached back and hurled her phone at the wall, shattering it into a million pieces, one of which nicked Cheyenne right in the face. Cheyenne yelped and cupped her chin.

Mrs. Lattimer chose that moment to show up.

“Girls!” she shouted. “That is enough!”

The shock, the horror, the disgust, was evident in her eyes as she took in the scene. Cheyenne, still haphazardly dressed. The pieces of the phone all over the floor. The mask of purple fury that I knew was covering my face. Her mouth formed a thin line of determination. I had never seen her look so grim.

“To your room, Miss Brennan. Now.”


REINFORCEMENTS



“Who the hell does she think she is? She thinks she can just do whatever she wants? Have whatever she wants?” I ranted, whisper-shouting myself hoarse as I paced in front of Sabine. She sat in the center of her bed, knees together, watching me as I walked back and forth. Only her eyes moved. It was as if she was afraid to shift position lest I pounce. Not that I could blame her. I was rabidly out of control. “Whoever she wants?”

My voice cracked and I stopped pacing, covering my mouth with my hand as the images came rushing back to me. Josh’s hand on her bare skin. That adoring look in his eyes that used to be reserved for me. He’d looked at Cheyenne the exact same way he’d looked at me this morning when I’d told him I loved him. The exact same way.

My other hand went to my stomach. How could he? How could he do this to me? Was this the reason he’d wanted me to quit Billings so badly? To keep me and his other woman apart? Less chance of me finding out about her if we weren’t living together, I suppose. And, oh my God. That night. That night Cheyenne had been out so late and I thought she’d been with Sabine . . . Had she been with Josh then, too? He’d been exhausted and cross and impatient the next day. Had this been going on this whole week? Had they been lying to me from day one? I couldn’t believe Josh could be that manipulative. That cunning. No. Not Josh. Not possible.

But then, I would have never thought this was possible. Never in a million years.

“She is out of control,” Sabine agreed. “You used to be friends, no? Even if you have had problems this year, it’s no excuse.”

I took a deep breath to quell the nausea. Wiped a stray tear from under my eye.

“‘Out of control’ is an understatement,” I blurted. “You know she’s been trying to force you, Constance, and Lorna out of here since that first day, right? She doesn’t care if you quit Billings or get expelled. Whichever happens first is fine by her.”

Sabine’s jaw dropped. “Expelled? She wants us expelled? My father would murder me!”

“She doesn’t care. As long as you’re not living here,” I muttered.

“But . . . but I haven’t done a thing to deserve it,” Sabine said, standing. “I’ve done everything she asked. Running her errands . . . cleaning her room . . . stealing things and putting them back. I’ve done nothing wrong. She is the one who’s manipulating everyone. It’s not fair!”

I leaned into my desk and stared out the window at the lights on the quad. “You’re right. Cheyenne’s the one who should get expelled, after everything she’s done.”

My words hung in the air between us. Sabine was perfectly silent. Perfectly still. My heart started to pound anew. Cheyenne. Expelled. Cheyenne. Expelled.

This was supposed to be a perfect year. New and free of drama. And it would have been, if not for her. She had ruined it all. Ruined Billings. Ruined Josh. Ruined everything. I looked at Sabine. Her eyes were wide. We were thinking the same thing. My skin tingled.

“What if she did get expelled?” I said slowly.

“It would be over then, no?” Sabine said tentatively.

“God, can you even imagine how peaceful it would be here without her?” I said, looking around our room. “Without her torturing you guys? Without her stomping and shouting and ordering people around?”

“We could just be students again,” Sabine said, sounding wistful. “We could be normal.”

She was right. If Cheyenne were gone, the newbies would be spared any more stress. They wouldn’t have to go through all the crap I’d gone through last year. I was certain that without Cheyenne leading the pack, the hazing would end. Portia was too self-involved to be bothered, and Vienna and London would rather be primping and partying than plotting. Without Cheyenne, Billings would be free.

I would just love to see her face if she got expelled. Would love to show her once and for all that she couldn’t mess with me. That I wasn’t going to just let her get away with stabbing me in the back.

I couldn’t believe I was seriously considering this. Couldn’t believe I actually had it in me. But then I thought of Josh again. His face. His hands. His eyes. And I knew that I could do it. I was more than capable.

“Do you think we could do it?” I said quietly.

Sabine bit her lip. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

I sat down shakily on my desk chair. My computer screen was dark, but just looking at it gave me an idea. God, if only Noelle were here. She would know exactly how to exact revenge on Cheyenne, and exactly what strings to pull to get the job done. But I didn’t even have a clue where she was, how to get in contact with her. She had long since changed all her numbers and e-mails, as if she wanted to cut off everyone completely. Cut me out of her life. But I had a feeling she would want to hear about this. Would want to help. She, after all, cared about Billings more than anyone. And one of her worst fears had been finding out what would happen if Cheyenne took over.

I stared at the computer. I knew someone who might know how to find her. Someone I’d been “talking” to nearly every day. Maybe it was finally time to broach the subject I had been avoiding for so long. Could I do it? And if I did and he helped me find her, would she be there for me?

I hit the space bar, bringing the screen to life.

“What are you doing?” Sabine asked.

I typed in Dash’s e-mail. “Calling in reinforcements.”

I composed a quick message, but the second I hit the send button, I wanted to call the e-mail back. My whole chest filled with dread. What was I thinking? I was not Noelle. I had made that abundantly clear over the past few weeks. I couldn’t get someone expelled. Not even Cheyenne. I wasn’t a schemer. I didn’t have it in me. This was not me.

And on top of all that, what if Dash didn’t write me back? We never mentioned Noelle or Josh in our e-mails. What if bringing her up now somehow tarnished our banter? Brought it into the realm of the real? Potentially, I had just screwed up beyond all repair. Lost Josh and Dash in one horrifying, heartbreaking day.

I closed the computer with a click and tried to swallow against my suddenly dry throat.

“Maybe we should talk about something else,” I said, my voice hollow.

Sabine laughed nervously. “Yes. Good idea.”

We had come dangerously close to the abyss. It was time to turn back.


FOUR HOURS



That night I lay in bed, unable to sleep, staring at the ceiling. The images kept coming over and over. Cheyenne’s bare legs. Josh’s chest. Cheyenne climbing on top of him. His hand on her neck. On her shoulder. His eyes as he took her in. Her hands slowly unbuttoning her shirt. Her bra. Her thong. His unzipped pants . . .

I flipped over, face to pillow, and groaned. Tears squeezed their way out onto the pillowcase.

How could he do this to me? How?

I couldn’t breathe. I lifted my head and my heart stopped. Red and blue lights flashed against the windowpane. A million flashback images from last year flooded my mind. I jumped from my bed and shoved the curtains aside.

There was an ambulance pulling past the girls’ dormitory circle. I spotted it as it whizzed up the drive toward the end. Toward the second circle. Toward the boys’ dorms. No siren. No noise. Just the silent scream of the lights.

I held my breath and clung to the curtains until it was out of sight. Then I opened the window and listened. Heard the distant pop of car doors closing. The sound of voices carrying through the clear night. And then, nothing.

I looked at the clock. Four hours until breakfast. Four hours to wait and wonder what the hell was going on now.


SWEET LITTLE SABINE



The next morning I was itching to get out in the world and find out what had happened, but I had to wait for Sabine. Considering the night I’d had, I was in no shape to traverse campus and deal with all the wagging tongues and curious eyes on my own. She dressed as quickly as she could, and we were just walking out of our room when we heard Cheyenne screech. There were pounding footsteps, and two seconds later she was in the hall in her pink bathrobe, clutching what looked like the tattered, stained, and slashed remains of the tartlet outfit Sabine had worn the day before.

“What is this?” she shouted at Sabine, storming over to us. She shook the garments in her fists.

“Oh, right. I tried to wash them since you were so kind as to let me borrow them, but the campus machine went crazy and just tore them all to shreds,” Sabine said innocently.

My jaw dropped. She didn’t. She couldn’t. Sweet little Sabine?

“The washing machine did this,” Cheyenne said facetiously. She unfurled the shirt and skirt. Each was cut into tiny little strips like fringe. And the stains on the shirt weren’t just from juice and eggs. There were big black marks all over it, like the unfortunate person wearing it had been hit by a car.

Sabine shrugged. “It’s an old machine.”

“And I suppose it chewed my boots to pulp, too,” Cheyenne said, glowering.

“No,” Sabine said. “That was the janitor’s dog. He busted into the laundry room and just grabbed them. There’s no stopping a dog once he gets his teeth into real leather. I’m so sorry. I’ll pay you back, of course.”

I snorted a laugh. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” I said, putting my arm over Sabine’s shoulder. “I think the two of you are even now.”

I turned Sabine around, and together we strolled for the door. “Thanks for that. I needed a laugh this morning,” I said. “But I’ve gotta say, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“Neither did I,” Sabine replied. “But I suppose she just brings it out in me.”


WASN’T ME



Every muscle in my body was tense as I walked to breakfast. Contrary to my plan, Sabine had bailed the moment we hit the front steps, needing to get some paperwork from her counselor, and I’d been left alone. Vulnerable. It was the first cool day of the year and I wasn’t dressed for it. Hadn’t even bothered to consider the weather. I shivered as a breeze rustled by, clinging to my bare arms. I looked around for distressed expressions, for whispering lips, for any indication of what had happened the night before. But all appeared normal. A sunny, happy Saturday at Easton Academy.

“Reed!”

Trey speed-walked over to me from the direction of Ketlar, his handsome face creased with concern. I stopped in my tracks. This could not be good.

“Are you all right? Have you heard from Josh?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

He paused, confused. “Josh. They took him to the hospital last night. Didn’t Gage call you?”

“No.”

No, no, no.

“What happened?” I blurted.

“He had a seizure. I woke up out of nowhere and found him half falling out of his bed, shaking like crazy. I had to call 911,” Trey said. “I’m sorry. Gage was supposed to—”

He stopped midsentence as a black sedan—one of Easton’s official cars, used to retrieve visiting students and alumni from the airport—slid up the drive and paused between dorms. The door opened, and Josh stepped out very slowly. Jeans frayed, hair messed, but otherwise perfectly intact. The relief that flooded through me at the very sight of him was quickly obliterated the second he looked at me. In that second I recalled the anguish of last night. And I didn’t care. I didn’t care if he was fine or not. I just had to get out of there. I turned on my heel and stormed toward the dining hall, leaving Trey behind me.

“Reed! Wait!” Josh shouted.

I sped up.

“Reed! Please! I have to talk to you.”

His hand fell on my shoulder. I whipped around, batting it away with my forearm in one motion.

“Ow! Dammit.” He clung to his arm, slumped, like I’d just taken all the life out of him.

“We are done talking,” I said through my teeth.

God, he looked pale. His eyes were all red and bloodshot. I wanted to hug him. Ask him what had happened. Had he been scared? I just wanted to kiss him and—

Smack him. No. Punch him. Right in the gut.

“Reed, I had a seizure last night,” Josh told me, his tone pleading.

“And what? You want me to kiss you and make it all better?” I blurted, storming off again.

“No! That’s not what I meant!” Josh said. “Please, Reed. Please just stop. I can’t. I can’t keep up with you right now.”

There was something in his tone that stopped me. A pathetic quality that for some reason my heart couldn’t ignore. When I looked at him again, he was sitting down on one of the stone benches. Slowly. Tenderly. As if every bone in his body hurt.

“What’s the matter with you?” I asked belligerently.

“It’s the seizure,” he said. “All my muscles hurt. I think I just killed myself running to catch up with you.”

He gave me a grimace/smile that brought angry tears to my eyes. Why was he doing this? Was he really expecting to get a pity vote that would somehow erase what he’d done?

“About last night,” he said.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

“Well, I do,” he snapped.

Snapped. At me. Like I was the one letting Cheyenne Martin crawl all over me.

“I was drugged, Reed. I didn’t even know what the hell I was doing,” he said, the words coming out in a rush. “I was in the art cemetery and all of a sudden she was there and then you were there and . . . I don’t even remember half of it. I was completely out of it. You have to believe me. I would never do that to you. You know that. I don’t even—”

“Stop,” I said. My eyes were welling. Every pack of people that passed us by on the quad stared at us. “Stop lying.”

“I’m not lying!” Josh shouted. “I’m telling you. Someone put something in my pillbox yesterday. I always set it up at the beginning of the week and sort the pills I need by day. Yesterday I dumped my pills into my hand and shoveled them into my mouth all at once. You’ve seen me do it a million times, right?”

Why was I still standing there? Why?

“Right?” he asked again.

I managed to nod.

“Well, right before they hit my mouth I noticed something. This small white pill with blue dots all over it. It wasn’t one of my pills. But it was too late,” he said, his eyes pleading. “I told myself I’d just imagined it, but now I know I didn’t. It had to be one of those date rape drugs or something. It’s the only explanation.”

“Not the only one,” I muttered.

“Why else would I have had a seizure last night?” Josh demanded. “Those have been under control for years. The only time I ever have one anymore is if I take something extra or drink too much or whatever. If my body chemistry gets thrown off. It makes perfect sense. Whatever I took . . . that threw me off enough to give me a seizure.”

I stared down at him. At his hopeful blue eyes. At his wan complexion.

“Somebody did this to me, Reed. To us,” he said. “I would never willingly hurt you. You’re everything to me, don’t you get that? Everything.”

My teeth clenched together so tightly, it sent my temple throbbing. “Then why did you text her?” I said quietly.

Josh blinked. “What?”

“Why did you text Cheyenne? You invited her there, Josh! You said you couldn’t wait for her anymore. That you needed her!” I shouted. “If you were so taken advantage of, how the hell do you explain that?”

A few freshmen walking by stopped to stare. I didn’t even care. Let them see what happened when you let yourself care about someone. Let me be a cautionary tale. Something good should come out of my crap-ass life.

“Reed, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Josh said.

“Stop lying!” I practically screamed. “I saw it on her phone! She showed it to me. It came from your cell. You invited her there!”

“I didn’t. I didn’t,” Josh rambled, shaking his head. Squinting his eyes. As if trying to remember. “We were at a committee meeting in Mitchell Hall for the Driscoll dinner thing. After it was over I went to the cemetery. She followed me in there. She followed me—”

“Please stop,” I said, tears spilling over onto my cheeks. “I can’t stand here and listen to this anymore.”

I turned around, hugging myself, and walked away. He stood up, but winced and didn’t move.

“Reed, please don’t do this. It wasn’t me. I didn’t know what I was doing,” he pleaded. “I love you! Reed! You know that I love you!”

My heart tore down the middle. Today his words felt like a cruel joke. Like torture. He kept calling to me, but I didn’t look back. I would never look back.


THE BEST



I sat up straight in bed when the front door of Billings slammed closed. The first thing I noticed was that Sabine was not in her bed. The second was the time on the clock: 1:04 a.m. Then I heard Mr. White’s icy voice down in the lobby. Sound really carried in an old, creaky house like this one. Especially when no one was attempting to be quiet.

“To bed,” he said. “Now.”

“Crap,” I said under my breath, flinging my sheets aside.

Several footfalls on the stairs told me Sabine was not alone. When the door opened, Constance and Lorna were with her. Their heads were all bowed.

“What the hell—”

I didn’t get the chance to finish my sentence.

“What the hell happened?” Cheyenne howled, tearing in wearing nothing but a short pink nightgown. She was followed by London, Vienna, Portia, Rose, Tiffany, Missy, and Astrid. I hadn’t spoken to her all day, and part of me wanted to grab her and shove her right back out of my room.

“No one invited you in here,” I spat. No one even looked at me.

“We got caught,” Constance told us as she shrugged out of her jacket.

“What?” Cheyenne whisper-screeched.

“Oh, this is just brill,” Portia blurted, touching her diamond B. “I knew this was going to happen!”

“Caught doing what?” I demanded, heart pounding.

“They were supposed to be stealing a test,” Portia explained.

“Are you expelled?” Cheyenne demanded of the three of them. There was obvious hope behind her eyes.

“No,” Sabine said bitterly, knowing, as she did, that Cheyenne wanted her gone. “They caught us outside. Lorna said we were out for a midnight stroll, and they couldn’t prove otherwise. We’re only on probation.”

“Quick thinking, Lorna,” Tiffany said, rousing a rare but weak smile from Lorna.

“Probation?” Rose asked. “Meaning what, exactly?”

“Mr. White said if any of the three of us steps one more foot out of line, we’re gone,” Constance explained. She looked as if her life was flashing before her eyes.

“Unbelievable,” Cheyenne said, throwing up her hands. “Do you know that in the eighty-plus years that Billings House has been functioning not a single person has gotten caught on this task? It’s a veritable cake walk!”

Shut up, you backstabbing bitch. Shut up, shut up, shut up!

“I would never have gotten caught,” Missy sniffed.

I stared at her. Every inch of my skin tingled. She stood in the middle of my room in a pair of silk pajama pants and a tank top. Astrid, too, was in boxer shorts. Kiki wasn’t even there, probably still sleeping. But Constance, Sabine, and Lorna were dressed in head-to-toe black. “Why didn’t you get caught?” I asked.

“Excuse me?” Missy snapped.

“Why weren’t you out there with them?” I asked, then looked at Cheyenne. It took some effort to do that without retching, but I forced myself. “If every Billings Girl has passed this task since the beginning of time, why weren’t Missy and Astrid and Kiki out trying to pass it?”

Cheyenne scoffed. “I couldn’t exactly send six girls out at once to tromp around campus, could I?” she said, tugging on her hair. “The others were going to go out tomorrow night. Not that they can now,” she added, casting a disgusted look at the three in black. “Nice to ruin it for everyone.”

Sabine, Lorna, and Constance looked at their feet, like kindergartners who’d just gotten caught raiding the cookie jar. This was so degrading. So humiliating. And they so did not deserve it.

You have the high road, I thought, hearing Dash’s voice in my head.

“All right. That’s it,” I said. “Cheyenne. Outside.”

There was no getting around it. We lived in the same house. She was systematically torturing my friends. I was going to have to deal with her. But if I was going to have to deal with her, it would be on my terms.

“What?” she snapped.

“You, me, let’s go.”

“No way. Not if you’re going to go all Million Dollar Baby on me again,” she said, paling.

“I won’t touch you. I swear,” I said, standing at the doorway. “We’re just going to have a little chat.”

She looked at her friends as if to make sure they’d have her back if I threw down, then swooped by me out the door. I cringed at her close proximity as images of her and Josh assaulted me again. Taking a deep breath, I pushed them aside and closed the door. I tucked my clenched fists under my arms and turned to face off with Cheyenne. She took an instinctive step back in the hallway, toward her room. It was all I could do to keep from laughing at her tremulousness.

“This ends now,” I said.

She laughed. Loudly. Probably relieved that I wasn’t right-hooking her jaw. “You’re out of your mind.”

“No, I think I’m actually in my right mind for the first time all year,” I told her. “You are going to back off those girls starting right now, or I’m going to the headmaster to tell him that you’re orchestrating all of this. That this is all part of the sorority thing you’ve created around here that he hates so much.”

She laughed again, until she saw the fire in my eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

“Wouldn’t I?” I asked. “After everything you’ve done to me, do you really think I would hesitate a second to carry through on that threat?”

Cheyenne studied me. I could practically hear the gears in her head creaking.

“I’d tell everyone it was you,” she said, lifting her chin. “Everyone in Billings would know that you went against your own.”

“Somehow, after last night, I don’t think they would blame me.”

“Oh, they would. These girls are remarkably self-centered, if you haven’t noticed. They’ll start wondering about you. If you can backstab me, then who’s next?” Cheyenne theorized. “Do those losers really matter more to you than Billings does?”

“No,” I told her firmly. “But they do matter more to me than you.” Her jaw dropped slightly and her cheeks turned crimson. How she could be surprised at this, I had no idea, but I stepped even closer to her, sensing I had her just where I wanted her. “I’ll deal with the rest of the house if and when the time comes. But I’m sure the headmaster would much rather pull one lonely troublemaker out of Billings than have to close down the whole dorm and explain that to the prestigious Billings alumnae, don’t you think?”

Her eyes were wide. I had never seen Cheyenne speechless before.

“I know how much you love this place,” I said. “I know how much it would kill you to have to go live in Pemberly with the commoners.”

“You can’t.”

“Oh, I can.” I felt strong as I stared her down. Certain. I had the high road. I was in charge. “Don’t test me, Cheyenne. I learned from the best.”

With that, I turned around and went back into my room, slamming the door in her face. Finally, I had gotten the last word.


ADEQUATE



Between my bio lab and chem class I received a text from Rose telling me to come straight back to Billings after soccer practice for a meeting. I spent the entire time on the field missing passes, shooting wide, and falling all over myself, my mind on other things. On Josh. On Cheyenne. On their gut-crushing betrayal. And on this meeting. What could it possibly be about? I couldn’t even begin to hazard a guess, but considering my current frame of mind, I knew it couldn’t be good.

“How’re you holding up?” Astrid asked me as we tromped down the hill back toward the school buildings.

Her question made my fists clench. She was, after all, friends with the enemy. Why was she asking? So she could report back to Cheyenne?

“I’m fine,” I said flatly.

“Reed, I’m not on her side,” Astrid said, stopping in her tracks.

It took me a few more steps to pause. I held my breath as I looked at her, but I had no idea what to say.

“I think that she’s a complete cow for what she did,” Astrid told me, tucking her soccer ball under her arm. “We never were proper friends, just people who knew each other through our families, and at this point I feel quite sure we never will be.”

My heart felt squishy and warm and distrustful at the same time. “I don’t know what to say.”

“I don’t blame you for not trusting me, but one day you will,” Astrid said, completely unfazed. “I have a way of growing on people.”

She winked and I laughed. “Okay. Fair enough.”

Her cell phone beeped and she pulled it from her duffel bag and groaned. “Bollocks.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Text from the Nazi herself. Says all the newbies are to go directly to the library and wait for further instruction. Bloody hell. I was looking forward to a shower.”

All the little hairs on my neck stood on end. What the hell was going on? It was all I could do to keep from running to Billings to find out, but I didn’t want Astrid to think I was not in the know. I walked her to the split in the path, then speed-walked my way into the house.

There was a lot of chatter coming from the parlor. Glasses clinked, girls giggled, general sounds of merriment. I walked over to the doorway and found every last one of my housemates, minus the six new girls, gathered around a tray of lemonade, chattering away. I’d just walked into a WASP-athon.

“Reed! There you are!” Vienna called out. She quickly poured me a crystal tumbler full of lemonade and got up to present it to me. Tiffany snapped our picture. “Now we can get started!”

I dropped my soccer bag on the floor. “Started with what, exactly?”

“Planning the initiation ceremony,” Rose said.

“I get to be in charge of invitations!” London trilled happily, fanning herself with a stationery catalog.

“I thought we weren’t having initiation,” I said. “Didn’t the headmaster basically forbid it?” Like that mattered anymore, but still. Someone had to say it.

“There are certain traditions we must uphold,” Cheyenne said, walking around the couch and settee to stand in front of me. If she had been intimidated by me the night before, she wasn’t showing it now. It was amazing how my blood boiled at the very sight of her. Her and her smug, prissy face. All day, every time I laid eyes on her, all I could think about was her and Josh. Were they together now? A couple? He’d been sitting exclusively at the Ketlar table, avoiding us both like we were contagious, but who knew if they were meeting in secret? Who knew what they had done together? She’d killed the best thing in my life. Stolen my boyfriend. And now here she was lecturing me about something as ridiculous as tradition.

“That’s great, Cheyenne, except when the keeping-up-tradition could get us all expelled,” I said finally.

A few of the girls exchanged looks, as if this hadn’t occurred to them before. I looked down my nose at Cheyenne, straightening to full height. All the better to remind her of how scary I could be.

“Let’s look at it this way, Reed,” Cheyenne said, placing her palms together. She looked at me with pity, like she was talking to an addled old woman. “How would you feel if you’d had to miss out on the experience of your Billings initiation just because some new headmaster randomly decided to crack down?”

She had me there. As odd and frightening and unexpected as my initiation had been at first, it had also been fairly cool. It had been the first time at Easton that I had actually felt as if I belonged somewhere. As if I was wanted. But then there was that small question of the vote. Of the fact that some of the girls were not technically wanted at all.

“Let me ask you this,” I said. “Who, exactly, are we initiating?”

“All of them!” Rose announced happily.

“Really?” I was stunned.

“We all talked it over before you got here and we decided you were right,” Cheyenne said, just about containing the sour look in her eyes. “We can’t fight the headmaster on this. And it’s not like they’re lepers or something. They’re all . . . adequate.”

“And we can work on the ones who aren’t,” London added.

Translation? I’d won. Cheyenne had seen it in my eyes the night before that I meant business. I had actually intimidated someone into submission. My heart welled with pride. It was all I could do to keep from happy-dancing around her like she were a sombrero. Maybe she had taken Josh, but I had taken her pride. It was a small victory.

“And we can’t spend the entire year working against these girls. We do have other things to focus on. Applications, senior events . . . ”

She glanced at me in an almost teasing way, and I felt my face turn red. Josh. She was thinking about Josh. Mocking me about him.

Take the high road, Reed. Don’t tear her hair out just yet. She’s conceding the war to you right now. She’s just trying to save face.

“Fine. I’m glad you finally came around,” I told her. “But we cannot let the headmaster find out about this.”

“Well, obvi,” Portia said, rolling her big brown eyes.

I would love to see Portia in a job interview. Seriously. Not that she would ever have to go through one.

“Now, let’s get to work,” Cheyenne said. “We have a big event to plan and not much time.”

As much as I still wanted to throttle Cheyenne, I couldn’t help smiling as I joined the rest of the Billings Girls. I had won. Billings would be a better place because of me. I had beaten Cheyenne.

How I wished Noelle could see me now.


FAMILIAR



Tiffany struggled to catch up with me as we walked to class after lunch. I had been hyperaware of Josh staring at me from across the cafeteria, and I needed to get away as fast as I could. No way I wanted another dramatic encounter. I just wanted it to be done. Done and over and forgotten.

“Reed! Reed, wait up!”

It was him. My steps hurried forward.

“Reed, you need to take this up as an Olympic sport,” Tiffany told me, breathless at my side.

“Reed! Please don’t do this!”

“I’m sorry, Tiffany. I gotta go.”

I started running. I knew I looked insane, with my hair whipping around and my heavy bag banging against my side, but I didn’t care. I was halfway up the steps to the class building when he caught up to me. Grabbed my sleeve. A couple of sophomores on their way inside looked at me, alarmed, and I averted my gaze.

“What do you want, Josh?”

I made the mistake of looking at him. God, he was gorgeous. Even more so when I couldn’t have him. Couldn’t touch him. Couldn’t kiss him. He was supposed to be dead to me. How could he be so beautiful?

“We have to talk about this,” he said, heaving for air. His eyes were desperate. Pleading. “This can’t just be over. It can’t.”

My heart was choking me. I had to get out of there. “But it is. It is over. You have to leave me alone.”

I had never seen anyone look so crushed. Maybe it was all true. Maybe he had been drugged. Maybe it wasn’t his fault. . . .

No. No. I was not going there. I was not going to be the idiot. He’d broken my heart. No one got a second chance to do that. Not again.

“I have to go.”

“Reed—”

Tiffany caught up with us then, thank God. She put her arm through mine and stared him down. “We’re leaving.”

That was all I needed. I turned and shoved through the doors. I had only taken two shaky steps inside when a voice stopped me.

“Breaking hearts again, Brennan?”

It was Ivy Slade. Standing behind us near the door, slim arms crossed over her slim chest. Amused. Challenging.

“Who the hell do you think you are? You don’t even know me!” I blurted, getting right in her face.

I was already so pent up from the encounter with Josh, I was practically grateful to her for giving me a reason to explode. But she didn’t even flinch.

“Oh, I know you. I know you better than you can possibly imagine.”

It took a good five seconds for any of this to process. By the time it did, Tiffany was trying to tug me away. “Don’t listen to her, Reed. It’s pointless.”

But I couldn’t walk away now. “What do you mean?” I asked her. “Who told you about me? Taylor? Are you still in touch with Taylor Bell?”

Her thin lips twisted into a smirk.

“You are, aren’t you? Where is she? What the hell happened to her?” I asked, feeling wild and out of control in the face of her complete calm. “What did she tell you about me?”

“Classic Reed,” she said. “Always so full of questions.”

I saw red. I couldn’t believe this girl was standing there talking down to me like this. Talking as if she knew anything about me.

“Who the hell are you?” I demanded.

She simply smiled and stepped around us, walking slowly and unaffectedly down the hall. Turning her back on me like I was so unworthy of her time.

“Bitch,” Tiffany said under her breath.

I was shaking from head to toe. “What just happened?” I asked her. “What is that girl’s deal?”

“Reed, breathe,” Tiffany told me.

I did. I sucked in air. Didn’t realize until that moment that I hadn’t done that for a while.

“Good. Now listen to me,” Tiffany said, her brown eyes serious. “Do not spend one extra second thinking about Ivy Slade. She’s just messing with you.”

“But why?” I asked.

“Because it’s what she does,” Tiffany said, looking down the hall after the girl. “It’s pretty much what she lives for.”

Ivy paused at the door of a classroom, flipped her long black hair back, and smiled knowingly. A chill enveloped my insides, and fear gripped my heart. I practically fell onto the bench near the wall.

“Reed? Are you okay?” Tiffany asked.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. It’s just been an emotional couple of minutes,” I told her.

“Should I get the nurse? Do you need water?” she asked.

I must have looked really bad to merit that reaction. I tipped forward and put my head between my knees. I was fine. Or I would be. I just had to let this feeling pass. This eerily familiar feeling.

This feeling I hadn’t felt since the last time I’d looked into Ariana Osgood’s eyes.


JUST A DORM



“What’s the matter?” I asked Sabine as she caught up to me on the steps of the library later that day. The sun was just dipping below the horizon, and the tiny lights that lined the stone pathways flickered on, casting a warm, welcoming glow. It was a beautiful late-summer evening. I, however, couldn’t wait to get inside. All day, whenever I was out in the open. I felt like a gazelle in the middle of lion country, always afraid that Josh was about to come around the corner or that Ivy would find me again and systematically pick apart my brain. Sabine, however, looked even more stressed than I felt. “Is it Cheyenne? What did she do now?”

“No. I just found out I have to pick a sport.” She pulled a face, like the idea of physical exertion was disgusting to her.

“You don’t play anything?” I asked, opening the door for her.

“Not really,” she said. “Tennis, a bit, but that’s in the spring. I have to do something now.”

“Why don’t you join the soccer team?” I suggested.

She guffawed. “Oh, because I know nothing about soccer and have a fear of large girls with a lust for blood?”

I laughed. “Nice picture. But it doesn’t matter. Astrid’s on the team and she’s not much of an athlete. There are always a few who just ride the bench. You could be one of those people.”

“Maybe . . . ” Her face brightened slightly. “Okay. I will think about it. Thanks, Reed.”

I smiled as we found ourselves a table, the whole Josh thing momentarily reduced to a minor ache. I was so glad Sabine had decided to come to Easton of all the schools in New England.

“Omigod, you guys!”

Constance came tearing around the stacks, all wild-haired and bright-eyed, like something cute and hyper out of a Disney cartoon.

“Look what I got!” she exclaimed.

She sat down next to me and slid a small ivory card out of her notebook. Sabine sat back when she saw it, uninterested, but I picked it up. It was of thick stock and had very few words printed on it in a swirling script.

Constance Talbot

The Sisters of Billings House

Request the Honor of Your Presence

in the Billings Parlor

Ten o’clock

Tonight

Wear only white

“Did your invitation look like that?” Constance asked breathlessly.

“Actually my invitation looked like a half-empty dorm room, remember?” I said.

“Oh, yeah. Right. But this is it, right? Initiation?” she whispered, looking around. “Are we going to get our diamond Bs there?”

I smiled, so glad that all the uncertainty and anguish were about to end for her. “I guess you’ll have to show up and find out,” I said with a conspiratorial smile.

Constance giggled uncontrollably and slipped the invite away. Across the table, Sabine sighed.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, a sudden suspicion occurring to me. “You did get one, didn’t you?”

“Yes. But I just don’t understand,” she said petulantly. “I didn’t ask to be in some sorority. It’s just a dorm. A place to live. A place they put me. And now I have to go through all these tests and rituals, just to be accepted in the house I was sent to. It doesn’t seem fair.”

Constance and I exchanged a look. “You don’t want to be in Billings?” Constance demanded, dumbfounded.

Sabine lifted a shoulder, and I felt this weird twinge. This irritation at being rejected. How could anyone not want to be in Billings?

But then, Sabine was an outsider. She hadn’t had the superiority of Billings House drilled into her from day one like I had. She had never met Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor. Never seen how seductive and cool the Billings Girls could truly be. She had just been shown through the door at the feet of substandards like Cheyenne and Portia and had been either tortured or publicly humiliated every day since. Why should she look up to them—to us? To her we were just a bunch of random girls forcing her to do random crap for our approval.

“Sabine, if you don’t want to do it, you don’t have to,” I told her, feeling almost sacrilegious, but forging ahead. “I’m sure you can get a transfer. There are other rooms on campus.”

Even though I’d hate, hate, hate to see Cheyenne win.

“Yes, but then . . . ” She looked away and toyed with her pen, as if embarrassed by what she was about to say.

“But then what?” Constance prompted.

“But then I would not be rooming with you,” she said, looking at me.

Now I felt a real pang.

“Aw!” Constance trilled, giving us both a little pouty look. “I was the same way last year when she left me. She’s, like, the best roommate.”

I laughed and shook my head. They were ridiculous, but I was pleased nonetheless. “Don’t worry, Sabine. It’ll get better. After tonight, it’ll get a lot better. I promise.”

Sabine nodded, seeming comforted. I only hoped that my promise didn’t turn out to be a false one.


NEW RITUAL



I stood between Vienna and Rose that night, dressed in my basic black skirt and a black ballet-neck T-shirt, my hair pulled back from my face. Rose wore a simple black dress, but Vienna was, as ever, busting out the top of a strapless black frock that could have been a pillowcase in a former life. Around us, the rest of the Billings Girls were gathered into a semicircle, our black taper candles flickering in front of us. All except Cheyenne, who had taken Noelle’s position before us. Her face seemed to be set in a permanent smirk.

We heard footsteps creaking at the top of the stairs. My pulse started to race.

“Here we go,” Rose said under her breath.

“Shhh!” Cheyenne admonished.

Rose rolled her eyes.

Finally, London appeared on the steps, wearing a slightly more modest dress than her Twin City counterpart. Ever-so-slowly, she led the six new Billings Girls down the stairs and into the foyer. They were blindfolded and holding hands in a line. All in white, they looked like a string of freshly cut paper dolls. When London stopped, they all bumped into one another one by one, and even I had a hard time keeping myself from laughing. London slipped over to stand next to Vienna. Constance’s head twitched around nervously, and I was so elated for her. In a few minutes all her uncertainty would be over. I couldn’t wait.

“Ladies. Remove your blindfolds,” Cheyenne ordered, lowering her voice to what was supposed to be an imperious tone. She sounded more shrill than intimidating.

The girls tore off their white blindfolds. They looked around, confused and blinking. Constance’s eyes fell on the jewelry boxes that sat on the mantel and I saw her bite down on her lip to keep from smiling.

“Welcome, everyone, to this, the eighty-fifth initiation ceremony of Billings House,” Cheyenne said. “You will each step forward when I call your name.”

My candle warmed my face as someone down the line cursed under her breath, burned by hot wax. It was amazing, seeing the ritual from this side. It had seemed so eerie and important last year. The girls all so ethereal and untouchable. Now I knew they were just a bunch of girls who were stressing about their homework, picking their wedgies, and looking forward to the champagne stashed in the next room.

“Step forward, Astrid Chou,” Cheyenne said.

Astrid stepped up. Cheyenne handed her an unlit candle, which Astrid tipped toward Cheyenne’s to accept the flame.

“Ladies of Billings House, do we receive Astrid Chou into our circle?” Cheyenne asked.

“Welcome, Astrid! To our circle!” we chorused.

We had gone over it just before the ceremony, but somehow, it still sounded different to me. Different from my initiation. But then, a lot of this was different. I had been all alone. I hadn’t been blindfolded and dressed in white. I had been a last-minute substitution. And to be honest, the details of that intense day were still very murky.

Astrid smiled as Portia retrieved a jewelry box from the pile and opened it to reveal the diamond B inside. Astrid grinned and took the box in her free hand. Cheyenne touched her shoulder, steering her toward the end of the semicircle. She was now on our side of the room. One of us.

“Step forward, Melissa Thurber,” Cheyenne said.

Missy’s nose was so high in the air, she could probably smell tomorrow morning’s breakfast. We went through the ritual again.

“Ladies of Billings House, do we receive Melissa Thurber into our circle?”

“Welcome, Melissa! To our circle.”

I may not have said it so loudly that time.

Missy received her necklace and stood next to Astrid. We initiated Kiki, who was wearing her Easton tennis uniform—probably the only piece of white clothing she owned—and then it was Sabine’s turn.

“Step forward, Sabine DuLac,” Cheyenne said.

The flame of her candle flickered. Between the dancing shadows I could have sworn I saw a mischievous gleam in her eye. My heart skipped a beat, but I told myself I was seeing things. I had to be seeing things.

“Ladies of Billings House, do we receive Sabine DuLac into our circle?” Cheyenne asked, looking over at us.

“Welcome, Sabine! To our circle!”

All the oxygen was sucked out of the room. Rose, Tiffany, London, and I were the only ones who had spoken. The lobby was so deathly silent, I could hear the candle flames hissing. Sabine’s skin had turned waxy in the dim light.

“London!” Vienna said through her teeth.

“Sorry! I forgot,” London whispered back.

I opened my mouth to speak, but Portia’s sudden movement startled me. She grabbed a box from the mantel, opened it, and handed it to Sabine. Sabine’s hand trembled as she reached for it. There was nothing inside.

“Step forward, Constance Talbot!” Cheyenne said, hurrying things along.

“Wait,” I heard myself say.

This was wrong. This was all wrong. Constance looked petrified as she stood next to Sabine. Petrified but still somehow hopeful. I thought Cheyenne had caved. I thought my threat had worked. But this—

“Ladies of Billings House, do we receive Constance Talbot into our circle?” Cheyenne asked.

Dead. Silence.

“Welcome, Constance! To our circle!” I said loudly.

Constance received her empty box.

“Step forward, Lorna Gross.”

Lorna didn’t move. Her head was tipped forward. She was already sobbing. That was it. Never in my life had I seen anything quite this cruel. And I couldn’t help feeling that this was my fault. That I had been so naïve as to believe that my tactics had worked on Cheyenne. What had I been thinking? She was the only person I had ever seen get one over on Noelle Lange. It had only happened once, but it had happened. How could I have thought myself better than that?

“Stop this!” I shouted.

I stepped out of line and faced Cheyenne, shaking with barely restrained rage.

“Reed. Get back in line,” Cheyenne ordered.

“You uncontrollable bitch,” I said, my jaw clenched. “You can’t do this to them.”

“Reed! You’re disrupting an ages-old ritual!” Cheyenne lifted her hand to her chest, faking shock.

“Screw your ritual!” I shouted. I blew out my candle and threw it at her feet, where it broke in two. “This is not how your precious founding sisters would want this place to be!”

“Oh, please. Like you know anything about Billings and its history,” Cheyenne spat. “My grandmother was in Billings. My mother. All her friends. And if they knew how you and our new headmaster were trying to corrupt it, they’d be appalled.”

“I think they’d be appalled by you,” I retorted.

“That’s it. I’m done playing nice with you,” Cheyenne said, stepping up to me. “You don’t belong here, Reed. No more than any of these losers do.”

“What?” I snapped.

“You know it. We all know it. No one here voted you in. You were Ariana’s pet project. She went over all our heads to get Leanne expelled and bring you in, but guess what? Ariana—psycho that she turned out to be—is gone now. And nobody wants you here.”

I stared at her, unable to find the words to cut through my fury. “You’re wrong.”

“Am I?”

She was. She had to be. And yet, no one was coming to my defense. I stared into Cheyenne’s eyes defiantly, just willing someone, anyone, to stick up for me. No one did. Well, screw them. Sure, maybe they had all gone through all the hazing and ridiculous chores and tests, but I had nearly died to be here. Not another soul in that room could claim that. I was more of a Billings Girl than any of them.

“Uh, Reed?” Rose said. “Cheyenne?”

“What?” we both blurted.

We turned to look at her, and our jaws dropped in unison. Suddenly I knew why not even my closest allies had spoken up. Standing at the open door were Headmaster Cromwell, his goon Mr. White, and our housemother Mrs. Lattimer, clutching at the high neck of her blouse. The headmaster looked around, taking in the candles, the black and white clothing, the discarded blindfolds, and set his face into a grim mask.

“Well,” he said finally. “This is very disappointing.”


RINGLEADER



Headmaster Cromwell and I stared at each other across his wide desk. A fire crackled in the huge stone fireplace behind me, heating my back to the point of blistering. It was twenty past midnight. He and Mr. White had already grilled most of my Billings sisters. They had each passed me by in the outer waiting room, heads down, no eye contact. Not one of them had looked at me or Cheyenne, who was still on the other side of that thick wooden door. Waiting.

If he was going to expel me, I wished he would just get it over with. The skin on my neck was going to be permanently disfigured at this point.

The headmaster shifted in his seat, leaning back and placing one finger on his cheek as he studied me. If he was waiting for me to crack and start blubbering, he had no idea who he was dealing with. My stomach was folding over and over and over on itself like an intricate work of origami, and I had to pee. My palms were sweating. My head pounded. My eyes were dry. But none of that mattered. I’d already read all the titles on the 234 tomes behind his desk, and I could do it again. He had them in alphabetical order by author, OCD man that he was. Perfectly in order. Just like the rest of his office. All right angles, gleaming glass, and freshly shone wood.

Behind me, Mr. White cleared his throat. The headmaster looked up. He adjusted back to his original position. Hands laced together on his desk. Expression stern.

“What was going on in Billings House tonight, Miss Brennan?” he asked in that imperious voice of his.

I smirked. “You’ve already talked to fourteen of my friends. I think you know.”

His eyebrows arched. Oops. Too pert? But we both knew this was a joke. Someone had obviously cracked before I even walked through his door. Constance, definitely, could never have handled this. So why was he even continuing with this charade?

“I’d like to hear it from you,” he said.

“I have nothing to say,” I told him.

He blew out a sigh. “Look, Miss Brennan, I’m not here to make trouble for you. I know your history. I’ve read your file. I hardly believe that a scholarship student from central Pennsylvania is the ringleader of this little sorority of yours. All I want to know is who that ringleader might be. Tell me that, and then you can go.”

I almost choked on a laugh. Was he really good-copping me? And even more ridiculous, was he really telling me that all I had to do was give up the one girl I wanted to see booted from this institution and I was off the hook? It was almost too perfect.

“I know who it is, Miss Brennan. You know who it is,” he told me. “But I need someone to go on record with the information if I’m going to do anything about it.”

So it was up to me. No one else had given her up. That was what he was telling me. Shocking. Finally it had come down to me and Cheyenne. I could end this, right here, right now. Get rid of the girl who had stolen the love of my life. Make it so that she and Josh would never see each other again. Well, maybe not never, but at least not every day. Get them out of trysting distance of each other. Oh, how I’d love to take away any possibility Cheyenne had of being with him again.

But the more I thought about it, a cold blanket descended over my shoulders. As much as I hated her, as awful as she’d been, as easily as she’d tricked me, now that I was faced with the choice, I knew that I couldn’t be the one to give up Cheyenne. Doing that would be proving her right about me. It would be proving to her that I wasn’t a true Billings Girl. That I didn’t understand what it meant. Maybe I didn’t agree with all Cheyenne’s opinions on what being in Billings signified, but I did know one thing. Billings Girls protected one another. Even when they didn’t want to. I’d learned that from Noelle. Among so many other things. The only reason to turn Cheyenne in now would be to protect myself, and I had a feeling that I wasn’t going anywhere. As long as we stuck together, the headmaster could do nothing. There was no way he could expel sixteen of us without a negative backlash from the alumni and the press unlike any other.

“So, Miss Brennan. What’s it going to be?” the headmaster asked me, looking quite sure of himself. “Are you going to tell me whose idea it was to have this initiation?”

I sat up straight, looked him dead in the eye, and smiled. His expression of certainty faltered. I wished Cheyenne were here to witness this.

“Headmaster Cromwell,” I said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


DONE



When I got back to Billings, everyone was gathered in the parlor. Everyone except Cheyenne, who had been called into the headmaster’s office after me. Rose and Portia stood up when I walked in. Portia’s eyes darted behind me.

“Where’s Cheyenne?” she asked.

“Still there.”

I was suddenly exhausted. I walked over to the bay window and sat down, staring out at the darkened quad. There were too many thoughts. Impossible to focus. What had I done? Had I really passed by my chance to rid my life of Cheyenne? Was I really going to have to live with all that hatred for the rest of the year?

I felt a hand touch my shoulder and looked up. It was Rose.

“I just wanted to see if you’re okay,” she said. “After everything Cheyenne said before . . . ”

My heart felt hollow. “Thanks. I’m fine.”

Behind her the rest of the girls started to murmur amongst themselves. Constance, Sabine, Astrid, Kiki, and Lorna were all gathered in a corner, talking urgently. Missy sat alone, staring into the darkened fireplace.

“It’s not true, you know. What she said,” Rose told me, sitting across from me in the window bench. “Well, part of it is. You weren’t voted in the normal way. But she was wrong when she said no one wants you there. We all love you.”

I had to laugh. I leaned my head on the cool windowpane and looked out. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious,” Rose told me. “After everything you went through last year, just the fact that you came back spring semester . . . Well, everyone was impressed. I mean, none of us could have been that brave. You know everyone likes you. We had so much fun last spring. The spa trips, that insane shopping weekend in Boston, Vienna’s sweet-seventeen party.”

I smiled, recalling how Vienna had gotten so wasted, she’d decided to try to reinvent her balance beam routine from her brief childhood flirtation with gymnastics. Problem being she had tried to create it on the railing of her father’s yacht while out at sea. Gage had caught her about two seconds before going over, then made everyone call him “My Savior” all night long. Because, in his opinion, his great achievement was saving the party for all of us. Not saving Vienna’s life.

“It’s just Cheyenne,” Rose told me. “For whatever reason, she’s had issues with you from day one.”

“I think we both know the reason. She’s never thought a scholarship student with a Gap wardrobe and a twenty-dollar haircut belonged in Billings,” I said, remembering that day during my hazing that Cheyenne had referred to my blue-collar background and crushed her blush beads into her rug for me to clean up. Somehow, between then and now, I had allowed myself to forget about that. Had even enjoyed her company some last year. Temporary insanity.

“Twenty dollars? Really?” Rose said, looking momentarily horrified. Then she recalled herself and waved her hand. “I mean, you totally can’t tell.”

“Thanks, Rose,” I said with a laugh.

“No problem!” Rose trilled. “So we’re good?”

I didn’t have the chance to respond. The front door of Billings opened. Cheyenne walked into the parlor, her steps stiff, her eyes red. She looked as if she’d just been told she had two weeks to live.

“What happened?” Rose asked, standing.

“I’m out,” Cheyenne said. She stared straight ahead, not meeting anyone’s eye. “I’m expelled.”

The air was forcibly sucked from my lungs. I couldn’t move. I had no idea what to think.

“But you didn’t do anything!” Portia said. “At least, nothing we haven’t always done. Did you tell him—”

“They don’t care,” Cheyenne said, lifting her eyes for the first time. “They didn’t even want to hear it. I have tonight to pack my things, and tomorrow I’m gone.”

She turned around and staggered out. Portia leapt over Tiffany’s legs and scurried to follow. No one else moved. I looked over at Sabine, trembling. Sabine stared back. It was over. Cheyenne had gotten herself expelled. And we hadn’t done a thing.


PUNISHMENT FITTING THE CRIME



Two seconds later no one had recovered enough to move, and once again the front door of Billings opened. Our eyes darted everywhere, like our fortress was being invaded and no one knew where the weapons were. Headmaster Cromwell walked right into the parlor with Mrs. Naylor, of all people, on his heels. It was the middle of the night and she was fully dressed in a gray suit and eggplant shirt, her watery eyes heavily lined as always.

“Everyone please sit,” the headmaster ordered.

We did. All fourteen of us. I wondered if he would notice Portia’s absence, but didn’t much care. What now? My heart wasn’t going to be able to take many more moments like this. There was no air in the room. My pulse was shallow and rapid. To my left, Sabine was so tense, a loud noise would have sent her straight through the ceiling. To my right, Constance looked green. Tiffany’s hands were folded on her lap. Her camera, for once, was nowhere in sight.

The headmaster cleared his throat. “Ladies, I think you already know how gravely disappointed I am, so I’m not going to rehash that now,” Cromwell began. “You should all know that Cheyenne Martin has been expelled and I’ve fired Mrs. Lattimer.”

Gasps all around. Even I couldn’t believe that one.

“I realize she’s been with the school for a number of years, but clearly she was unable to control you, and so she had to go.”

“Omigod,” Vienna said under her breath.

I knew what she was thinking. Lattimer may have been haughty and prim, but she had also been in our pocket. She had looked the other way on several occasions, not just this year, but last year as well. It had always been implied that Noelle was slipping her money or shoes or whatever it was she wanted in order to buy her cooperation. If she was gone . . .

“Mrs. Naylor has kindly volunteered to take Mrs. Lattimer’s place,” the headmaster continued.

Mrs. Naylor lifted her head. Her waddle swung back and forth beneath her chin as she looked down at us. Constance grabbed my hand, probably to keep from flinching.

“Mrs. Naylor will be writing up daily reports about the goings-on inside Billings,” the headmaster continued. “Reports which I will read every night. When one of you sneezes, I will know about it. If there is so much as an unkind word spoken between you, I will know about it. So I suggest you start thinking seriously about how you’re going to conduct yourselves from this moment forward. Mrs. Naylor, you have the floor.”

The headmaster stepped aside, and Mrs. Naylor strode back and forth along the front window, eyeing us like new recruits into her personal army of pain. Her orthopedic shoes had been shined to a gleam, and they squished and squeaked as she walked.

“Many of you know me,” she began. “Some of you do not. For those of you who do not, rest assured you will get to know me. Well. You and I will be spending a lot of time together. This school is a respected institution of learning. Your dorm rooms are for studying and for sleeping. They are not for socializing. They are not for partying. As far as I am concerned, you and your lot have done enough to sully the good name of Easton Academy over the past few years. That all ends with me.”

I glanced at London and Vienna, who both looked as if they’d just had their American Express Black cards taken away. The desperation in the air was palpable.

As punishments went, I had to admit, this one was creative. Cromwell hadn’t expelled us, but to most of my housemates, this was even worse. If they had been expelled, they could have moved on to one of the many other posh boarding schools and continued to party like the celebutantes they were. But with Mrs. Naylor breathing down our necks, the party was over. Life in Billings House would never be the same.


PEACE



The door to Cheyenne’s room was open. I don’t know what drew me there, but while everyone else followed Mrs. Naylor’s orders to go directly to bed, I went to Cheyenne’s doorway. I was breathless, knowing what this must be doing to her. She loved this place. Not just Billings House, but Easton. This was her senior year. And just like that, it was all over.

I found Cheyenne sitting on the edge of her neat-as-a-pin bed, knees together, feet apart, posture slumped. Just staring. Her eyes flicked to me.

“Come to gloat?” she asked.

“No,” I said automatically.

“Why not? Isn’t this what you wanted?” she asked, lifting her palms as she stood. “Isn’t this what you’ve been working for all year?”

I blinked. “Working for? You were the one who was trying to get people thrown out. I was just defending them.”

“Oh, please. We both know this is all your fault!” she snapped. “Don’t insult me by pretending otherwise.”

I took a few steps into the room. “My fault? What are you on?”

“I know you’re the one who tipped Cromwell off about initiation,” Cheyenne said, standing. “How else would he have known to conduct his ridiculous raid tonight?”

“I tipped him off? Why would I tip him off?” I asked, completely baffled.

“Obviously you found out that I had no intention of initiating your little posse of losers, so you decided to ruin the whole thing,” Cheyenne blurted.

“Okay, first of all, Ms. Selective Memory,” I began, “I had no idea you were planning on ostracizing them. Do you not remember how shocked I was?”

I hated to admit my naïveté, but it was the truth. And if it would get her psycho self to back off, so be it.

“So you’re a good actress. Bully for you,” Cheyenne said.

“Bully for me? Where do you get this stuff?” I asked.

“All I know is, a true Billings Girl would never have gone against her sisters like this,” Cheyenne said, walking slowly toward me. “This is an elite house, Reed. But you don’t get that, do you? You don’t get that our lives are different from yours. That they will always be different. That our bonds are formed on something much deeper than you could ever hope to understand.”

“On what? On money? On privilege? On Daddy’s credit card?” I retorted. “Oh, yeah. That’s deep.”

Cheyenne sniffed, looking me up and down. “See? You’ve just proved it. You don’t belong in our world. You have no idea what it takes to be in Billings.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and her diamond B shifted above her neckline. That ridiculous trinket. Her superior way of separating us from the crowd. God, I wished she could have seen me in that office tonight. Someone had turned her in, yes. It was the only explanation for her expulsion. Constance? Sabine? I had no idea. But even Cromwell couldn’t get away with booting her without someone’s testimony. But it hadn’t been mine. Oh, how I wished I could tell her it hadn’t been mine.

But I knew without reservation that if the situation had been reversed, Cheyenne would have given me up without so much as a blink. I wasn’t going to stand here and defend myself. I wasn’t going to let her think I was begging for her approval and absolution.

“I think you’re the one who has no idea what it takes,” I said through my teeth.

“I hate you,” Cheyenne spat, getting right in my face. “I wish you’d never come to this school. You don’t belong here. You’re nothing but a backwater hick, and that’s all you’ll ever be.”

The venom dropping off her tongue seared right through me. I narrowed my eyes. “That may be true, Cheyenne, but tomorrow I’ll still be an Easton Academy student. What will you be?”

Oh. My. God. I’d just said it. The perfect comeback at the perfect time. My face was hot with triumph. And an undertone of what felt, annoyingly, like guilt. But she deserved it, didn’t she? After all that she’d done?

“Get out,” Cheyenne said through her teeth, an angry tear spilling down her cheek. Her face was near purple with rage.

“Cheyenne—”

“Get out!”

She grabbed me, turned me around, and shoved me into the hall. Before I could even turn fully around, she’d slammed the door. I stood there for a long moment, shaking as I tried to catch my breath. I had never seen Cheyenne look like that before. It was almost frightening.

“Ms. Brennan?”

Mrs. Naylor’s voice startled me half out of my skin. She stood at the end of the hall looking like grim death. A few doors in the hallway quietly closed. Clearly the girls in the house had been listening in on me and Cheyenne.

“I believe I told you all to get to bed.”

“Right. Sorry,” I told her, scurrying to my room.

I caught her look of disdain as I slipped inside and closed the door. Sabine sat up in her bed. The candles next to her bed were lit, and they flickered as she moved.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

I sat on my comforter, still trembling, and took a deep breath. “Fine,” I replied. I swallowed hard, feeling almost nervous. “So. Interesting development.”

“Yes,” she replied. “Very interesting.”

“Did you tell on her?” I asked.

“No,” Sabine answered right away. “Did you?”

“No. But I guess we don’t have to talk about that thing we weren’t going to talk about.”

I glanced at her quickly. She shrugged. Tried not to smile.

“I suppose not.”

I slipped out of my initiation clothes, yanked a sleep shirt out of my drawer, and pulled it on. No washing up. No brushing hair. All I wanted to do right then was crawl into bed and fall into a deep sleep. My body was so exhausted, it felt ten times heavier than usual. I had a feeling that not even thoughts of Josh and Cheyenne could keep me awake tonight.

“Good night,” I said to Sabine as I turned toward the wall.

“Good night.”

She blew out her candles and that acrid scent of smoke filled the air. I breathed it in and sighed, trying to banish all thoughts of Cheyenne’s face from my mind. She had really lost it back there. We really would all be better off with her gone.

Maybe we could finally get a little peace.


LONG GONE



I sat up straight in bed, my hand already at my heart. Someone was screaming. Screaming nonstop. I looked at Sabine. She was on her feet, her chest heaving up and down.

“What is it? What is it?” she asked.

Doors slammed. Pounding footsteps. I shoved my sheets aside. The weak sunlight was just pushing its way through the windowpanes. There was a shout. Another scream atop the first. I raced into the hall with Sabine at my heels. Vienna, on the floor against the wall, crying. London, Portia, Tiffany, and Kiki gathered at the door to Cheyenne’s room. Missy and Lorna clinging to each other. Someone, somewhere, was throwing up. I got to the door, easily slipped through. Rose was still screaming. Screaming over Cheyenne’s body.

“Cheyenne! Oh my God! Cheyenne!”

The voice was mine, but it seemed to be coming from somewhere outside me. I fell to my knees. Took her face in my hands. It was like clammy ice. Gray. There were tiny red dots on the skin all around her eyes.

“Cheyenne! Wake up! Cheyenne!” I shouted.

I slapped at her face with my fingers, knowing it would do nothing. Knowing it was too late.

“Stop screaming!” I roared at Rose.

Tiffany stepped forward, tiptoeing past Cheyenne as if she might catch something, and hugged Rose to her. Rose, mercifully, stopped.

“She OD’ed,” London said, breathless. “She must’ve OD’ed.”

There were pills on the floor. A small velvet bag with white pills spilling out the top. White pills with a blue-dot design on them. I felt my entire world collapse in on me. My vision grayed.

White pills with a blue-dot design . . . white pills with a blu—

Suddenly Astrid burst into the room with Mrs. Naylor. Astrid’s hand flew to her mouth and she turned away from Cheyenne’s body. Mrs. Naylor, more spry than I ever could have imagined, dropped down next to me and put her fingers to Cheyenne’s throat. I stood up. Stood back. Gave her room.

Mrs. Naylor started CPR. Everyone was silent. Vienna’s crying in the hall and the sound of Mrs. Naylor’s pumping and counting were the only sounds. I looked at Tiffany. She was staring, wide-eyed, at the desk. I followed her eyes. There, sitting next to Cheyenne’s pink laptop, was a piece of lavender paper. On it, written in Cheyenne’s swirling script were but a few words.

I’m sorry. I can’t go home.

A siren split the silence. Mrs. Naylor gave up. Sat back on her slippered heels. Covered her mouth with one veiny hand. We heard the paramedics slamming through the doors, into our home, but we all knew it was too late

Cheyenne was long gone.


THE MOVIE



I stood outside Billings in the warm morning sun, feeling as if I was watching a movie I had seen before. It was all so familiar. The police cars. The yellow tape. The flashing lights. Students in their pajamas, standing around, looking horrified. The crying, the wonder, the fear. The cops with their stern looks and comforting hands on shoulders. Everyone was playing their parts to perfection.

But this time there was no mist. No darkness. No dew. This time there was no uncertainty. No confusion. No accusations.

Cheyenne had killed herself. End of story. She had closed her door on me last night and sometime before Rose had opened it this morning to help her pack, she had taken her own life.

All around me people whispered and talked and speculated. All around me people stared and waited and wondered. I couldn’t hear any of them. Couldn’t move or focus. I could hardly even breathe.

Had she been planning it when she threw me out of her room? Was that what the out-of-control look was about? Had she already known? Already planned . . .

The front door of Billings House opened. A tall, broad EMT with a shaved head maneuvered the stretcher over the threshold. It was covered in thick white sheets, but the outline of the body was clear. Her petite frame looked tinier than ever. Cheyenne was under there. Cheyenne. Yesterday she had been laughing with Portia at lunch, studying on the quad. Today she was dead. Gone. Forever.

I saw Ivy step up out of the crowd. Stand atop one of the stone walls. Rose stepped up next to her. They stood side by side, watching silently, watching stoically as the stretcher progressed down the pathway. The doors of the ambulance opened. The legs of the stretcher collapsed. Cheyenne was loaded inside. Dead. Gone. Forever.

And suddenly, Josh appeared out of nowhere, and I was in his arms.

“Reed, omigod. Are you okay?” he demanded.

I pressed my face into his shoulder. I couldn’t watch anymore. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t. Couldn’t. Couldn’t.

He leaned back. Took my face in both hands. Tried to look me in the eye. But I couldn’t do that, either. I stared at his chest. Tiny dots swirled in front of my eyes. Prickling, pretty little dots . . .

“Reed, breathe,” Josh said to me. “Breathe!”

Couldn’t. Breathe. Tiny dots. There were so . . . so . . . many of them. . . .

Josh shook me hard. I sucked in air. Pain exploded in my chest. I started to cough. Doubled over. Gasping. Coughing. Not getting enough air. I was going to be sick. Sick everywhere.

“Move! Move!” I heard Josh shout. He maneuvered me over to a low stone wall that surrounded one of the gardens. I felt the coldness of the rock through my thin shorts, and it brought me back. Put my head between my knees and breathed in and out . . . in and out . . .

“It’s okay. You’re okay,” Josh said, his hands still on my shoulders as he crouched in front of me. “Just breathe. Just breathe.”

In and out. In and out. I was breathing. I could breathe. Cheyenne, however—

“Why are you being so nice to me?” I blurted, tears spilling down my cheeks.

“What?”

I lifted my head. Head rush. I gripped the stones at my sides until it passed. Blinked my eyes open. Josh’s face was all concern. All innocent, desperate concern.

“Are you okay?” he asked, running his hand over my hair.

“No. No, I’m not okay. I’m so sorry, Josh!” I cried. “I didn’t believe you, but it was true. It was all true.”

“What was true?” he asked, placing his warm hand on my knee.

“You! The drugs. It was Cheyenne. She did it to you. I saw them. I saw the pills,” I rambled. “It’s what she used to . . . what she used to . . . ”

And that was it. There was nothing left in me. I leaned forward onto Josh’s strong shoulder and just cried. And cried and cried and cried and cried. She must have sent that text message to herself. Must have lifted his phone and set the whole thing up for me. Clearly she was desperate enough to do such a thing.

“Why would she do this? Why?” I rambled.

“It’s okay, Reed,” Josh whispered, holding me. He stroked my hair and whispered in my ear. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”


MORBID CURIOSITY



Sabine walked into our room later that day to find me packing my Easton soccer duffel bag. She stopped in her tracks, hand still on the doorknob.

“Where are you going?” she demanded. Almost snapped.

“Josh thought it would be a good idea to get out of here for a couple of days,” I told her. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back.”

Her entire posture relaxed. “Thank goodness. I thought you were dropping out.”

“No. Not yet, anyway,” I attempted to joke. Lame joke. We looked at each other and both rolled our eyes.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

She walked to her desk and sat down stiffly. All our movements had been stiff like that since that morning. As if we didn’t know how to act anymore. As if that room down the hallway was somehow watching us. After the ambulance was gone and the police had done their work, only a few of the Billings Girls had come back to the house. I was sure classes would have been canceled if this were a weekday, but it was a Saturday anyway, so they were killing time in the library, on the quad, or in other dorms. The few who had returned kept their doors closed, unlike a usual day off when they would be open, music pouring into the hall, the sounds of chatter and laughter everywhere. Just thinking about it put pressure on my heart. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.

“New York,” I told her. “Josh’s parents said it was okay if we stay at their town house. They’re in France right now, so . . . ”

“So you’ll have the whole house to yourselves,” Sabine said.

“Believe me, that’s the last thing I’m thinking about right now,” I replied. “I just want to get out of here.”

I zipped up my bag. Looked at the door.

“I’m sorry to be leaving you right now, though,” I told her. “It’s kind of a bitch move, I know.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Sabine said, lifting a hand. “My sister is in Boston for a few days, so I applied for time off campus. I can’t wait to see her.”

“That’s so nice,” I said, surprised. Sabine had mentioned nothing of this before now. “I’m sorry I won’t be around to meet her.”

“No worries,” Sabine said with a smile. “Next time. I’m sure she’d love to meet you as well.” She stood up again and grabbed a book from her bag. “I think I’ll go outside and find Constance and the others.” Like I said, no one could stay inside Billings for long. “Have fun in the city. Try not to think about this place.”

“I will,” I told her, accepting a quick hug.

When she was gone, the house was as still as a tomb. I felt my pulse start to race and considered heading outside myself until it was time to go. I was about to grab my backpack and just go when my eyes fell on my computer and I paused. I hadn’t checked my e-mail since yesterday morning. I wondered, with a sudden sizzle of nerves, if Dash had written. If, in the very small world we circulated in, he had already heard about what had happened. I hadn’t heard from him since I’d asked if he knew how to get in touch with Noelle. But this . . . he had to have written if he’d heard about this. Tense with anticipation, I sat down and opened my browser. Sure enough, the first new e-mail was from Dash, time-stamped from late that morning. I quickly clicked it open and glanced behind me. The door was still closed.

I took a deep breath and turned back to the screen. The message was short.

Reed,

Don’t worry. Everything happens for a reason.

—Dash

I blinked. Read it again. Was he referring to Cheyenne, or to something that I had written to him? I couldn’t imagine Dash being so cavalier about the death of someone he knew. Someone he may even have named as a friend. But what had I written to him last time that would merit that response? I found that, with everything that had happened, I couldn’t even remember my wording.

I closed the message. The list reappeared. My heart completely stopped.

The second message was from Cheyenne. It was dated 2:04 that morning.

She had closed her door on me last night and sometime before Rose had opened it this morning to help her pack, she had taken her own life.

There was an e-mail in my in-box from someone who would never speak to anyone again. Never write to anyone or say another word. Why had she e-mailed me of all people? Why would she want some of her last thoughts to go to me?

My throat went dry. A sick sense of dread seeped from my shoulders all the way down through my chest and settled in my gut, writhing around like snakes inside my stomach. I felt like somebody was watching me. Watching and getting their sick, sadistic jollies from the show.

I took a deep breath. Straightened my back. Tried to look unaffected. To feel unaffected. My hand hovered over the mouse.

Just delete it. I should just delete it. Forget it was there. Pretend it never happened.

But who was I kidding? Even I was not immune to morbid curiosity. In that moment I was positive that I could not live the rest of my life in peace without knowing.

I dropped my hand. Clicked the message open. Immediately wished I hadn’t. This was all it said:

Ignore the note. You did this to me. You ruined my life.


SURPRISE, SURPRISE



How did I ruin her life? How? I hadn’t gotten her expelled. Hadn’t named names. I should have told her. Should have told her I had protected her even after everything. Why hadn’t I told her? It was just pride. My pride. Had my pride been the cause of Cheyenne’s death?

“Reed?”

Josh held open the door of the glass-fronted restaurant on Perry Street. The smells emanating from inside prickled my taste buds. Too bad I was so sure my stomach was going to reject anything I tried to send its way.

“Thanks,” I said as I slipped by him.

He put his hand on my arm. His fingers were so warm. “Are you okay? We don’t have to eat out if you don’t want to.”

There had been a half-hour-long debate about whether to stay in or go out, both sides argued by Josh himself. Pro: We had just gotten back together and should celebrate. Con: How could we celebrate when someone we knew had just killed herself? I had, in my distracted state, agreed with both sides whenever they came up. Josh had been forced to finally make the decision out of hunger. I had put on my favorite blue H&M dress, not even caring if it was nice enough for wherever he was taking me, slicked my hair back into a ponytail, and followed him out of the town house.

“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just hungry.”

He smiled and nodded and followed me inside. The maître d’ led us to a table in the center of the restaurant. The largest table in the place sat four, and the chairs were comfy, deep-winged chairs like you’d find in an upscale living room. When I sank into mine, I felt as if I were cocooned. Warm. Safe. Now if I could just concentrate on Josh all night, have an actual conversation, I might actually be able to take my mind off that e-mail.

“Oh, crap,” Josh said, pausing before he could lower himself all the way into his chair.

My heart slammed into my sternum. An inordinately violent reaction. “What?”

“I see some friends of my parents,” he said, lifting a hand and faking a smile. “I’m sorry, Reed, I have to go over there. Just for a minute.”

My hands gripped the arms of my chair.

No. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. I can’t be alone right now.

“That’s okay,” I said, gulping.

“I promise I’ll be back in two seconds,” he told me.

The second he was gone, my heart started to race. Sweat prickled my underarms and down my back. She couldn’t have really blamed me. She couldn’t have. She had to have known that, even with all that had happened, she still had her whole life ahead of her. She could have gone to a million other private schools, would have still waltzed right into an Ivy League school. It wasn’t my fault. It could not have been my—

Why is that woman staring at me like that? It’s like she knows. It’s like she can see right through me and—

Okay, deep breath, Reed. Cheyenne was unstable. Obviously. Even if she did blame you for her death, that means nothing. Stable people do not kill themselves. Stable people don’t leave two contradicting suicide notes.

Stable people also don’t have paranoid panic attacks just because their boyfriends leave the table.

It was too warm in the restaurant. The candles were sucking all the air out. I had to get out of there. Now. I fumbled for my purse. Reached for my phone. I was going to go outside and call my brother. I needed to hear a comforting voice. I needed to talk to someone I could trust.

My hands were shaking. The phone slipped from my grasp and hit the floor. An elegant hand reached down and snatched it up for me.

“Lose something, glass-licker?”

Oh. My. God.

I leaned forward, around the wings of the chair, and Noelle Lange stepped into full view. I felt as if my heart were about to burst out of my chest. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized that on some level, I had believed I would never see her again.

“Noelle!”

I jumped up. Nearly knocked the heavy chair over. She stopped it with her free hand.

“Okay. Let’s not get too excited,” she said, rolling her eyes. “It’s not like I’m back from the dead or something.”

For some reason, the way she said those words, I knew that she knew about Cheyenne. And I didn’t even care that she was being callous about it. All that mattered was that she was here. Miraculously, perfectly, here. I threw my arms around her and hugged her tight.

“It’s so good to see you!” I said.

She hugged me back. “You too.”

I looked her over as I leaned away. She looked amazing, of course. Her long brown hair shone and she’d cut long bangs that fell perfectly over her brown eyes. She wore a low-cut black wrap dress and a simple but gorgeous diamond pendant. Her colorful strappy heels were so high, she towered over me, and her bronzed legs looked toned to soccer-finals perfection.

“Where have you been?” I demanded, noting the perfect tan.

“Here and there,” she said casually. “As of this week, I’m a free woman. My father’s genius lawyers finally broke down La Beastesse—that’s what I call the judge who was presiding over my case,” she added in a conspiratorial whisper. “So my probation has officially been lifted. Whatever that means.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Basically that now I can go out of the country,” she said, lifting my water glass off the table and taking a sip. “Which is so overdue. I could not be any more sick of the Hamptons.”

“So you’re . . . going out of the country?” I asked, feeling inexplicably crestfallen. It wasn’t as if she was going to go back to Easton with me. Wasn’t as if I could count on her living down the hall from me again. Being there for me. Protecting me.

Noelle looked me up and down. “Actually, I’m not so sure. There have been certain developments that might entice me to stay stateside.”

I swallowed hard. “You don’t mean . . . I mean . . . you heard about Cheyenne.”

“Yes.” She pursed her lips. Placed the glass down on the table. “Shame. But you know what they say, Reed.”

I looked into her eyes. Those familiar, sparkling, mischievous eyes. I almost couldn’t believe she was there. Couldn’t believe how much I’d missed her. How much I’d missed feeling like this. Like anything could happen.

“What?” I asked. “What do they say?”

Noelle smiled knowingly. “Everything happens for a reason.”
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SHALLOW



Death.

It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. The only two people I had ever known who had died had died young. Had died beautiful. Had died horrifying, gruesome deaths.

Had died because of me.

Wait. Stop. No.

Not because of me. I couldn’t think that way. Not without going insane. Thomas had died because Ariana was psychotic. Cheyenne had died because she was disturbed. It was not my fault. Not mine.

So why couldn’t I help thinking that if I had never come to Easton Academy, they would both still be alive? Walking around this campus right now. Laughing. Flirting. Living. Cheyenne had said as much in the e-mail she’d sent me the night she died.

Ignore the note. You did this to me. You ruined my life.

Dead. Because of me.

“Crummy day,” Constance Talbot said, hugging her tweed coat closer to herself as the wind whipped her red hair back from her face. The cold September sky above was gray, muddled, threatening rain as we crossed the quad at the center of the Easton Academy campus, together with our Billings housemates. Saturday it had been seventy-five degrees. Now, two days later, it was fifty-five. Had to love that temperamental New England weather. Constance cuddled her chubby, freckled cheeks into her collar and stared at the cobblestone path to the dining hall. At times like this I could easily imagine what she had looked like as a child. Precious. Vulnerable. Innocent.

“I’m glad my coat arrived on Saturday,” Sabine DuLac said. Her new coat, befitting her unique style, was white and light blue brocade with old-fashioned cut-glass buttons. It contrasted beautifully with her dark hair and light brown skin. “It was cold in Boston,” she added.

Right. Sabine had visited her sister in Boston over the weekend. I had completely forgotten to ask her how it had gone—how her sister was. Some friend I was. I’d have to remember to ask her later.

“It was freezing here, too. And we ended up spending a lot of time outside the dorm,” Constance said.

“Because it was too depressing?” I asked.

We had, after all, only found Cheyenne’s body on Saturday morning. Just two days ago. I could understand why everyone might be avoiding Billings House. Like Sabine, I had left campus and spent the weekend in New York with my boyfriend, Josh Hollis. I hadn’t wanted to come back, but I’d had no choice. Billings was my home. These girls, most of whom were now gathered around me for warmth as we walked to breakfast, were like my family. For better or worse.

“Well, that, and the cops were all over the place,” Tiffany Goulbourne said as she checked some setting on her tiny digital camera. “Going through Cheyenne’s stuff, taking pictures of her room . . .”

“Why?” I asked. I had arrived home from the city late the night before and had yet to hear any of this.

“To confirm it was a suicide,” Tiffany said, looking ill. Her long white coat blew open and billowed out behind her, but she didn’t even seem to notice. She was one of those girls who was able to look perfect whether it was ten thousand degrees and humid or windy and pelting sleet. Tall and ebony-skinned with short-cropped black hair and big brown eyes, she had the cheekbones of a supermodel but preferred to spend her time behind the camera rather than in front of it, a quirk that almost none of the Billings Girls could understand. “Guess after last year they’re being cautious. Want to make sure there’s no question.”

“They even asked us about you, Reed,” Astrid Chou said in her cool British accent, her short black hair blowing straight up in the back. “About your row with Cheyenne.”

“What?” I blurted, my heart pounding. “They don’t think I—”

“No! No,” Astrid said, first adamantly, then comfortingly. She put her hand on my arm and looked at me with her steady dark eyes. Astrid was a new transfer this year, but I had met her last December at Cheyenne’s Christmas party in Litchfield. For a while I had thought she and Cheyenne were BFFs, but it had turned out that Astrid was more of a kindred spirit than I had thought. Like me, she hadn’t condoned Cheyenne’s crazy hazing tactics or her arbitrary ostracizing of some of the other new Billings Girls. I had a feeling she could turn out to be a great friend. Plus, her quirky style and honest, blunt sense of humor were both welcome anomalies in Billings.

“We told them it was just a normal fight between girls,” Tiffany clarified. “Nothing weird. Happens all the time. Of course they don’t think that you had anything to do with anything.”

“They just had to ask,” Sabine added. “It’s their job.”

Even in the face of all this logic, I had to stop. My heart was pounding in my very eyes. It was a suicide. A suicide. I had proof. I had her second suicide note on my computer—not that I was eager to share that with my friends or the police. And okay, according to that second note, which Cheyenne had e-mailed only to me, it had been my fault. But I hadn’t actually killed her. This was insane.

As my closer friends paused around me, waiting for me to recover from my aneurysm, a few of the other Billings Girls rushed ahead to get out of the cold.

“Reed, no one thinks you had anything to do with this,” Constance said. “Don’t worry.”

I swallowed hard. “But they actually thought she might have been . . .” I couldn’t even say the word. Not again. Not again.

Tiffany swallowed and pressed her full lips together. “I guess they thought maybe.”

I couldn’t move. Murdered? They had thought Cheyenne might have been murdered? But why? What would make them think someone would want her dead? Besides me, of course. And our argument. But that hadn’t been my fault. She had tried to steal my boyfriend.

The distinctly metallic rev of a power saw cut through the air. Everyone on the quad paused. A flock of birds took flight from a nearby oak, squawking like mad and scattering bright orange leaves all over the grass. Suddenly my heart was in my throat. I wondered how long it would be before I felt safe on campus again.

“What the hell was that?” Tiffany asked. She lifted her camera to capture a shot of the fleeing birds, never missing an opportunity to create art.

There was already a crowd of students gathered around the propped-open back door to Mitchell Hall, a central building just to the north of the dining hall, which housed the Great Room, several meeting rooms, and the art cemetery, among other things. We all hurried forward. There wasn’t much that happened at Easton Academy that the Billings Girls didn’t know about first. What was going on?

A few people slipped through the back door and down the wide hall, following the sounds of pounding and sawing and shouting, but I hesitated at the threshold. The windows to the art cemetery were right there. My very proximity to them made my blood curdle.

Josh and Cheyenne. Josh and Cheyenne. Josh and—

“Reed? Come on!”

Rose Sakowitz grabbed my hand and practically yanked my arm out of its socket. She was freakishly strong for someone so petite. But then, she did spend much of her free time in the state-of-the-art Easton gym or competing on the tennis team. I averted my eyes from the art cemetery door and focused on her bouncing red curls as we followed the crowd down the hall. To the left were the double doors that led to the Great Room. To the right was the large, octagonal solarium with its huge windows that overlooked the perfectly manicured Easton grounds. The room was peppered with leather couches and lined with packed mahogany bookshelves, potted plants, and Oriental carpets. It was supposed to be a place for students to gather and mingle, but there was no television or pool table or any other form of amusement, aside from the literary classics, and I had never known anyone to hang out there. Until now. Half the student body seemed to be gathered in the center of the room—where all the furniture was covered in plastic—gaping at the seven construction workers pounding away near the back wall.

“What’s this all about?” Tiffany asked, moving forward to snap a few pictures.

“You guys haven’t heard?” Missy Thurber asked, bringing up the rear.

“Heard what?” I asked.

Missy gave me her patented smirk and lifted her nose so high in the air I was pretty sure I could see her tonsils through those massive nostrils of hers. “Amberly Carmichael. She goes here now,” she said, brushing her thick blond braid behind her shoulders.

“No way,” Constance said.

“How did we not know this?” Tiffany asked.

“Who is Amberly Carmichael?” I asked.

They all laughed and Missy rolled her eyes. She pretty much lived to roll her eyes at me. “Amberly Carmichael—of the Seattle Carmichaels?” she said. “Reed, come on. Even you must know who she is.”

Missy clucked her tongue. I was starting to wonder what would happen if I shoved my fingers up her nose and pulled.

“Amberly’s father is Dustin Carmichael. Founder and CEO of Coffee Carma? You’ve heard of that, right?” she said, adjusting the strap of her quilted Vera Bradley tote.

“You have to know Coffee Carma,” Lorna Gross echoed. She was always echoing Missy. Last year I hadn’t even been sure if Lorna had her own personality, she’d been so busy parroting Missy’s every word, move, and wardrobe choice. Lately, however, she’d been displaying a tad more backbone. Maybe it was because of her new nose, or the fact that she’d tamed the frizz factor in her hair, or the fact that she was now a Billings Girl—I wasn’t sure, but something had given her more confidence. For the moment, however, she’d fallen back into her bad Missy-mimicking habit.

“Of course I have,” I replied. There was a Coffee Carma on every corner in America, even in my lame-ass hometown of Croton, Pennsylvania.

“Well, Dustin wrote a check to Easton at the beginning of the year. A check with a lot of zeroes. His only stipulation was that he wanted them to build a Coffee Carma on campus, so . . .” Missy lifted her palm, gesturing to the construction behind her.

“Good to know our new headmaster can be bought,” Tiffany said under her breath.

“We’re getting a Coffee Carma?” Vienna Clark shrieked, grasping London Simmons’s arm. “Omigod! What have I been saying every morning for the past three years?”

“That you would kill for an iced caramel macchiato with extra whip?” London replied happily, tossing her teased brown hair. The two of them grasped hands and squealed, jumping up and down.

London Simmons and Vienna Clark were the serious party girls of Billings, and they did everything together—they traveled together, got their highlights done together, went for seaweed wraps and Brazilian waxes and eyebrow threading together. They were both petite girls with ample chests who preferred clothes of the low-cut, miniskirted variety. Of the two, Vienna was slightly more intelligent, London slightly more moody, but other than that they were practically twins. The Twin Cities were basically harmless and fun to be around, but watching them and the rest of my friends now, I felt sick to my stomach. They were wide-eyed, excited, buzzing with the news. Didn’t any of them remember what had happened this weekend? Could a classmate’s suicide really be erased by the promise of overpriced legal stimulants?

“I can’t believe they’re doing this right now,” I said. “Couldn’t they have at least waited a week? Shouldn’t we all be, I don’t know, mourning?” The Twin Cities had been Cheyenne’s classmates for three years. I couldn’t believe I had been forced to point this out.

London and Vienna stopped bouncing and instantly became contrite.

“You’re right,” London said. “Cheyenne so would have loved this. Coffee Carma was her favorite.”

“Speaking of Her Billionairess,” Missy said under her breath.

We all turned around to find an impish girl with loose blond curls walking toward us, flanked by two clone-ish friends. She was “too matchy-matchy,” a phrase Kiran Hayes used to throw around while critiquing outfits last year. Kiran hated it when a girl’s clothing choices seemed overly planned, and she would send anyone committing this sartorial offense back to her room to change. Amberly’s matchiness took the form of a black, gray, and red plaid skirt topped by a gray T-shirt and black cardigan. Her red Marc Jacobs bag was the same shade as the red cabbie hat perched jauntily atop her head. Her scarlet heels clicked on the marble floor as she walked right up to me and smiled.

“Hi, Reed!” she said.

Like she knew me. Like we were old friends.

“Hi . . . Amberly?” I replied uncertainly.

“Isn’t it so exciting? A Coffee Carma right here on Easton’s campus!”

“Yeah. It’s great.” Why was she talking to me?

“Here. My father said I could give a few of these out, but only to special friends,” Amberly said, leaning toward me and lowering her voice. She took out a small plastic card with tie-dyed swirls all over it.

“Um, thanks. What is it?” I asked, running my fingers along the slippery edges.

“It’s a Carma Card!” she said, clearly incredulous that I didn’t know. “Flash that baby and it means free coffee for life!”

The Billings Girls started muttering around me, wondering, no doubt, why I deserved to be granted the holy grail of gift cards and they, apparently, did not. I wondered the same thing myself, but forced myself to smile at this odd little person.

“Wow. Thanks.”

I waited for her to go away, but she didn’t move.

“So. Have you seen Noelle?” Amberly asked. “I heard she finally got off probation.”

My heart stopped pounding. All my friends fell silent as the grave. Yes, I had seen Noelle, just two nights ago in the city. And the encounter had left me completely freaked. Left me wondering what her plans were. Left me wondering if she somehow knew that I had been e-mailing Dash McCafferty, whom—I had been relieved to hear—was no longer her boyfriend. However, she hadn’t shared the details of the breakup, hadn’t even told me if it had been recent or if it had, perhaps, happened last year when she’d been arrested for her role in Thomas Pearson’s murder. The whole thing had been surreal—exciting and confusing at the same time. I had yet to tell any of the Billings Girls about it, and wasn’t sure I wanted to, because knowing them, they would grill me about every last detail, from her designer shoes to her current weight, until I screamed. So why was this stranger asking me about her?

“Um . . . no,” I lied. “Haven’t seen her.”

“Oh. Well, if you do, tell her Amberly said hi,” she told me with a smile. “Our families are very old friends,” she added, touching my arm with her fingertips. I was suddenly so hot that I thought the plastic card in my hand might melt and fuse to my skin. So that was why she’d given me the card above anyone else. She knew I was friends with the ever-powerful Noelle Lange.

“Oh. Okay,” I replied shiftily. “Again, thanks for this.”

“My pleasure,” she replied, the smile widening. She had a row of perfectly white, square teeth. “I’ll see you around.”

She fluttered her fingers and strode away, hips wagging slightly beneath her plaid skirt. Her friends, who hadn’t said a word or changed expression the entire time, scurried off behind her.

“What was that all about?” Missy sniffed the moment Amberly was gone.

“I have no idea,” I replied.

“So have you really not heard from Noelle?” Rose asked me. “Not at all?”

“You know what, guys? I’m starving,” I said quickly. “Let’s just go to breakfast.”

I turned toward the door and was met by a seriously red-cheeked Gage Coolidge, storming toward me like his pants were on fire. His usually gelled-up hair had been tossed around by the wind, and half of it was plastered to his forehead. He wore trendy jeans, trendier sneakers, and a thick gray sweater that highlighted his wide shoulders and lithe form. Boy would have been hot if his soul wasn’t made of tar.

“Well, we’re screwed,” he said, his jaw clenched. Now that he was within sniffing distance, his semisour aftershave overwhelmed me. I had to take a step back to keep breathing.

“What’s the matter?” Sabine asked, stepping forward. She’d had a crush on Gage since the beginning of the year—something I could neither comprehend nor thwart, no matter how hard I tried.

“I just got a text from my friend at Chapin,” he said, whipping open his phone as proof. “Cheyenne’s father canceled the Legacy!”

There was a general gasp from those around us, like a bomb had just gone off outside.

“What!?” Portia Ahronian snapped. She snatched the cell phone from him and gaped at it, raising her other, perfectly manicured hand to her chest, where it rested just below her omnipresent collection of gold necklaces. The gold offset her olive skin and dark hair to perfection, but in my opinion she could have cut back on the multitude of chains by one or two.

“Wait. How does Cheyenne’s dad get to cancel the Legacy?” I asked. As far as I knew, the Legacy was a yearly party dating back decades. All the East Coast private schools were involved, and last year the party on Park Avenue had been attended by thousands. Only students who could claim to be third-generation private school attendees were invited, and your history had to go back much further than that in order to get a plus one. According to Walt Whittaker, with whom I’d attended the event last fall (since I was the first person in my family ever to set foot in a private school, I’d needed him to get me in), the same family had been hosting it for years.

“The Dreskins finally bailed,” Rose explained. “Said they couldn’t handle the insurance liability anymore. So Cheyenne begged her father to step in and host. It was her pet project, and Cheyenne’s dad never said no to her, so . . .”

“Why didn’t she tell us?” Tiffany asked.

“She wanted it to be a surprise. She only told me once the plans were set. She just couldn’t keep it in anymore,” Rose replied. “It was supposed to be at the Litchfield house.”

Rose and Cheyenne had been roommates the year before, and Rose had been closer to Cheyenne than anyone else in the house. Their friendship had made it all the more difficult for her to side with me during the whole hazing fiasco, I knew.

“And now we’re totally screwed,” Gage said, wrenching his phone from Portia’s grasp. “God. Cheyenne knew her dad was throwing this thing. Couldn’t she have at least waited till effing November to off herself?”

The sudden angry peel of the electric saw felt as if it were piercing right through my brain. “What did you just say?”

Gage looked at me, his eyes wide with mock innocence. “What? I’m just saying.”

“You’re sick, you know that?” I snapped. “All of you are sick! Cheyenne’s dead, for God’s sake! And all you can think about are coffee bars and parties? What’s the matter with you?”

No one answered me. Tiffany hid behind her camera, taking pictures of the work in progress. Constance’s cheeks turned pink, Portia toyed with her necklaces, Sabine fiddled with the glass buttons on her coat, and Rose appeared close to tears. London and Vienna looked at each other, disturbed, as if I were the one embarrassing them. Well, fine. If I was so humiliating to have around, I would just leave them to their wallowing. I couldn’t look at them right now anyway.



POOR LITTLE RICH GIRLS



Cheyenne’s memorial service was scheduled for Saturday. Her father had called Rose and given her the info, which she had scribbled on a piece of yellow stationery and left on the table in the parlor. It was propped up against the vase of fresh flowers the cleaning staff replaced every week, and there it stayed, staring out at us like a message of doom. Now not only were we avoiding the end of the hall where Cheyenne’s room was located, we were avoiding the parlor as well. Result? The Billings Girls were spending a lot more time in the library than we usually did this time of year.

Suddenly I couldn’t wait for Coffee Carma to open. At least then we’d have somewhere else to congregate.

“Why must we study calculus?” Sabine whispered on Wednesday evening, dropping back in her seat. All fifteen of us were gathered around the long table that took up most of the aisle between philosophy and religion. The head of the table had been left open. Cheyenne’s chair. I couldn’t stop staring at it. “It shouldn’t be a required subject. It means nothing unless you want to go to med school.”

“I love calculus,” I replied, happy for a distraction from the empty seat. I took a deep breath of that library air, letting the musty book smell fill my senses. Somehow, I always found that scent soothing.

Portia dropped her hand, her gold watch smacking against the wooden table. “You are so F.O.S,” she said, lifting her thick hair over her shoulder. “No one likes calculus.”

“F.O.S.?” I asked, looking at Rose. Portia hated it when anyone asked her to decipher her strange abbreviations. Maybe if she issued us all our own Ahronian-to-English dictionaries, we could keep up.

“Full of . . . you know,” Rose whispered, her cheeks turning pink.

“Ah.” Rose never cursed unless she absolutely had to.

“Anyway, Cheyenne liked calculus,” Rose said. “She liked math in general. Something about it being unsubjective.”

Lately, Cheyenne’s name was the ultimate conversation killer. Everyone stopped talking—everyone except London and Vienna, who were sitting across from each other at the far end of the table. In the fresh silence their voices carried like shouts over open water.

“I know, I know! Your gown is perfection. It so sucks that you’re not going to get to wear it,” Vienna said.

“I mean, why did we even go to Milan this summer if the Legacy was gonna get canceled?” London whined, crossing her arms over her chest. “Two weeks couture-hopping in that ridiculous heat, and for what?”

“Well, you did get to meet Fabrizio,” Vienna reminded her, lifting her perfect brows.

“Ah . . . Fabrizio,” they both said wistfully, looking off into the stacks.

“What is the matter with you two?” I demanded, my eyes darting again to Cheyenne’s empty seat.

Kiki Thorpe tugged her ever-present earbuds out of her ears and sat up straight, her heavy black boots slamming into the floor. Her blue eyes darted hungrily back and forth between the Twin Cities and me as she popped her gum, sensing impending conflict. “Catfight?” she asked with interest.

“No,” I replied. “No catfight.”

Kiki sighed in disappointment and sat back again. She tugged her pink bangs up until they stood straight out from her head, her eyes practically crossing as she looked up at them.

“It’s just . . . this is really what you’re talking about?” Sabine asked the Twin Cities, backing me up.

London and Vienna looked at us with a mild sense of distaste. Vienna rolled her eyes and turned to face us. “Don’t make us out to be the villains here, okay?” she said, pressing her finger and its perfectly shaped nail into her open-but-ignored notebook. “You know you all wish the Legacy was happening even though Cheyenne’s . . . gone. We’re just the only ones who are woman enough to say it.”

Everyone at the table looked at everyone else. Aside from Sabine and Constance, they all guiltily agreed with their eyes—even Rose, who had seemed more broken up about Cheyenne’s death than anyone.

“Maybe if we talked to Mr. Martin about it. Maybe if he saw how much it meant to Cheyenne’s friends, he’d change his mind,” Vienna suggested.

“I don’t think so,” I replied.

I could just picture it: Cheyenne’s dad sitting alone in his study, trying to pick out a coffin for his child. Suddenly the phone rings, and there’s Vienna, pleading for him to throw a party for us, because Cheyenne would have wanted it that way. Man would probably drive out to Easton and strangle the girl himself. His daughter had taken her own life. Every time I thought about it, my heart swelled painfully, and tears prickled at the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling.

“Why not? It’s worth a try,” Portia replied. “I had the whole weekend planned with Hamilton, and now he’s talking about saving his frecs.”

“Frecs?” I asked.

“Frequent flyer miles,” Tiffany explained. She placed her camera aside and pulled out her leather portfolio, filled with her latest prints.

Nice boyfriend. Is he more interested in you or the free-flowing drugs and sex-capades? Maybe it was time for a relationship evaluation. A re-eval, to put it in terms Portia might understand.

“I really think we should try calling Mr. Martin. Maybe he’d be happy to have something fun to focus on!” London suggested hopefully. “You know, something to take his mind off what happened.”

“I don’t think one little party is going to take his mind off the fact that his only daughter is dead,” I said flatly. I mean, really, people.

“It’s not a little party, Reed. We’re talking about the Legacy here,” Portia said. “It’s, like, bigger than X-mas.”

That was how she said it. Ex-mas. I had no response to that.

“Maybe someone else could throw it. Tiff? What about your dad? Tassos is always up for a party, isn’t he?” London suggested.

Tiffany chuckled. “I so love that my father has a rep.”

Tiffany’s dad was the uni-named Tassos, an internationally renowned celebrity photographer who had been paid gazillions of dollars to photograph everyone from the Prince of Wales to Britney Spears’s dogs. I had never met him, but he was one of the rare Easton dads who called his daughter at least once a week and chatted with her for hours at a time. Most girls in Billings, whose dads were too busy to recall they’d ever procreated, were jealous not only of Tassos’s worldwide fame and Tiffany’s many celebrity connections, but of their father-daughter relationship. Of course, I talked to my dad once a week as well, but being that I was from a middle-class family in central Pennsylvania, no one ever seemed surprised by that. Like my family was automatically assumed to be functional. If only they knew. I mean, maybe it was more functional lately, since my mom had cleaned herself up and stopped with the painkillers, but this time last year? The Brennan clan had been on a serious downward spiral.

“Well?” Portia asked.

“Sorry, girls, but the town house isn’t big enough, the Sag Harbor house is under renovation, and I don’t see everyone flying to Miami or Crete,” Tiffany replied as she flipped through her portfolio.

“I’ll fly to Crete!” Vienna announced. A few of the others murmured their assent.

“Listen, you guys, the Legacy isn’t happening this year, okay? Just get used to it,” I said. I picked up my pencil and returned to my assignment, hoping that would put an end to it.

“You’re just bitter because you wouldn’t be able to go anyway,” Missy said, her eyes flicking over me in that derisive way of hers.

She was, of course, correct about that. I had only been able to attend last year as Walt Whittaker’s date—well before he was Constance’s boyfriend, of course. Josh didn’t qualify for plus-one status, so even if the Legacy did happen, I’d be spending the biggest night of the year watching reruns of The Closer on the plasma in the parlor.

“Wait, so you mean you can go?” I asked Missy. “You didn’t go last year.”

“I had something better to do,” Missy said, averting her eyes.

“Oh, please. Your mom forbid you from going till you were sixteen,” Lorna blurted. We all laughed, and Lorna earned herself a look of death that sent her hiding behind her chemistry text.

“This is just unacceptable,” Portia said. “Cheyenne was all about tradition, and the Legacy was one of her favorite nights of the year. If the Legacy was canceled because of her, she would hate it. I mean, not having the Legacy is like dishonoring her memory.”

Honestly? She kind of had a point there. Cheyenne would have hated to know that a tradition as hallowed as the Legacy was compromised because of something she had done.

There was a loud laugh from the next aisle over, and suddenly Ivy Slade appeared at the head of the table. With her raven hair pulled back from her angular face, her big silver, straight-drop earrings, and her flowy black baby-doll dress, she looked way too sophisticated for the library. Even the Billings Girls knew to dress down slightly for a study session.

“You people are unbelievable,” she said. “Poor little rich girls can’t have their party? Aw. How pathetic. One of your best friends just killed herself, and this is all you can talk about?”

“Shut up, Ivy,” Portia snapped. “You didn’t even like Cheyenne.”

Ivy glared at Portia with such venom that I half expected Portia’s gold necklaces to turn green and rot. Then Ivy sort of straightened up, a smirk lighting her otherwise pale face.

“You’re right. I didn’t,” she said, placing her hands on the back of Cheyenne’s empty chair. “So what does it tell you that I seem to care more about the fact that she’s dead than you do?

Her gaze slid over table in silent judgment before she turned and strode away. Suddenly I found myself staring at that empty chair again, my heart heavier than a concrete slab. I had pretty much detested Ivy Slade from the first time I spoke to her, but right then I couldn’t have agreed with her more.



THE PARTY MUST GO ON



Since the beginning of the year, the Ketlar Hall advisor, Mr. Cross, had been leaving campus for three hours every Friday night for some unknown reason (AA meetings? A torrid affair? Karaoke night at the Boar’s Nest?), leaving the dorm that housed the most coveted guys on campus unguarded. The pattern had just recently been confirmed by the boys of Ketlar as unwavering and therefore useful. So that Friday night, it was as if a Marc Jacobs sample sale were being held in the upperclassman boys’ dorm. Females from all corners of campus descended on the place, giggling and chatting in excitement, their four-hundred-dollar heels click-clacking on the lobby floor.

I was one of them, of course, but I wasn’t giggling or chatting, and my sneakers merely squeaked. I found Josh kicked back on his unmade bed in his room, which was wallpapered on his side with his own paintings, and on Trey Prescott’s side with posters of famous European footballers. Josh’s blond curls looked as unruly and touchable as ever, and he wore rumpled jeans and a white long-sleeved tee, which highlighted not only his perfect pecs, but what was left of his summer tan. Trey had kindly vacated the premises, having no girlfriend to fool around with at present, so Josh and I tried to get down to the reason we were there, but I was too distracted to concentrate. As was Josh, apparently. After attempting to make out on his bed for fifteen minutes, we both sat back and sighed. My back rested against the wall next to his bed. He leaned into his headboard. We shot each other apologetic smiles and looked away.

This was totally insane. Here I was with the most beautiful guy on campus—a guy who loved me so much I could see it in his gorgeous blue eyes every single time he looked at me—and yet the only thing I could think about was that e-mail from Cheyenne.

And about the Legacy.

And Noelle.

And Dash.

What the hell had Noelle meant when she’d said, “Everything happens for a reason?” Was it just a coincidence that Dash had typed the very same words to me in his last e-mail? Was it something that they both liked to say? Or did Noelle somehow know about my secret correspondence with her ex-boyfriend?

Suddenly I started to sweat. I shoved my hands into my long brown hair and pushed it back from my face. I couldn’t think about this. Not now. Not with Josh’s legs resting over mine and his paint-speckled fingers toying with the strap on the hip of my cargo pants.

“Hey. Are you okay?” he asked me.

“Fine. Why?” I replied.

“You looked like you were having deep thoughts,” Josh said, reaching up to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “What are you thinking about?”

Oh, I’m thinking about my secret e-mail relationship with Dash McCafferty. And about how it’s not only a betrayal of you, but of Noelle—because even if they’re not together, she must still consider him hers. And about how if she finds out about it, she’s going to kick my ass into next semester.

No. Not if. When. When she finds out about it. Because who am I kidding, here? This is Noelle Lange we’re talking about. I wouldn’t be surprised it the girl had top secret clearance at the freaking Pentagon. She always knows everything.

Also, I’m thinking about Cheyenne, and the fact that you cheated on me with her. And the fact that I called her a whore and a hundred other nasty things. And the fact that she subsequently killed herself and blamed it on me. My heart constricted and my eyes welled. I looked away, willing myself to chill.

“Reed?” Josh prompted.

“Sorry. I was thinking about the Legacy,” I told him, figuring it was the safest topic. I took a deep breath and stared straight ahead, not ready to give him a good look at my probably blotchy face quite yet.

There was a long pause. Too long. Then Josh drew his legs back, curling them up story style, and pushed both hands back through his dark blond curls—all of which snapped right back into place. Suddenly, no part of him was touching any part of me. Misjudgment, thy name is Reed.

“The Legacy?” he asked. His very tone was a reprimand. His mouth twisted into a frown of distaste. Like it soured his tongue to even say the words.

“Yeah. It’s pretty much all my friends can talk about right now,” I told him. “Not me, but them. Everyone’s pretty crushed that it got canceled.”

Josh scoffed. “Why am I not surprised?”

Instantly I felt defensive. Even though I agreed with him. That was just the way I was when it came to the Billings Girls. Just call me the devil’s advocate.

“I know,” I said, turning to face him. “But for some of them this is the most important event of the year.”

Bigger than X-mas.

“That in and of itself is sad,” Josh said. He shoved himself up and crossed over to the easel at the foot of his bed, where he rather vehemently began to sort through pots of paint and crusty paintbrushes. “How can they be thinking about getting wasted and partying, when Cheyenne just died?”

“Well . . . some people use that stuff as escape mechanisms, don’t they?” I asked facetiously.

“Yeah. That’s a great way to cope,” Josh replied, just as facetiously.

“I’m not saying I’m gonna do that—I’m just trying to understand where they’re coming from,” I replied, my voice rising a bit as I scooted to the edge of his bed. “The same thing happened last year when Thomas died, remember? All anyone wanted was to figure out a way to get their minds off what had happened.”

“Right. Because God forbid anyone at this school ever has to actually deal with something,” Josh snapped. “Why are you always blindly defending those people?”

“Why is it so hard for you accept the fact that those people are my friends?” I shot back.

I loved Josh, but one thing about him that always irked me was his venomous disapproval of the Billings Girls. Even though in this case I understood where he was coming from, he didn’t have to act as though they were so predictable and so awful all the time. And I hated the fact that he tended to lump them all in together—as if good people like Constance, Sabine, Tiffany, and Rose were somehow just as evil as Ariana Osgood had turned out to be the year before. Maybe sometimes their priorities weren’t always the same as ours, but that didn’t make them bad people. There was still a lot of good in them—good he refused to see. And they were my friends. Most of them, anyway. I was sick of him attacking them at every turn.

Josh sighed and looked down at his bare feet, gripping a few brushes in both hands. “I’m sorry. It’s not you, it’s just . . . Imagine what Cheyenne would think. How she would feel if she knew that this was what her friends were talking about four days after she died?”

Just hearing him express compassion for Cheyenne’s feelings stung. I know it’s petty, but less than two weeks ago I’d found the two of them getting hot and heavy in the art cemetery on the very day we’d both said “I love you” for the first time. It had turned out that Cheyenne had drugged Josh to get him in the mood, so to speak, and I’d forgiven him. And yes, the girl was dead now. But none of that made the memory of her straddling him half naked, of the way he was looking at her like she was some kind of bodacious sex goddess, hurt any less.

“Honestly? I think she’d be proud,” I said, lifting my chin slightly. Even though I hadn’t voiced my agreement at the time, Portia’s argument at the library had been the only one that made sense to me. Cheyenne would have hated to be remembered as the girl who had torpedoed the Legacy. If anyone else in our circle had died, Cheyenne would have certainly taken a “the party must go on” stance.

Josh’s face screwed up in consternation. “Proud?”

“Yeah. Cheyenne was all about Easton and tradition. She loved being one of the longest legacies on campus,” I told him. “I think she’d want the Legacy to go on, and I think she’d be upset that her dad canceled it. You knew Cheyenne pretty well, and I’m just trying to think like her,” I said, trying to hide my disgust, once again, at the thought of the two of them. “Don’t you think that’s true?”

“Wow,” Josh said, staring at me.

“What?” I replied, feeling uncertain.

“They’ve totally brainwashed you over there,” he replied.

My mouth dropped open. Considering how he felt about them, lumping me in with the Billings Girls in his mind was pretty much the worst insult he could lob at me.

“I’m going to go now,” I said, grabbing my keys.

“Reed. Wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did,” I replied.

Then I yanked open the door and put an end to our not-so-romantic night.



GLITCH



I stared at the ceiling in my room at Billings that night, listening to Sabine’s light breathing, unable to even fathom sleep. During the day I could sometimes ignore it, sometimes shove it aside—distract myself with other things. But when the lights were out and I was alone, the thoughts came, and I couldn’t stop them.

How does a person decide to die? Isn’t it the thing we’re all most afraid of? I mean, when you think about it . . . when you really think about it . . . it’s the one thing about life that you simply cannot imagine. Because no one knows what it’s really like. No one knows where you go. You can’t just take it back once it’s done and be hanging out with your friends a couple of days later and say, “So, was it totally weird when I died?” That’s just it. Even if there is an afterlife, life as you know it is just over.

Cheyenne was just over.

I sat straight up in bed, my heart pounding. It was the night before Cheyenne’s memorial service, and I hadn’t slept in two days. Every time I even started to close my eyes, I would see her pretty, pert face and would suddenly jolt awake. I couldn’t take much more of this. It had taken months for the nightmares and unbidden daydreams about Thomas to peter out. How long would it take before Cheyenne’s suicide stopped haunting me? Would it ever?

The lines of her e-mail were burned indelibly into my brain. She had blamed me for her death. Blamed me. How could that ever be okay?

I shoved the covers aside and cool air rushed over my hot legs. My hair was plastered to the back of my head with sweat. I had to do something to distract myself. E-mail my brother. Or Natasha Crenshaw, my roommate from last year. Something. Glancing at Sabine’s bed, I got up and opened my laptop, then pulled the chair back from the desk as quietly as I could. Out of habit, I opened my inbox first. There was a message from Dash right at the top. My heart pounding for a whole new reason, I clicked it open.

Dear Reed,

I heard about Cheyenne’s memorial service. I really wish I could go, but I can’t make it. I feel awful, considering how long I’ve known Cheyenne, but I have this massive paper due on Monday, and unfortunately, funeral services for casual friends don’t merit an extension here at Yale. But don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll be fine. It’ll suck, don’t get me wrong, but you’ll get through it. I know your Billings friends will be there for you, and I’m sure you’ll keep yourself busy being there for them as well. You’ve always been good at that—being there for your friends no matter what.

If it does get tough, just know that I’ll be thinking about you all day . . . wishing I was there with you.

Love,

Dash

There was no air in the room. I read the e-mail over three times and my heart felt full. That line about me and my Billings friends—how he knew we’d be there for one another—I couldn’t stop staring at it.

Dash understood. He knew what my friends meant to me. He knew what Billings meant. Not like Josh. Josh, who felt the need to bash my housemates at every available opportunity. Dash understood, and it made me feel validated. Proud. Happy.

And then there was that final line.

I’ll be thinking about you . . . wishing I was there with you. There was no misreading that. And he’d signed the e-mail “Love.” Love, Dash. In one e-mail, everything between us had changed. It had just gotten interesting.

And dangerous. And wrong.

Josh was my boyfriend. And Noelle was one of my best friends.

So why couldn’t I stop smiling?

Fingers trembling, I rested my fingers lightly on the keys. Everything hinged on what I typed back. I could tell him I’d be thinking of him, too. Could take this thing, whatever it was, to the next level. Or I could ignore what he’d said. I could be cold and distant and loyal to Josh. Dash would get the hint. He wasn’t a dumb guy.

That was what I should do. Obviously that was what I should do. Things had been strained between me and Josh tonight, sure, but it didn’t matter. It was going to get better eventually. I loved him. He loved me. I couldn’t jeopardize that for an e-mail flirtation with a guy who lived hundreds of miles away. Even if he had just made me feel infinitely better with one e-mail, while earlier tonight Josh had made me feel like crap.

My face flushed hot, remembering Josh’s obstinacy. I didn’t want to go there. Didn’t want to dwell on the negative. I wanted to dwell on this new, calm, validated feeling. I typed back. . . .

Dash,

I’ll be wishing you were there with me too.

Sabine shifted in her bed, letting out a sigh. My hands jumped from the keyboard as if the keys had just turned white hot. I glanced over my shoulder tremulously, but Sabine had simply rolled over. She wasn’t glaring at me in admonishment. Even if she knew whom I was e-mailing, she wouldn’t know that it was wrong. And was it wrong, really? Dash was my friend. Plus, I needed a distraction from everything. The weirdness with Josh, the confusion over Cheyenne—I needed something light to get me through all the dark.

I took a deep breath, signed the e-mail “Love, Reed,” and sent it on its way. And I didn’t even feel guilty. All I felt was tired. Excruciatingly, permanent-yawn-in-the-back-of-my-throat tired. I closed the “mail sent” window, and my inbox automatically popped up. There was a new e-mail at the top of the list. I did a double take. My heart was sucked right out of my body, and I gripped the desk as I buckled forward.

The e-mail was from Cheyenne.

No. No, no, no, no, no. This was not possible. What the hell was going on here? Delete it. Just delete it. It’s not really there anyway. You’re just hallucinating. Imagining things. You’re exhausted. Delusional. Delete it and go to sleep.

But how could I? It was a week to the day the first e-mail had been sent. A week since she’d died. I had to open it. I had to know.

Holding my breath, feeling like I was about to shake apart at the seams, I clicked open the message.

Ignore the note. You did this to me. You ruined my life.

Every cell in my body went cold. I couldn’t breathe. I gripped the edge of my desk to keep myself from fainting or reeling—just to feel something solid and real. Because this . . . this e-mail . . . it couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be happening. It was the same message I’d received last weekend. Cheyenne’s last e-mail. How had it been re-sent? Had someone sneaked into her room? Was someone on her computer, messing with me?

With a sudden surge of adrenaline, I shoved myself away from my desk and tiptoed to the door. Every inch of me quaked as I slipped out into the hallway. Cheyenne’s room was just a few doors down. I looked for the glow of a light under the door, but there was none. Still, that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone inside. Sitting at her computer. Having a bit of fun at my expense. I took a deep breath, held it, and started to walk.

The hallway had never felt so wide, so frigid, so silent. As I passed by the grainy photos of Easton Academy through the years, I felt as if someone was watching me. As if at any moment cold hands would reach out and grab me. Clearly, I had seen too many horror movies. I had to get a grip. When I made it to Cheyenne’s room, I pressed my palms into the wood trim around the door and breathed.

Someone’s in there. Someone has to be in there. I’m not crazy. That e-mail did not send itself. Squelching the fear that threatened to overcome me, I held my breath and opened the door.

It swung wide and fast, as if propelled by a burst of wind. The room was empty, the computer dark.

No one was there.

For a long moment I stood alone, disbelieving. If no one had sent it, how had it shown up in my inbox? How could it possibly have happened? No answer miraculously came to me, and the longer I stood there, the more the room in front of me came into focus. I started to notice things. Things I hadn’t noticed the last time I had been there—that morning when we found Cheyenne.

Like the suitcases, three of them, open on the floor near the far wall. There were sweaters piled into one, stacks of neatly folded lingerie in another. Cheyenne had started to pack that night. Had been getting ready to go.

At what point had she stopped? At what point had she decided that she was not, in fact, ever going to leave Billings? At least not alive.

I would never know.

Curiosity getting the better of me, I stepped into the room and closed the door quietly behind me. On her dresser was her makeup case, filled to the brim with Shiseido and Laura Mercier. Next to it sat a small silver box with ornate etching on the lid. Beautiful. Taking a closer look, I saw that there was a monogram worked into the swirling design. VMS, the letters all the same size. Why would Cheyenne Martin have a box with the initials VMS etched into it? Tentatively, I opened the box and froze. Inside, sitting on the black lining, was Cheyenne’s diamond B necklace. I couldn’t believe she had ever taken it off. This necklace symbolized everything important to her. Then I saw that something was wrong with the chain. It hadn’t been unclasped. It had, in fact, been snapped. How? Why? Had she torn it off in the midst of a fit over being expelled?

Another thing I would never know.

Spooked by the violent image, I clicked the box closed and placed it right back where it had been. Right next to the pieces of the cell phone I had shattered against the wall above her bed in the midst of our Josh confrontation. She had gotten a new one the very next day, so why had she kept the remnants of the old one?

One more unanswered question.

Then I looked at her computer. She had sent that e-mail from this machine. Had used that keyboard to type her final message. Was it still in her system? If she’d sent it from here, it still had to be coming from here, didn’t it? It had to be.

And then it hit me. Maybe she had set it up to be a repeating e-mail. Maybe she had set her server to send me her suicide note every Friday for the rest of my life. The very thought made the room tilt before me, and I grasped the desk.

Was she that sadistic? That angry? That unhinged? It couldn’t be. But if it was set up that way . . . if it was, I had to stop it. If it was, I had to make it go away.

Before I could rethink my actions, I sat down in Cheyenne’s pink upholstered desk chair and powered up her computer. It seemed to take forever to whir to life, and when it did I was faced with her desktop wallpaper, a photo of all of us taken last year in front of Billings on the last day of school. The sight of all those smiling, unsuspecting faces—Cheyenne’s dead center—made my eyes sting. I quickly double clicked the Easton crest at the top right of the page, and the Easton e-mail system popped open.

That was when I froze. It was, of course, asking for her password.

Dammit. Damn all the damn security. How was I ever going to figure out Cheyenne Martin’s password? Feeling as if I couldn’t give up now, I typed a few obvious things. “Billings.” Nope. “Easton.” Nope. “Josh” and “Hollis.” Nope. Thank God. But I was at a loss. Last year, when Dash and I had broken into Ms. Lewis-Hanneman’s computer, he had used some universal password that Lance Reagan had cracked, but I had no idea what it was. I could have called Dash or Lance or Josh or any of the guys in Ketlar, all of whom, apparently, had been granted this information, but whoever I asked would want to know why I wanted it. It was no good. I was going to have to abort this mission. It was all I could do to keep from picking the monitor up and slamming it to the floor in frustration. But that, surely, would be loud enough to attract some attention.

Taking a deep, shaky breath, I turned off her computer. As soon as the room went dark, a floorboard creaked behind me. I whipped around, heart in my throat, but again, there was no one there. Nothing but Cheyenne’s open closet.

I really was losing my mind, and this room wasn’t helping. I quickly got up and slipped back to my room, sliding silently under the covers, which I drew all the way up to my chin. There would be no sleeping tonight, that much was now clear. I was just going to have to lie here and wait until morning. Until Cheyenne’s memorial. Until it was time to say good-bye and maybe, just maybe, I could say good-bye to all this guilt and fear and uncertainty as well.

A girl could hope.



EULOGY



“My daughter always wore her heart on her sleeve. If you knew her, you knew her feelings, you knew her hopes, you knew her dreams,” Mrs. Kane, Cheyenne’s mother, said. She stood behind a small podium in front of a huge bank of windows that fronted the rocky Cape May shoreline. Before her, a hundred guests sat still as statues, not daring to move and disrupt the service. “But as her mother, I like to think that I knew her better than anyone, so today I’d like to share with you some little-known facts about Cheyenne Martin, my little girl.”

I reached out and gripped Josh’s hand. Every time Cheyenne’s name was mentioned, all the hairs on my neck and arms stood on end. Ever since I had received her e-mail again the night before, I had felt shaky, vulnerable, almost as if I was being watched. That feeling had only intensified upon entering her mother’s huge, airy Victorian on Cape May. Cheyenne’s picture was everywhere. Staring at me. Judging me. Blaming me. As miserable as I had expected this experience to be, it was ten times worse now. My own personal torture chamber.

“My little girl,” Mrs. Kane repeated wistfully.

She placed her hands on the sides of the podium and paused as we all held our breath. Cheyenne’s mom was a slim blond woman who could have doubled for Naomi Watts, but even with her wispy body, she had a strength about her. She wore a formfitting black suit and black heels, her hair back in a low bun, her makeup perfectly applied. Behind her and to the left, hunched in a wooden chair, was Cheyenne’s father, who was not nearly as composed as his former wife. He had a chiseled jaw, broad shoulders, and day-old stubble—handsome even through his obvious grief.

“Cheyenne loved horses, as I’m sure you all know, but did you know that her greatest dream as a child was to own a pink pony with a red tail?” Mrs. Kane said.

The crowd laughed quietly and shifted in their seats.

“Many of you know that my daughter was also a philanthropist, spending a few weeks each summer building houses with Habitat for Humanity,” Mrs. Kane continued. “But did you know that she learned to love architecture and construction so much that she designed and built a house for our dog Coco all on her own?”

Mr. Martin hung his head. Guilt surged through me, white hot and fresh. I squeezed Josh’s fingers again. Thank God he was there. Steadfast, solid Josh. Josh, who hadn’t mentioned a word of our argument all morning. Who’d simply put his arm around me on the quad, brought me to his car, and hadn’t stopped asking if I was okay all day long. Even in the midst of a fight, he cared about me enough to selflessly be there for me.

Why had I sent that e-mail to Dash last night? Why? I had done it in a moment of weakness. A moment of needing to be understood and comforted. But who was here for me now? Josh. All day long. Comforting. He was the guy I loved. The only guy I needed.

“And I’m sure you all know how much she loved her friends, the girls of Billings House.” Here Mrs. Kane paused to smile down at us, Cheyenne’s housemates. We were all seated in the first two rows, at her insistence, and I suddenly felt a glaring red spotlight burn my skin. “She loved you girls more than anything, and I know that if she were here with us today, she would tell you all how much she misses you, and that she hopes you all remember her for the things she did to brighten your life at Billings, and not for the way in which she left it.”

Her eyes shone as she looked at each of us. A tear slid down my cheek and I shakily swiped it away. Cheyenne didn’t miss me. She hated me. She wouldn’t be dead if it weren’t for me.

“Now, if you’ll all adjourn to the shoreline outside . . . in a few minutes we’ll be releasing Cheyenne’s ashes at her favorite spot on the bluff. Thank you,” Mrs. Kane said, mustering a bright smile.

The guests started to stir, but Mrs. Kane stepped around the podium and stopped Rose with a hand to her arm.

“Girls, would you mind staying back for a moment? There’s something I’d like to say to you all,” she said, looking me directly in the eye.

My heart plummeted. Why had she looked at me? Why me?

“You gonna be okay?” Josh asked, squeezing my hand.

There was an enormous lump in my throat, impossible to speak through, but I managed to nod.

“I’ll wait right outside,” he assured me, his blue eyes resolute.

“’Kay,” I croaked.

I sat down again next to Kiki, who had hidden her pink bangs under a black cabbie pulled low over her brow. My heart pounded so hard, I was sure I was going to pass out. What could Cheyenne’s mother possibly want to talk to us about?

“This should be interesting,” Kiki said under her breath, popping her gum as she slumped down. Her heavy black boots peeked out from under the hem of her long gray skirt.

“This will only take a moment,” Mrs. Kane began. She smiled as she clasped her hands in front of her. A rock the size of my head flashed on her ring finger. Mr. Martin, shoulders hunched, hovered behind her. “First, a request. Tomorrow morning, Cheyenne’s father and I will be coming to Easton to pack up Cheyenne’s things, but we’ve talked about it and we’d like for each of you to stop by her room tonight and choose something of our daughter’s to keep.”

Everyone looked at everyone else. She couldn’t be serious.

Mr. Martin cleared his throat loudly. “We know how much you all meant to our . . . to Chey—” He paused and collected himself, running his hand over his eyes. “We know how much you all meant to her, and we know she’d want you all to have something to remember her by. So we hope you’ll do us . . . do her memory . . . this honor. . . .”

He trailed off, looking at the floor, and shook his head. “I’m sorry. If you’ll excuse me . . . ,” he said, his voice cracking.

He rushed out of the room, hand to his mouth, his expensive pants swishing as he went. I had never felt so uncomfortable in my life. No one moved. To see a man like him break down in that way—it was awful. Horrifying. It brought the whole thing home all over again.

“Mrs. Kane. I’m so sorry,” Rose said, standing tremulously. “I wish I . . . I wish—”

“Oh, Rose. Come here, honey,” Cheyenne’s mother said.

Rose stepped over everyone’s legs, already crying, and Cheyenne’s mother pulled her into a hug. No one knew what to do. We all just sat there, listening to the sound of Rose’s muffled sobs.

Cheyenne’s mother fished a tissue from her Chanel purse. She handed it to Rose, who pressed it to her nose shakily. “Girls, I know you’re grieving, and you should be. You just lost one of your best friends. But I don’t want any of you to waste time feeling guilty or asking ‘what if.’ None of you are responsible for my daughter’s actions.”

Except me.

“She loved you all so much. She loved that house so much,” Mrs. Kane said. “She would want you to get on with your lives. She would want you to continue to uphold the Billings name and its traditions. Mourn her, honor her, but don’t forget to live your lives too. Don’t look back with regret.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was Cheyenne’s own mother trivializing her death? How could she expect us to move on? To have no regrets? The last year had been nightmare after nightmare for all of us. I glanced around, expecting everyone to look as appalled as I felt, but my blood ran cold. Instead, my friends seemed to be buying it. Already a few of them had visibly perked up. But then, I suppose I couldn’t blame them. If Cheyenne’s flesh and blood was excusing them from mourning, was telling them to get over their grief, who were they not to listen?

“Now, let’s all go outside and join the others,” Mrs. Kane said, giving Rose a squeeze. “I’m sure they’re ready for us now.”

After the briefest hesitation, everyone around me started to rise and file out of the room. My knees quaked as I got up, and I had to steady myself with a hand on the back of a chair.

“Reed? Are you okay?” Constance asked me.

“Yeah, I’m—”

“Reed Brennan?” Mrs. Kane interrupted, having overheard Constance. “I wasn’t entirely sure it was you. You look so different in the pictures. . . .”

My heart all but stopped. Pictures? What pictures?

“I’m sorry?” I said.

A few of the Billings Girls shot us quizzical looks as they left the room, but only Sabine and Constance hung back, standing a respectful distance from myself and Cheyenne’s mother.

“Cheyenne spoke so highly of you,” Mrs. Kane said.

I blinked. “She did?”

“You’re surprised,” she stated, smoothing her already perfectly smooth hair back toward her bun. “But she did. When we were in Greece over the summer, she told me all about you. How you brought a much-needed dose of reality to Billings. How grounded you were. I think you were a good influence on her.”

I couldn’t have been more flabbergasted if she’d whipped out a flaming baton and started tap-dancing.

“I have something for you,” Mrs. Kane said.

She turned and placed her bag on the podium so that she could search through it. I was so confused I felt weak. Was this really what Cheyenne had thought of me last year? It was hard to recall after all the bickering and venom of the past few weeks, but we had been friends. Had spent a lot of time together last spring.

But still, if she had ever thought I was grounded, and that I was “much needed” in Billings, then why had she spent so much time this year making sure I knew I didn’t belong? Just over a week ago, she had told me flat out that I wasn’t Billings material. That I would never understand what it meant to be there. What had happened since the summer that had changed her mind about me so drastically? Or had she not changed her mind at all? Maybe she’d just been so in love with Josh that she would have done or said anything to hurt me. Tried to get me to leave Billings so she wouldn’t have to look at me anymore. She had to have had real feelings for him, right? You don’t drug a guy into fooling around with you if your feelings are immoderate. Not that I would know from experience, but still.

“Here. I found this among her things,” Mrs. Kane said turning around. She handed me a photo. It was a picture of Cheyenne and me taken at Vienna’s Sweet Seventeen party last spring. The two of us were smiling broadly, hugging each other, our cheeks pressed together almost as if we were best friends. Because we had been friends. As difficult as it was to recall, we had been. It was a gorgeous shot, and I remembered when Tiffany had taken it. We had been dancing to “Margaritaville” on the deck of the yacht, singing at the top of our lungs. I remembered being surprised that people in the Easton circle knew the words to a song like “Margaritaville,” but I suppose tunes like that were universal. There was a pinhole in the top of the photo, as if Cheyenne had hung it somewhere. It had meant enough to her to put it on display. “She would have wanted you to have it.”

A bubble rose in my throat, choking off my air supply.

“Remember what I said, Reed. Don’t waste too much time ruminating on what’s already done. You’re young. You should live your life.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze and started past me. Suddenly, the guilt crashed over me anew, and it was too much for me to bear.

“Mrs. Kane,” I blurted.

She paused and turned to look at me expectantly. “Yes?”

“I . . . I’m so sorry,” I said, my vision blurring as I looked at the picture. “I didn’t mean—”

Constance stepped forward as if to hug me or steady me, and suddenly I snapped back to reality. What was I going to say? That I hadn’t meant to force Cheyenne to kill herself? That I was sorry I had contributed to the death of her daughter? I looked at Constance and Sabine, both of whom were wide-eyed, concerned. What was I thinking? No one could know about that e-mail. No one.

“You didn’t mean what, dear?” Mrs. Kane asked.

I swallowed hard and shoved the photo into my purse. “Nothing. I’m sorry. I’m just . . . really sorry.”

Mrs. Kane smiled sympathetically. “Thank you, Reed.”

She turned and strode out.

“I can’t believe Cheyenne said all that stuff about you,” Constance said, biting her lip.

“Yeah. Me neither,” I replied, overwhelmed by my confusion, my guilt.

“We should probably go outside. They’ll want to start soon,” Sabine suggested, putting her arm around me.

So I walked out into the sunshine with my two closest friends, feeling completely detached from them. They didn’t know what was really going on inside of me. Didn’t know what I was capable of, what I had done. And they never would.

Even with them flanking me, comforting me, I had never felt so alone.



CLOSURE



Outside on the bluff, the pastor finished his speech, and Cheyenne’s parents stepped forward to lift the gold urn from the white lace cloth on which it had been sitting during the service. They walked out onto the bluff with the container between them, walked out almost to the breakers, to where the water collided with the earth. Mrs. Kane said something to her ex-husband. He replied with a nod. Then he opened the urn and a huge cloud of black ash poured out, whipped up by the wind.

Behind me someone wailed. Rose dissolved into tears. I felt something inside of me start to shake. Like my ribs were crumbling around my heart. I clutched Josh’s hand, and he immediately put his arm around me and held me tightly to his side. Whatever was trying to batter its way out of me, I held my breath and held it in.

On the bluff Mr. Martin dropped to his knees. The urn fell away and rolled until it hit Mrs. Kane’s feet. Several people—family members, it seemed—moved forward to help. The rest of us watched the last of Cheyenne’s ashes as they were scattered by the wind.

And then it was over. The last speck was gone, and the crowd began to disperse. I took a deep breath as Mr. Martin was helped to his feet, and tried to let the air fill me.

It was over. Done. We’d said good-bye. Much to my surprise, I felt a huge sense of relief. Maybe this was all I needed. Closure, or whatever they call it. Maybe I really would be able to move on.

“I can’t believe Taylor and Kiran didn’t show,” Portia sniffed to her roommate, Shelby Wordsworth, as they walked by us. “They were initiated with us. I mean, how rude.”

“Please. No one’s heard from Miss Genius since last fall, and Kiran puts the ‘self’ in ‘selfish,’” Shelby sniffed. “I am not at all surprised.”

My face grew hot at her scathing words. Shelby was a senior, gorgeous in an understated, sophisticated way with her thick, dark blond hair, bright blue eyes, and refined clothing choices. But she had barely ever spoken two words to me. She hadn’t been that close with my friends last year—with Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, and Taylor—so I felt as if she had no right to criticize them now. Even though technically she had known them longer than I had.

Still, it wasn’t the time to criticize her. Instead, I glanced around, wondering if any of the former Billings Girls had shown up but were just keeping a low profile. I had thought of them that morning—considered that they might attend the service—but I had been so distracted during the eulogy and by Mrs. Kane’s “no regrets” directive that I had forgotten all about them.

“So . . . you okay?” Josh asked me as we followed the rest of the Easton students down the hill. His dark blond curls had been tamed with gel, and in his pressed blue suit and dark tie, he’d never looked more perfect.

“Yeah, actually. I think I’ll be all right.” I bit my lip, hesitating. “So, are we going to talk about it? You know, the fight?”

Josh tipped his head back, his hands in his pockets. When he looked at me again, his expression was pragmatic. “I’m thinking no.”

Relieved, I smiled. The last thing I needed was more drama. “No?”

“I say we chalk it up to emotions—temporary insanity—and move on,” he suggested. “You think?”

“I am totally down with that plan,” I replied. Temporary insanity. Perhaps that could double as my excuse for that e-mail to Dash. Yes. Temporary insanity worked. I liked that. I took a deep breath of the crisp sea air, feeling infinitely better as I started walking again. “God, I can’t wait to get back and sleep. I just want to chill, you know? I just want this to be over so we can—”

And then I saw her. Standing right there in the middle of the crowd. Cheyenne was not dead. She was there. And she was staring right at me. Her blunt-cut blond hair. Her blue eyes. Her perfect skin. Her big diamond earrings. Definitely her.

“Josh!” I gasped, gripping his hand.

“What? What’s the matter?”

“Cheyenne,” I told him, breathless. A crowd of men in dark suits moved in between myself and Cheyenne, and when they moved away again, she was gone. I scanned the crowd like a crazy person, but she had disappeared. Was she a figment of my imagination?

“Cheyenne what?” Josh asked. “Reed, take a breath.”

I did as I was told, and my brain cleared a bit. A figment of my imagination. Of course she had been. Cheyenne was dead. Her parents had just sent her ashes into the wind. I was just tired. Just imagining things.

“What is it?” Josh asked again as I clutched his hand.

“Nothing. I just . . .” I glanced up at him and forced a strained laugh. “You’re gonna think I’m crazy. I seriously just thought I saw Cheyenne.”

Josh blinked. “Oh. Okay, I could see why that would freak you out,” he said with an understanding smile, briefly cupping my cheek. “You probably just saw one of her cousins or something. Someone who looks like her.”

I looked into his eyes and my panic dissipated. A cousin. Right. Someone who looked like her. Of course. I wasn’t crazy. I’d merely spotted a look-alike. What would I do without him?

“Okay?” he asked, loosening his grip a bit.

I nodded. “Okay.

“You’re sleeping in the car on the way home,” he told me, slipping his arm around my waist as we started walking again.

“Like Gage and Trey are gonna let me sleep,” I said with a forced laugh.

“I’ll kick them out. You can sack out in the backseat,” he told me.

“How’re they gonna get home?” I asked.

“They’ll find a ride. Everyone we know is here. All I care about is you,” he added with a smile.

God, he was perfect. What had I been thinking, flirting with a hot billionaire real estate heir? Did I really need to create drama in my life when it seemed to have a way of finding me quite easily on its own? Answer? An emphatic no. I tipped my head to the side and rested it on Josh’s strong shoulder as we made our way down the beach to his car.

I loved him. I did. Him and only him. From this moment on.



POWER



“It’s like a morgue in here,” Astrid said that evening, hugging her purple sweater closer to her body. She shivered and sat down next to me on the settee in the foyer. Sabine leaned against the wall under the framed photos of illustrious Billings alumni, many of whom had been present that morning to pay their respects to their lost sister. In the parlor most of our fellow Billings Girls sat in pensive silence. The TV was on, but I was sure no one was paying attention to it. In the hour we’d been back on campus, not one person had even approached Cheyenne’s room to take her parents up on their generous, if morbid, offer. “So much for that whole moving on thing.”

“Give it time,” I said. “We did just scatter her ashes this morning.”

The moment we’d returned I’d run directly up to my room and stuffed the photo Cheyenne’s mother had given me into one of my textbooks from last year, then shoved it in the very bottom of the bottom drawer of my desk. Out of sight, out of mind. Except that it wasn’t, since it kept flashing across my mind’s eye every other second. Yeah, moving on was not going to be easy. Especially not for me.

“My mum always says death is a natural part of life,” Astrid said, looking down at her black-and-white checkered shoes. I noticed she had picked off most of her bright yellow nail polish and had eschewed her usual glitter eye shadow today, going for a more subdued gray. “But this doesn’t feel natural, does it?”

“That’s because it’s not. It’s not natural when it’s suicide,” I said glumly.

“We have to do something,” Sabine said suddenly, pushing herself away from the wall. Being a true island girl, she owned no black clothing, and she looked awkward in my black skirt and gray top. Like she was a little girl playing librarian or something. “It’s too depressing.”

Astrid and I glanced at each other. “Like what?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Something,” Sabine said, pacing in front of us. “All of us together. Like you’ve said you all did last year. Something to cheer us up and help us to . . . you know . . . what’s the word?”

“Bond?” I suggested.

“Yes! Exactement!” Sabine’s eyes were bright with excitement.

“But what could we do?” Astrid asked, sitting up straight.

“I’m not sure. Reed, you know these girls better than we do,” Sabine pointed out. “What would they all like to do?”

“I don’t know . . . shop?” I joked. It was, after all, the universal Billings Girl pastime.

“Brilliant!” Astrid said.

“Yes! That’s it!” Sabine added, clasping her hands together and pointing her index fingers at me. “Shopping. We should all go shopping together!”

I blinked up at her. I’d been kidding, after all. I mean, was this really an appropriate moment for shameless acts of consumerism?

“You think?” I said.

“Definitely!” Sabine replied, pulling me up off the settee. “It’s a perfect idea, Reed.”

A spark of something akin to excitement filled my chest. It would be so nice to do something normal. Something distracting. Something fun. The last few weeks had been so bleak, a few hours off from that would be such a relief.

“Well, we do have a free pass off campus all weekend. . . .”

Normally anything but flexible, Headmaster Cromwell had granted us all the passes because of the memorial service, knowing some families would be around and that some students would likely stay up at the Cape overnight. I suppose he assumed it would be easier just to give everyone a universal “get out of jail free” card than to deal with people coming in and filing requests every other second.

“Good! You should go tell them. Cheer them up,” Sabine said, pointing at the parlor.

She and Astrid both looked so stoked by the idea, I could hardly say no. I walked over to the parlor door and peeked in. The other Billings Girls were all sitting on the U of couches, staring into space or whispering to each other. London twirled her hair around her finger, then let it go, then twirled it again. Portia toyed idly with her necklaces. Constance texted on her phone, undoubtedly to Whittaker. Other than the occasional whisper and the sound of her fingers punching the keys, the room was fairly silent.

“You guys? We kind of had an idea we wanted to run by you,” I began.

I had their attention instantly.

“It was really Reed’s idea,” Sabine said, coming up behind me.

“I was thinking maybe tomorrow we could all go shopping,” I suggested. “Walk into town . . . hit those cute shops on Main Street? Maybe we could even have lunch at the Driscoll.”

“Really?”

London and Vienna popped up like those moles in the Whack-a-Mole games at the Jersey Shore. The whispering intensified into excited murmurs.

“I am totally in,” Portia said. “I am the Q of retail therapy.”

A few people laughed and the murmurs turned to chatter. Who needed what? Who was going to burn out Daddy’s credit card first? The morgue had suddenly morphed into a cocktail party. Without the cocktails, of course.

“This was a fab idea, Reed,” Portia said, double air-kissing me. “I’m going to go do a shoe inventory right now.”

Tiffany, Rose, London, Vienna, Kiki, and Lorna were all smiling at me, and I suddenly felt an enormous sense of satisfaction. Felt very Noelle Lange. I had taken charge. I had just completely changed the vibe from depths of despair to excited anticipation in about two seconds flat.

Later that night everyone but me had been to Cheyenne’s room. Shelby was the first to tentatively approach, but once the seal had been broken, all the other Billings Girls had been through there, whispering like they were in a museum. Only I stayed in my room, alone. I knew Cheyenne wouldn’t want me to have anything of hers, and the last thing I needed was some token to remind me of my guilt each time I saw it. Finally, when they were all done, I heard everyone adjourn to the parlor to hang out, but I didn’t join them. I felt heavy. Like I couldn’t move. Bed was the only place I wanted to be.

I have no idea how long I lay there, staring at the ceiling—brooding about everything that had happened that day—but when the door opened, I sat up, more than ready for a distraction. Sabine struggled in with a large box covered in airmail stamps. She paused when she saw me.

“Oh. I thought you were downstairs with everyone else,” she said.

“Nope. What’s that?” I asked, gesturing at the box.

“Care package from home,” she said, dropping it on the floor of her closet. “I left it downstairs before.”

“Cool. Aren’t you going to open it?” I asked as she closed the closet door.

“Maybe later. My mother always puts in these sentimental notes and cards,” she said, pushing her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “I’m sort of not in the mood.”

I could understand that. There had already been way too much emotional spillage around here today.

“What did you take from Cheyenne’s?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Sabine said, picking at some unseen speck on the back of her desk chair. “I don’t want anything of hers.” Then she pulled a small pink jewelry box from the pocket of her jeans. “Tiffany made me take this, though. She made Constance, Lorna, and me all take them.”

She cracked the box open. Inside was a very familiar diamond B on a gold chain. My heart thumped extra hard when I saw it: the symbol of Billings membership Cheyenne had given to each of us at the beginning of the year, but had withheld from Sabine, Constance, and Lorna—the girls she had deemed unworthy. Tiffany must have found them in her room. I hadn’t worn mine in days. Thinking about it now, I realized I hadn’t seen any of the Billings Girls wearing them. When had they stopped?

“Are you going to wear it?” I asked.

“No.” She snapped the box closed and tossed it unceremoniously on her desk. “Diamonds are so tacky,” she joked, smiling wanly.

I exhaled a laugh. For a long moment neither of us said a word.

“Do you want to . . . I don’t know . . . play cards or something?” I asked finally.

Sabine’s green eyes lit up. “Definitely!”

She came over and bounced down on my bed as I fished a deck of cards from my top desk drawer. From that moment on it was all Spit and Rummy and Go Fish, which Sabine had never played. Neither of us mentioned Cheyenne again, and for a couple of hours I actually felt close to normal. Not completely. But close.



BEST IDEA EVER



“You must let me buy it for you, Reed,” Portia said. “It is so you.”

It was a gorgeous dress. A red Nicole Miller, sleeveless and slim, with a skirt that hit just above the knee and a sophisticated boat neck. It accentuated my long legs and defined arms, and was sexy without being slutty. Kind of a perfect Billings Girl dress. It had been a long time since I’d felt anything this luxurious touch my skin. Not since I’d gotten rid of all the stuff Noelle and the others had given me last year. I’d even trashed that frothy, shimmery gold gown they’d chosen for me to wear to the Legacy—perhaps the only move I regretted. I had felt so beautiful that night. So . . . not me. Sort of how I felt looking at myself right now.

Part of me would have loved to have just said, “Sure, Portia. Ring it up.” But it was a six-hundred-dollar dress. And also red. A little bit “look at me!” for my taste.

“It’s too expensive,” I told Portia, checking my reflection from the side.

“BFD. Besides, ‘expensive’ is a relative term,” Portia said with a sniff.

Ew.

“I wasn’t expecting to buy anything. I only tried it on for fun.”

“Isn’t that what this day is supposed to be all about? Fun?” Tiffany asked, leaning back in the large dressing room to snap my picture. She was wearing a silver minidress with a halter collar. Her appearance would have caused accidents on any major freeway in America. “Let the girl buy it for you. She has money coming out of her—”

“Don’t finish that sentence!” Portia demanded, throwing up a hand. “Like I really need the visual of money coming out any of my orifices. Why do people think that’s amusing?”

She forcibly turned me to the side and undid the zipper. “Take it off. We’re putting it on the card. What’s another six bills gonna matter anyway? Look at my pile.”

I looked. Sweaters, skirts, scarves, dresses. The pile was the size of a VW Bug.

“Well, maybe. But if I’m going to get it, I’m going to get the green one,” I said.

“Uh, no. Green is my color,” Portia said.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“Green. It’s my signature color,” she replied, blithely fluffing her hair in the mirror. She did, come to think of it, wear a lot of green. “I’m only buying it if it’s the red.”

Tiffany and I looked at each other and laughed. “Guess the fairy godmother gets to pick out the clothes,” Tiffany joked, earning a scathing look from Portia, which she ignored. “But you should get it anyway, Reed. Red is a good color for you. It’s a power color.”

A power color. Huh. I looked at my reflection again. It did sort of highlight my brown hair and still semitanned skin. If red was a power color, maybe I should get used to wearing it. That was the whole point of being at Easton, after all. To break out of the Croton, Pennsylvania, rut and live life the way these girls lived it. Live life as someone who was going somewhere. Someone who got noticed.

“Come on, Reed. Decision time,” Portia said, flicking out her American Express Black and holding it up between two fingers. “This offer expires in five . . . four . . . three . . . two—”

“Okay! Okay, I’ll take it,” I said. “But I owe you one.”

I stepped out of the dress and added it to Portia’s pile on the bench, then pulled my jeans and sweater back on.

Portia smirked. “Great. Can’t wait to see how you pay me back.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a dig or not—or maybe a threat, considering all the not-so-pleasant things I’d had to do for the Billings Girls in the past—but I didn’t get a chance to ask. London and Vienna chose that moment to barrel into our room all flushed with excitement, their arms full of clothes.

“What’re you guys getting?” London asked, eyeing Portia’s armful.

“Just a few things,” Portia said. “It’s really too bad about the Legacy. They have some gorge gowns in that back room.”

“I know. God. Halloween is going to be such a downer this year,” London pouted. “I’m totally wearing my gown anyway. I’ll wear it to class if I have to.”

Just like that, an idea hit me like a smack to the head. An idea so obvious I was shocked it hadn’t occurred to anyone before now. The perfect way to give the Billings Girls what they wanted, but to do it in a totally unshallow, socially acceptable way. “What if we had our own masquerade party?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Portia asked.

“I mean, if the Legacy isn’t going to happen, maybe Billings should throw its own masquerade ball,” I said. “It would just be Easton students, but it would be something to do. And someplace to wear your gowns.”

“Interesting,” Tiffany murmured, her bottom lip protruding.

“Wait a minute. I thought you were all ‘how can we party when Cheyenne SFU,’” Portia said, unburdening herself of her clothing pile again. “What’s with the one-eighty?”

“Well, I was thinking we could do it as a fund-raiser in Cheyenne’s name,” I suggested. “We can establish a scholarship in her honor and sell tickets to the ball. All the proceeds could go into the scholarship fund.”

“The Cheyenne Martin Scholarship Fund!” Vienne cheered, bouncing up and down as she clapped her hands.

“Oooh. I like that idea!” Tiffany said.

“Like it? It’s effing brill,” Portia said. “And now I can go try on gowns!”

Portia gave me a double air-kiss before twirling out of the room. Tiffany patted me on the back and London and Vienna whipped me up in a three-way hug.

“Reed, you are totally my savior!” Vienna said.

“Best idea ever,” London agreed.

They all ran out of the room on Portia’s heels, knocking on dressing room doors and spreading the news to the other girls. I was left behind to revel in my moment of glory. It was a good idea. And it felt good to be doing something in Cheyenne’s name. Something she never would have expected me to do. Like maybe I was proving her wrong about me somehow.

“Reed! I just heard about the fund-raiser! What an incredible thought! Her parents are going to freak!” Constance rambled, bounding into my room with Sabine on her heels.

“Definitely. It’s absolutely perfect,” Sabine added.

“Yeah, go you,” Missy grumbled as she walked by. “Like no one’s ever created a scholarship fund before.”

I rolled my eyes and ignored her, choosing to bask in the glow of praise. I just hoped that my new red dress would be special enough for the party. But then, I was the one throwing it, wasn’t I? For once I was going to be able to set the standard. I looked at my reflection in the mirror and smiled. I really felt like a whole new Reed.



LADIES WHO LUNCH



The restaurant at the Driscoll Hotel was all old-world elegance. Gleaming oak tables, gold fleur-de-lis wallpaper, gleaming crystal stemware, white linen napkins, sun-streaked windows overlooking a beautiful pond where actual swans cut sleek lines across the smooth surface. It was the type of place that would have made a girl in jeans and boots feel out of place . . . if she hadn’t been surrounded by fourteen of the most impeccably dressed and groomed girls on the East Coast.

The atmosphere at the table was convivial as we all chatted over finger sandwiches and iced tea. My Billings Masquerade idea had upped everyone’s moods considerably, and all anyone could talk about was where it should be held, who should be invited, and who might need to be paid off to keep the liquor flowing and the authorities at bay. I hadn’t heard this much laughter in days.

“Nice work, Reed,” Sabine whispered in my ear as she refolded her napkin in her lap.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

She draped her arm over the back of my chair and leaned in. “Look around. Your day trip plan definitely worked. No one here looks depressed about Cheyenne.”

My heart contracted at the sound of her name, but I let it pass. She was right. Everyone was clearly starting to move on. Mrs. Kane would be so pleased.

Tiffany stood up, tapping her fork against her glass. Everyone instantly fell silent and looked up at her expectantly.

“I’d like to make a toast,” Tiffany said, lifting her glass. “To our friend Cheyenne.”

Heart squeeze.

“We’ll miss you. And we hope that wherever you are, you’re happier than you were here.”

Tiffany raised her glass higher and everyone did the same.

“To Cheyenne.”

We all clinked and everyone fell silent for a moment, each thinking her own private thoughts. I just hoped Cheyenne was, in fact, out there somewhere and that she would appreciate our gesture in her name. That it might somehow make things right. Finally, London stood and cleared her throat.

“There’s a . . . a . . . what is it? A point of business we need to take care of!” she announced, seeming pleased that she’d used such an important-sounding phrase. “Billings needs a president. I think we should elect one now.”

“Is that really appropriate?” Missy asked, her face screwing up in consternation. If she wasn’t careful, she was really going to give herself premature wrinkles. “Cheyenne’s only been gone a week.”

A few people murmured their agreement.

“Yeah, and if she were here with us now, I think she’d say that Billings needs a leader,” Vienna put in, standing next to London. They looked as Twin Cities as ever, one in a purple knit minidress, the other in a black knit minidress, and each with a colorful scarf holding back her teased hair. “Besides, we all know who it’s going to be. What’s the point in putting off the inevitable?”

Wait. We all know who it’s going to be? Who? I didn’t know. I looked up, curious, and saw that everyone aside from Missy was staring at me.

I pushed back from the table, overcome by a sudden wave of extreme heat. “What? No way.”

“Are you saying you don’t want to be president of Billings?” Portia demanded. Like the very idea was just unimaginable.

“No, I’m not. I just . . . why me?” I asked, flabbergasted.

“Reed, it’s totally obvious,” Rose said gently, leaning into the table so I could see her. “Look at all you’ve done this year. You were the only one who stood up to Cheyenne during initiation—”

“You’ve shown everyone here what it really means to be a strong Billings role model,” Tiffany confirmed. “You stood up for what you believed in, even when all your sisters didn’t agree.”

“You stood up for us,” Lorna clarified, earning an irritated look from Missy.

“And then coming up with this retail therapy idea . . . and the masquerade and scholarship fund,” Rose said. “All you.”

“You’re already our leader. It’s just not official yet,” Astrid said.

“Besides, you’re a junior, so you can hold the post for two years,” Tiffany added, lifting her camera to snap my picture and preserve my stunned expression for posterity. “If there’s one thing Billings needs right now, it’s a little stability.”

My palms were sweating in my lap. I didn’t deserve this. I didn’t. Cheyenne would still have been there if it wasn’t for me. Or so she said. I couldn’t take her place. Could I?

“I don’t know what to say,” I blurted.

“You don’t have to say anything,” Tiffany replied. “All in favor of Reed Brennan for president?” she said.

“Aye!” came the general reply. They all raised their hands. All fourteen of them. Even the ever-silent Shelby Wordsworth. Even Missy, though her hand didn’t make it quite as high as the others.

Everyone applauded politely so as to not disturb the other ladies-who-lunch, and suddenly I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt so honored. So stunned. So floored that they would want me. That they would all want me.

This was just what I needed. A united house. The confidence of my friends. A real new beginning.

Reed Brennan. President of Billings House.



DESERVED



We barely fit through the front door of Billings with all our bags and packages. Everyone was talking jovially, reviewing their purchases, striking deals over who could borrow what from whom. Clearly retail therapy was a legitimate method of treatment for depression. At least inside the circle.

“Reed, you have to stop by and try on that red dress for us again,” Shelby demanded. Perhaps the first words she’d ever spoken to me unbidden. Not that I was feeling bitter toward her right then. Right then I was loving everyone. “I think I have a pair of Louboutins that would go perfectly.”

“The strappies with the gold? Totally!” Portia agreed.

“Why don’t we all go back to my room now and we can all show everyone what we bought?” I suggested, not wanting the party to end. I was too high on this freedom from guilt I was feeling. Wanted to keep it at bay. And bonding with the girls was fun. It had been so long since we’d allowed ourselves to have fun.

“Fashion show!” Vienna and London sang, throwing their arms up.

“Fab idea,” Portia said happily.

I laughed and turned to Sabine. “Okay, is it just me, or is everyone suddenly my best friend?” I whispered.

“This is what happens to women in power,” Sabine replied with a laugh, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “Get used to it. You deserve it.”

My chest swelled with pride, even though it seemed ridiculous that anyone might think I deserved this. But if that was what they really felt, I wasn’t about to argue with them. I just wanted to hold on to this. I just wanted to feel this good for as long as possible.

We all tromped up the stairs to the top floor together, a mass of flipping hair, swinging shopping bags, and laughter. I was just about to turn and open the door to my room when someone stepped out into the hallway. Stepped out into the hallway from Cheyenne’s room.

“There you are! I’ve been waiting for hours for someone to get back here and help me unpack all my shit!”

We all stopped short, slamming into one another, tripping forward. The laughter died. There was no way I was seeing who I thought I was seeing. But there she was. Thick brown hair. Imperious chin. That mischievous glimmer in her eyes.

Noelle Lange was back.



SURPRISE



“Noelle! Oh my God! What are you doing here?”

After they recovered from their shock, everyone rushed forward, shrieking and shouting questions. Noelle was engulfed by the crowd as they all tried to hug her at once, their bony elbows and designer watches banging together. I, however, was rooted to the spot. As were the rest of the juniors. Constance, Sabine, Astrid, Kiki, Missy, and Lorna. They didn’t know Noelle. In fact, most of them probably feared her. But that wasn’t why I wasn’t moving. I was simply too stunned to control my motor functions.

How could she not have told me she was coming back? I’d seen her just last weekend. She had to have known. But she had acted aloof, mentioning all the places she wanted to travel to now that she was off probation. Had she wanted to surprise me, or was this another one of her games? God, I hoped it was the former.

Finally, the crowd around Noelle thinned out a bit and she looked right at me. Looked right at me and smirked.

“Surprise!” she said.

She moved forward through the throng, walked right up to me, and hugged me. It was a real, firm, full-body hug. Not one of those stiff things you give someone you’re supposed to like but don’t. Her signature scent enveloped me, that slightly spicy, slightly flowery perfume she’d worn for as long as I’d known her. I instantly relaxed.

“Noelle. Why didn’t you—”

“Tell you? And miss the look on your face right now? Please,” Noelle said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “A girl likes to have her fun.”

The seniors chuckled knowingly. The juniors shifted in discomfort. I couldn’t have torn my eyes away from Noelle if I’d tried.

She reached for my hands and spoke in an intimate tone, as if no one else was there. “You’re finally going to see Billings the way it’s supposed to be.”

There was a lump in my throat the size of a soccer ball. How did she know exactly what I wanted to hear? Now that she was back—back where she belonged—Billings was Billings again.

Noelle’s eyes slid past my shoulder. “Do I know you?”

I glanced behind me just as Sabine replied, “No. I don’t think so.”

“Noelle Lange, this is Sabine DuLac,” I said, lifting a hand in introduction. “She’s a transfer this year.”

“A pleasure,” Noelle said with a small smile.

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Sabine gushed.

“Really? I’ve heard nothing about you,” Noelle replied, looking bored as she picked an invisible piece of lint off her Chaiken sweater.

Sabine’s excited expression crumbled and she shot me a betrayed and embarrassed look. I wanted to explain that I would have told Noelle all about her if I’d had any contact with the girl whatsoever before last weekend. But it seemed too lame to try to explain right then in front of everyone, and people were starting to chatter again, asking Noelle where she’d been and whether she’d heard from Kiran Hayes or Taylor Bell and what was up with her and Dash. Questions I was dying to hear the answers to.

“Come on, Reed. I’ve got some presents for you,” Noelle said over her shoulder, as the others ushered her toward her room.

Presents? This just got better and better. I shot Sabine an apologetic look, resolved to explain later, and followed Noelle. Just like old times.



THE FUTURE OF BILLINGS



“So, what is up with you and Dash?” Shelby asked as Noelle flipped open the top of her Louis Vuitton trunk.

I held my breath as she stood up straight. She shot a conspiratorial look over her shoulder. “Dash is fine,” she said, deftly avoiding the real question. Did she not want our friends to know they’d broken up? And if not, why? “Have you heard he was the only freshman at Yale to make the sailing team?”

As the other girls “oohed” and “ahhed” over this achievement, my insides burned. How did she know this and I didn’t? She was supposed to be broken up with him, and he’d been e-mailing me since the beginning of the year. Maybe I wasn’t worthy of the big news. Not like Noelle.

“So, this Cromwell guy is kind of a jackass, huh?” Noelle said, tossing an armful of cashmere sweaters and scarves from the trunk into a drawer and slamming it shut. For a girl who owned some of the most expensive stuff available to womankind, she had never treated any of it with all that much respect. To her, everything was replaceable, expendable. She had an endless supply of luxury at her fingertips.

London, Vienna, Tiffany, Portia, Rose, Shelby, and I were all gathered around the room, but none of us dared answer. Everyone was clearly a tad freaked at being back in Cheyenne’s room now that her parents had cleaned it out. They must have come and gone while we were shopping. It seemed so empty, even with Noelle’s bags piled everywhere. So eerie. I couldn’t speak for anyone else, but I had this creepy feeling that someone was watching us. Judging us.

“What?” Noelle asked, noting the silence.

“We hate him,” London blurted.

“That’s an understatement,” Portia said.

“He killed Cheyenne,” Vienna put in.

Whiplash. “What?” I steadied myself against Cheyenne’s—no, Noelle’s—desk.

“Everyone knows it,” London said, her eyes wide. “He expelled her, then she killed herself that night. We all know she, like, lived for this place. Ergo—”

“Everyone here blames him,” Tiffany said, adjusting the long lens on her old-school camera.

How did I not know this? Maybe because I’d been too busy obsessing about who Cheyenne herself had blamed.

“If he hadn’t been such an unyielding asshole—”

“Tell me about it,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. “My dad had to threaten to close this place down before he let me back in.”

“Close down Easton? Could your dad do that?” I asked, although it wouldn’t really surprise me.

“Not in so many words. But he could sue . . . and sue . . . and sue,” Noelle said with a laugh. “And trust me, Daddy’s pockets are far deeper than Easton’s. Eventually, this place would have crumbled. Once Cromwell understood that fact, he caved like a cheap wedding tent.”

“Wow. He must be PO’d,” Portia said, perching on the edge of the single bed. Cheyenne’s parents had removed all her custom furniture, so now the standard-issue Billings stuff was back. At least until Noelle redecorated.

“Oh, he is. Believe me,” Noelle said, tossing her iPod on the desk. “Have you guys seen how he gets all shaky when he’s angry? It’s very Frankenstein’s monster.”

Everyone laughed, but Noelle scrunched her nose and ran her finger across the surface of the desk. “What’s this? Did you guys hold a Studio 54 party in here?” Her fingertip was caked in some kind of thick white dust.

“That’s probably left over from when the police dusted for fingerprints,” Tiffany said, staring at Noelle’s finger. “The desk is the only piece of Billings furniture Cheyenne was using, so . . .”

Noelle’s jaw dropped as she looked around at us. “They dusted for prints? Why? I thought it was suicide.”

“It was,” Rose said quietly, staring out the bay window. “They just . . .”

“Wanted to make sure,” I finished, swallowing hard.

“Guess they’re a tad suspicious when it comes to Easton,” Portia said wryly.

Noelle’s expression darkened. She looked toward the opposite side of the room. The side of the room that had once belonged to Ariana Osgood. To her best friend. To the girl who had turned out to be a cold-blooded killer.

“Gee. I wonder why,” Noelle said.

For a moment no one spoke, but then Noelle slapped her hands together to clear away the dust.

“So. What else is going on around here?” she asked, dumping the contents of her massive cosmetics bag into the top drawer of the desk. “I mean, aside from this Driscoll Dinner thing that Cromwell kept spewing about at our meeting.”

The Driscoll Alumni Dinner. Right. I had completely forgotten about it in all the drama. The dinner was to be held at the Driscoll Hotel this Saturday, the central event of alumni weekend. Every student had been required to join a committee to help plan or work at the event. Sabine and I were going to be servers. I felt a skitter of nerves down my spine as I wondered for the millionth time if Dash was planning on attending, but I quickly and guiltily banished the thought, as if Noelle could read my mind.

“Oh my God! We’re getting a Coffee Carma!” Vienna announced, bubbling up the mood considerably.

“Oh, yeah. Amberly is a freshman this year. I totally forgot. I’ll have to go say hi before my mother calls me and starts badgering me to,” Noelle said.

“Right. You guys know each other,” I said.

“Oh, so you’ve met our little Amberly.” Noelle was amused.

“She gave Reed a Carma Card,” London said petulantly.

“Not surprising. I’ve told her all about Billings and you in particular, Reed,” Noelle said. “She must be laying the groundwork. Smart girl.”

Noelle placed a jewelry box on the dresser. “What else?”

“Well, you heard about the Legacy, obvi,” Portia said, flinging her glossy black hair over her shoulder.

“Yeah. That’s such a crock,” Noelle said, sifting through her makeup. She selected a tube of M.A.C. lip gloss and opened it. “Someone will step up and throw the thing. Believe me, one unfortunate incident will not stop the Legacy.”

“You think?” London asked hopefully.

“I know,” Noelle replied, whipping open a gold compact mirror and touching up her bottom lip.

“Well, just in case, Reed came up with an alternate plan,” Tiffany said.

“A fabulous alternate plan,” Rose added.

Noelle raised one eyebrow, her lip gloss wand pausing just millimeters from her top lip. “And what’s that?

“We’re going to throw our own Halloween masquerade!” Vienna exclaimed.

“In Cheyenne’s honor,” Shelby added.

I watched Noelle expectantly. Hopefully. I wanted her approval. Even after all this time.

“Really?” Noelle continued with her makeup application. “How very industrious of you, Reed. Look at you, taking all the initiative. I’d say, ‘You go, girl,’ but it’s just so passé.”

I smiled and shook my head. That was about right. That was about as much praise as I was ever going to receive from her. But still, it felt good.

“And Reed’s our new president!” London said, coming over to fling her arm around me.

Noelle snapped the compact closed. My chest instantly tightened with dread. The look on her face was unreadable. Anger? Shock? Both? I felt myself backpedaling like mad. I didn’t want to step on her toes. She was Noelle Lange. Who was I to be president of Billings if Noelle Lange was here?

“Well, well,” Noelle said, crossing her arms over her chest as she eyed me. “Glass-Licker’s come a long way.”

“Well, I mean . . . now that you’re back, things are different,” I stammered. “Obviously you’re the one who should be . . . I mean, if you’d been here, there’s no way I would have been elected.”

Noelle simply looked at me. Nobody argued my point. Thanks for the support, girls. So much for them thinking I was the patent choice. Although I couldn’t really blame them. This was Noelle. Even I knew she should be president.

I cleared my throat. If I was going to do this, if I was going to give up the coveted presidency so soon after winning it, I was going to do it with some dignity. Not like a stammering idiot.

“This place was not the same without you,” I said evenly. “It’s always felt like your house to me. So if you want the presidency, it’s all yours.”

Everyone looked at Noelle. I tucked my hands into my back pockets and held my breath. Slowly, her lips turned up in a smile. “That’s sweet of you, Reed, really, but no thanks.”

I blinked, stunned. Relieved, but stunned.

“What?” Portia blurted, voicing the word bubble hanging above all our heads.

Noelle shrugged and tossed the lip gloss back in the drawer. “Look, technically, I shouldn’t even be here. I should have graduated last year, but, well, things happen. I’m only here to prove to the Ivies that I want to do the work. That I don’t expect special treatment.”

The incredulity was obvious on my friends’ faces. Noelle didn’t expect special treatment? She had never known life without it. Even among the most privileged girls in the country, she was privileged. And she never let anyone forget it.

“You’re the future of this place, Reed,” Noelle said, turning to face me. “All I want is to make sure that when I do finally leave here, I leave it in good hands. And I couldn’t imagine better hands than yours.”

Whoa. Everyone looked at me, impressed. Now that was praise. Even though the girls of Billings had voted me in, even though the vote had been unanimous, this was true validation.

“Thanks, Noelle,” I said warmly.

“You’re welcome.” She smiled, an unreadable—maybe teasing?—glint in her eye. “Madame President.”



JOSH’S MANTRA



The next morning at breakfast, Josh picked up a coffee cup and slammed it onto his tray. He held a bowl under the cereal dispenser and jammed down on the lever. I heard a crack, and was surprised when the plastic handle didn’t break off. When the bowl overflowed with Apple Jacks, he cursed under his breath, grabbed a handful of cereal, and tossed it toward the garbage can behind the counter. Little orange and green Os rained everywhere. I think only one hit the actual can.

All around us, students studiously avoided the topic of Cheyenne and her memorial service, and instead buzzed about alumni weekend, coming up at the end of the week. They chatted about what they would wear, about which illustrious graduates might attend, about how best to sneak alcohol out of the Driscoll Hotel on Saturday night. But it was clear that Josh and I would not be participating in such frivolous banter.

“My woman’s intuition is telling me something’s bothering you,” I joked, trying to lighten his mood.

He looked at me like I was the enemy. “I can’t believe she’s back. How the hell could they let her back in?”

I took a deep breath. Noelle. Of course. What else could possibly be bothering him? But I had to remind myself that he had good reason to hate her. She had been all too ready to pin Thomas’s murder on him last year, even though she had suspected all along that it had been Ariana. And even if Josh had never been arrested, he would have been totally justified in hating her simply for the role she’d played in his best friend’s death. She, Kiran, Taylor, and Ariana had kidnapped Thomas from his room and brought him out to the woods, where they had tied him up and basically left him scared and alone. All to teach him a lesson. All to make him feel as helpless and humiliated as he’d made me feel the evening before at a party in the woods. What they had done was awful, but it had been Ariana who had gone back and murdered him. The others hadn’t known of her sadistic jaunt. In my opinion, Noelle and the others had messed up big-time, but they hadn’t intended for Thomas to die. They had simply thought they were playing a prank. That was the way I justified it. The only logic that helped me sleep at night.

“Well, apparently her parents threatened to sue and that was that,” I said calmly, adding a bagel to my tray. I pushed up the sleeves of the black V-neck cashmere sweater Noelle had given me—one of many gifts, which included Miu Miu boots, a Tiffany monogrammed lock necklace, and an iPhone—hoping he wouldn’t ask me where it had come from. She’d said she was making up for the fact that she’d missed my birthday last year. And Christmas. And something about Flag Day.

“Shocker. Gotta love America. They should rename the country Litigation Nation,” he grumbled. He took a deep breath and blew it out through his nose, placing his hands on his hips. “You have to get out of Billings now. With her back, it’s going to be just like it was last year.”

“No. It’s not,” I replied.

“Really? How do you figure?” he asked.

“Well, for one, I’m in charge,” I told him. “They elected me president, remember? Which, by the way, you haven’t even congratulated me on.”

Josh exhaled audibly and gave me a sheepish look. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Congratulations. At least they got something right over there.”

“Thank you,” I said with a nod. It was the highest praise my Billings sisters were going to get from him. “So Noelle is not going to be running things this year. I am.”

“Yeah, right,” Josh said, picking up his tray and turning toward the cafeteria.

My face stung. Did he not realize how insulting that was? “Thanks a lot,” I said, following after him.

Josh looked at me and his expression softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.” He shrugged, gripping his full tray with both hands. “It’s just . . . I know that girl. She’s not happy unless she’s surrounded by drama and scandal. Come on. Just transfer to Pemberly or something. It’s not that big of a deal. And at least it’ll get you away from her.”

“Not that big a deal? I can’t just transfer after they elected me!” My skin burned. “And do I have to remind you that Noelle saved my life last year?”

“No. But it wouldn’t have even been in jeopardy if it hadn’t been for her and her morally suspect Billings friends,” Josh replied. “Why can’t you see what a cancer that place is?”

“God, Josh. Enough already with the ‘death to Billings’ riff,” I snapped. “That’s like your new mantra.”

He pulled his head back, surprised, and his brow furrowed. “I’m only thinking of you.”

“Yeah, well, I can handle myself, thanks.”

I turned and stormed away, taking a seat at the opposite end of the table from where we usually sat. He followed after me slowly and, taking my cue, grabbed a seat with Trey at a separate table. As I rather violently shook up my bottle of orange juice, a couple of girls from the freshman soccer team strolled by with their food.

“Hi, Reed,” one of them said. “Congratulations on the Billings presidency.”

“Totally. Congrats,” the other echoed. “I love your sweater, by the way.”

“Thanks,” I said, completely caught off guard. I’d never spoken to either of these girls before. Didn’t even know their names. How had they heard about the Billings vote?

“Listen, my dad works for the New England Revolution and he can get us on the sidelines when they play the Galaxy next spring. We’re totally going to meet Becks. Wanna come?” the first girl babbled.

I blinked. That was a lot of information. And a seriously sick offer—meeting all those pro players. “Um, who could turn down a sideline pass?” I said. “What’s your name again?”

The girl blushed, but gamely answered, “I’m Ava Greene. And this is Demetria Wallace.”

“Thanks, Ava,” I said. “That’s very cool of you.”

“I’m just so glad you’re in!” Ava replied. “Well, see you at practice!” They strode off together, their heads bent close as they gabbed.

“Yeah. See ya,” I replied to thin air.

Okay. That was bizarre. But I guess being president of Billings came with perks I hadn’t even thought of.

I glanced over at Josh as I reached for my bagel, wondering if he’d noticed. He chewed mechanically on a doughnut, staring straight ahead and looking morose. I felt a pang of both sorrow and irritation in my chest. I loved that he cared. I really did. But I was starting to wonder if there was such a thing as caring too much.



SUZEL



“Did you know that George Washington didn’t want to be president?” Sabine asked me that night. She turned around in her desk chair, all excited, the seashell bangles she always wore clicking together. American history was her antidrug. She was learning it for the first time, coming from a foreign land and all, and each new fact got her all starry-eyed—like the rest of Billings got whenever they heard Stella McCartney was coming out with a new line or that Jake Gyllenhaal was shirtless in some new magazine. It was kind of cool, actually, seeing someone get all fizzy about stuff I’d known since grade school.

I placed my pencil down on my calculus notebook and flexed my aching fingers. Apparently I’d been gripping the thing too hard. A callus was starting to form on the inside of my middle finger.

“Yeah, I do remember that,” I said. “He didn’t think he was worthy or something, right?”

“Kind of like you,” Sabine teased.

I looked down at my pencil-dented fingers. “I think I’m worthy,” I lied.

“Just that Noelle is more worthy,” she said perceptively.

My cheeks reddened. “Yeah, well, she’s just . . . Noelle. You’d get it if you knew her.”

Sabine’s face fell and she quickly turned back to her work. “Well, I don’t.”

And thanks for reminding me, her tone said. But how was I supposed to explain it? How was I supposed to convey what it had been like for me last fall? I could hardly define it myself. I had worshipped Noelle. Hated her. Loved her. Feared her. Needed her. There was no way to quantify Noelle’s . . . Noelle-ness. It was something you had to experience for yourself.

“Sabine, I—”

A knock at our door cut me off. We both looked at it, perplexed. No one ever knocked. They just barreled right in, usually with some hair crisis or vital gossip already spewing forth before the door had even slammed shut.

“Come in?” I said tentatively.

Noelle opened the door and stepped back to allow a distinguished-looking middle-aged woman to step inside. She was wearing a gorgeously cut power suit and a thick gold necklace, and had perfect blond highlights that even Ariana would have died for. In her hands was a large, silver-wrapped gift with a thick, silky red bow. Her smile was warm and genuine, but something about the way she carried herself was all business. Even though she was tiny, her presence somehow filled up the room. I stood up, feeling instinctively that it was the right thing to do.

“Ladies, so sorry to interrupt your study session,” the woman said, with a slight Southern accent.

“Oh, it’s no problem,” I answered quickly.

“Reed Brennan, I’d like you to meet Susan Llewelyn,” Noelle said cordially. “Suzel is head of the Billings alumni committee as well as a member of the Easton Academy board of directors.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Reed,” Suzel said, stepping forward to hand me the large, heavy box. “On behalf of the Billings alumni committee, I’d like to congratulate you on your presidency.”

“Thank you,” I said, surprised that news of my presidency had made it to the board of directors. Her formality made me feel flustered and warm—unsure of how to respond—and the box felt big and awkward in my arms. Sabine shifted in her seat and I cleared my throat, tipping my head toward her side of the room as I eyed Noelle pointedly.

“Oh, and this is Sabine DuLac,” Noelle added flatly.

My face burned for Sabine. Why was Noelle so very disinterested in my roommate? But Sabine didn’t seem to notice the tone. She was focused intently on Suzel. At the beginning of the semester, when Cheyenne had made all of the Billings newbies steal artifacts from around Easton, Sabine had chosen to lift Susan Llewelyn’s valedictorian banner from the chapel. Sabine had spent hours researching Suzel in the Easton library and was fascinated by her.

“It’s an honor to meet you,” Sabine said, getting up to shake Suzel’s hand.

My heart fluttered with nerves. Oh, crap. Should I have shaken her hand? But she had put this huge box right into my arms. Suddenly I wished I had paid attention when Sabine had told me all those little factoids she’d learned about Suzel, just so that I could have an interesting or insightful question to ask. I quickly turned around and placed the box on my desk, knocking over my cup of pens and pencils in the process. I was so mortified I wanted to cry. Noelle pressed her lips together at the huge clatter, but Suzel ignored it.

“And you,” Suzel said politely to Sabine. “One of our newest initiates.”

Sabine and I glanced at each other. She had, in fact, never been properly initiated. But neither of us was about to mention that debacle. On the night of the annual ritual, Cheyenne had made sure that the girls she had deemed acceptable—Missy, Kiki, and Astrid—had been welcomed to our circle with open arms, while Sabine, Constance, and Lorna had been humiliated and ostracized. The whole thing had been busted up by Headmaster Cromwell; Cheyenne had been expelled and had taken her life that night. No one had spoken about initiation since.

“Well, that is for you, obviously,” Suzel said, looking at the gift as she folded her hands in front of her. “Open it later, when you are alone,” she added firmly.

I glanced at Sabine, who seemed discomfited by the instruction. “Oh. Okay. Thank you,” I stammered.

“We all think you’re going to be a real asset to the Billings legacy, Reed,” Suzel said, her smile broadening as she looked me up and down. Thank goodness I had worn the new, expensive sweater Noelle had given me.

“Thank you. I hope I live up to your expectations,” I said. There. At least that was a full sentence.

“It was so nice to meet you both,” Suzel said.

“You too,” I said. “Will we see you at the alumni dinner on Saturday?”

Yes! Another complete sentence. Suzel smiled.

“Absolutely. I wouldn’t miss it,” she replied. “I’ll see you then.”

Then she shook both our hands and walked toward the door. Noelle showed her out and, after a few hushed words in the hallway, came back inside.

“So that was Suzel, huh?” I asked. Aside from Sabine stealing Suzel’s chapel banner, I hadn’t heard Susan Llewelyn’s name since last year, when she had wrangled a way for all of us to get off campus for a spa day. Us being myself, Noelle, Ariana, Kiran, Taylor, and Natasha. It seemed a million years ago.

“That was Suzel,” Noelle said with a smile.

“Well? Come on, Reed. Open your gift!” Sabine urged me, eyeing the package hungrily.

“Oh, yeah!” I said. I turned to pick up the box.

“Reed, no,” Noelle said, placing her hand on top of the package.

“What? Why not?” I asked.

“You heard Suzel. You’re supposed to open it when you’re alone,” she said, pointedly looking at Sabine.

Sabine turned positively ashen. And why not? It seemed obvious that Noelle knew what was in the box. And soon I would know what was in the box. Noelle was basically saying Sabine was the only one in the room unworthy of knowing.

“Well, yeah, but—”

“Reed, you’re president of Billings House. You have to take these things seriously,” Noelle said sternly.

I swallowed hard and looked at Sabine. Since the beginning of the year, she had become one of my best friends, and I felt awful leaving her out. But what was I going to do? This was official Billings business. This was big. “She’s right. I’m sorry.”

Sabine shrugged. “Fine. Whatever.” Then she turned and went back to her desk as if she couldn’t have cared less.

But I knew that she did. It was obvious that she did. When it came to Billings stuff, Sabine just didn’t understand. I hoped that as time went on she would figure out how lucky she was to be here, and what it really meant. Otherwise, I had a feeling this presidency thing was going to become a real issue between us.



ABSOLUTE POWER



It was a Chloé bag. A big, black, buttery, limited-edition leather Chloé bag. Worth at least two thousand dollars, which I only knew because Portia had a similar one and I’d overheard her telling Shelby about how she had been on the list to get one for over a year, and how her dad had freaked when he saw the bill. Even though he was supposedly some big, international billionaire. He dabbled in something to do with gold and diamonds—and had shady dealings with underground militia in several different countries, if you believed the whispers.

“One bag? One bag?” Mr. Ahronian kept saying over and over again in his thick Armenian accent, turning redder and redder with each parroted phrase—which Portia and her mother had found hilarious, apparently.

But he had, of course, paid for it in the end.

And now I had one. Me. Reed Brennan. If I sold this thing on eBay I could pay off my dad’s car loan. Not that I was about to do that. This thing was just way too yummy. I was allowed to have something yummy, wasn’t I?

I glanced over my shoulder to double-check that I was alone. Then I lifted the bag to my face with both hands and inhaled. That tartly rich smell of new leather filled my senses and made my head feel light. I think I was in love.

But why couldn’t I open this in front of Sabine? It was outrageous, sure, but she was going to see me carrying it eventually. Me. Scholarship student Reed Brennan with a two-thousand-dollar bag. Sure I had received some expensive gifts from Kiran and the others last year, but nothing like this.

I ran my fingertips over the soft leather, toyed with the gold closure, and was about to set it down so I could lean back and just admire it, when I realized there was something inside. I opened the top flap and peeked in. Placed neatly in the bag were a thick, glossy Neiman Marcus catalog, a jewel case with a CD inside, and a long, red clutch with a zipper. Which was bulging. Something in there as well.

This was like Christmas morning. Only no Christmas morning I’d ever had. I pulled out the clutch and popped it open. Fendi. But this time it wasn’t the label that stopped me. It was the wad of cash nestled inside the clutch.

No. Freaking. Way.

I snapped it shut and glanced over my shoulder again. Dead silence. Everyone was downstairs talking about our masquerade ball. I planned on joining them in a few minutes, but I was going to have to get over this heart attack I was having first.

Hands shaking, I opened the clutch again and pulled out the paper-banded stack of money. I’d never seen so many hundreds before. The printing on the white band read $5,000.

Five thousand dollars. Cash. Why would anyone want to give me five thousand dollars cash?

Gulping in air, I shoved the money back in the clutch and shoved the clutch under my pillow, feeling like a SWAT team was going to burst in at any moment and throw me up against the wall. Five thousand dollars. That was more money than I’d ever dreamed of having in my hands. What was it for?

I took a deep breath and went back over to the bag. I placed the CD next to my closed laptop. Then I pulled out the catalog. There was a note attached.

Dear Reed,

Congratulations on being elected president of Billings. As vice president of purchasing for Neiman Marcus Group, I am pleased to find myself in a position to offer you an open line of credit. I’ll be sending you our look book each season, from which you may select up to a thousand dollars’ worth of merchandise, gratis. Enjoy!

Yours in Billings,

Tinsley Dunellen

Easton Academy Class of 1990

This was too much. Free money. Free clothes. Free designer bags. What next? A free trip to Hawaii?

Beyond intrigued, I opened my computer and popped the CD in. I had to clutch my sides to keep from trembling with excitement as it whirred to life. Then a list of folders popped up in the center of the screen.

BILLINGS ALUMNI 1980s

BILLINGS ALUMNI 1990s

CURRENT BILLINGS RESIDENTS

BILLINGS ALUMNI FUND

REAL ESTATE HOLDINGS

UNIVERSITY CONTACTS

FORTUNE 500 CONTACTS

LOS ANGELES

NEW YORK

PARIS

MILAN

And on and on. I opened file after file. The alumni fund balance was in the millions, and I now knew the pin number. There were contacts in the admissions departments at every prestigious university in the country and at dozens of elite international corporations where anyone would want to work. The city files had contact info organized by city and then by company. The real estate holdings folder contained one huge document listing homes owned by Billings alums all over the world, which were, apparently, at our disposal should we need to, oh, jet off to Dubai at a moment’s notice or hole up on the shores of the Mediterranean for a few days. There was contact information for every Billings alum, plus personal info on whom they had married when, how many children they had, how many homes they owned and where. Plus, each entry had a file marked “pertinent info,” which turned out to be “pertinent dirt.” Dirt on each of our esteemed alumni. Affairs and arrests and compromising situations. As I read, I started to blush. Why would this be here? Why would anyone want to give this to me? Who had compiled this stuff and how did they know about all these indiscretions?

And did the file on the current residents have the same kind of info?

I hated myself, but I had to know. I went to the current resident file and sure enough, inside were seventeen files, each named for one of my fellow Billings Girls. Including Noelle and Cheyenne. Ignoring my morbid curiosity about Cheyenne, I opened my own file. And there it all was. My family’s income. My father’s job. My mother’s entire, mortifying medical history. My brother’s GPA at Penn State. And tons of info on me. Records I’d broken at Croton High. The fact that I’d won firsts the last two quarters of sophomore year. The job I’d held over the summer and exactly how much money I had made.

It was positively disturbing seeing all these personal facts of my own life laid out before me like they were nothing. Those paranoid feelings I sometimes had that I was being watched? Turned out they weren’t so paranoid after all.

At least whoever was watching me didn’t seem to know about that almost kiss with Dash over the summer. Listed under significant relationships were only Adam Robinson, my one Croton boyfriend; Thomas Pearson (deceased); Walter Whittaker (attended Legacy with); and Joshua Hollis (current).

I sat back in my chair for a moment, considering the folders of my fellow Billings Girls. Missy Thurber. Wouldn’t mind having some dirt on her. Portia Ahronian. What, exactly, did her mysterious father do for a living, anyway? And Cheyenne Martin. Did she have a history of depression? Erratic behavior? Seeing something like that in her folder would have made me feel so much better.

But could I do it? Could I really read about the innermost secrets of these people who were supposed to be my friends? It was such a violation.

Although . . . Cheyenne was dead. And if there was something in there that might make me feel less guilty, less anxious . . .

My fingers hovered over the mouse. I was just about to click when my new iPhone sang at me so loudly I almost fell out of my chair.

I grabbed it up in both hands. Josh’s face appeared on the screen. I could barely hold the phone as I brought it to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Reed? Are you okay?” he asked.

I suppose I did sound a tad stressed.

“Yeah. Fine. Sorry,” I said. I quickly closed all the files and ejected the CD. “Just startled by the phone.”

“Sorry. Listen, I’m outside. Can you come down?” he said.

“You’re outside? Now?” I asked, getting up. My knees were like pudding from everything I’d seen, everything I’d learned, all the possibilities. I shoved the curtain aside, and there Josh was, on the grass below my window. He lifted his free hand and smiled sheepishly.

“I’ll be right there.”

I turned off the phone, shut down my computer, and stashed the CD in the back of my CD case, behind an old John Mayer CD. No one—not even the mysterious Billings P.I. Squad—would be looking there. The catalog I shoved back in the Chloé bag; then I placed the whole thing under my desk and put the chair in front of it as camouflage.

Right now, all this was mine and mine alone. And I wanted to savor it.



NAUGHTY



Josh shifted from foot to foot as I walked over to him, tugging down the sleeves of my sweater. It was a cool night, and he was wearing a high-necked, zip-front, ribbed sweater that was basically the sexiest thing he owned. Even though we hadn’t talked since our minor blowout that morning, it made me want to sink into his arms and kiss him. Or maybe I was just high from my power trip.

“So, basically, I’m a jerk,” he said by way of greeting.

I took his arm and pulled him closer to the side of the building. Technically, we weren’t supposed to be out of our dorms this late, let alone participating in a mixed-sex rendezvous. Not that the rules had ever stopped anyone before. Still, I couldn’t help thinking of the “pertinent info” file and wondering if this would somehow end up in it.

“You’re not a jerk,” I whispered.

“Yeah. I am.” He scratched the back of his head and looked at his feet. “Look, Noelle is never going to be my favorite person, but she’s important to you, and I should have realized that. I’ll . . . I’ll try to get along with her from now on.”

I gazed at Josh, beyond touched. “You don’t have to do that. I mean, I understand why you don’t like her. I really do. Maybe we can just, I don’t know, hang out separately or something.”

“Yeah. Like that’s possible,” Josh joked. I loved his smile. His sweet, self-effacing smile. “No. It’s okay. I can keep my mouth shut. Really. I’ll be good.”

“Well, maybe you can just do other things with your mouth,” I said, stepping closer to him.

Josh’s eyes lit up. “Really? What did you have in mind?”

I snaked my arms around his neck and pulled him to me. As always, the moment his tongue touched mine I felt a pleasant shiver all the way down to my toes and an involuntary moan escaped my throat. Josh took this as a signal and deepened the kiss, backing me toward the outer wall of Billings. Something about the open air, the conspicuousness of it all, made me completely and totally hot. I pulled him closer to me, pressing his whole body into mine, and his hands slid under my sweater.

I couldn’t believe we were doing this. Right there in the middle of campus when any one of the many security guards could have strolled right by. But I was president of Billings now. Didn’t that mean I was untouchable? It didn’t matter anyway. I couldn’t have stopped for anything. Make-up groping was sexy enough as it was, but make-up groping with the possibility of getting caught was downright naughty.

Josh’s fingers found my bra and he cupped one of my breasts gently. I couldn’t breathe. The second his fingertips found their way under the cotton, however, I broke away.

Okay. Not here. Not now.

“What?” he said blearily. “Sorry. I—”

“No. It’s okay,” I said quickly. “I just . . . we’re so gonna get caught.”

“God. You’re right. I—”

His eyes flicked up to my right and his skin paled.

“What?” I said, petrified now. I stumbled away from the wall and looked up at the window, but there was nothing there. “Was someone watching us?”

“No. I don’t think so,” Josh said quickly. “I guess I’m just paranoid.”

“You should go,” I said quickly. I gave him a quick kiss on the mouth as I pushed him back.

“Okay. Yeah.” Reluctantly, he turned to leave, then snapped his fingers and faced me again. “I almost forgot. . . . I wanted to ask you. . . . The big Hollis family reunion is being held in Maine next weekend. Wanna come?”

“The Hollis family reunion?” I asked.

“Yeah. Every year my dad gets the whole clan together at our house in Maine for this massive clambake,” Josh said, tucking his hands under his arms. “Cousins and aunts and great-aunts and everything fly in from all over the country. And they all want to meet you.”

I almost choked on my own saliva. “They all want to meet me?”

“Well, they don’t all know who you are . . . yet. But once they do, they’ll want to meet you,” Josh replied. “My mom personally asked me to invite you, and my brothers and sisters are basically dying to see who this hottie is that I couldn’t stop talking about all summer. It’s really just Saturday, then we’d stay overnight and come right back on Sunday. So are you in?”

I hesitated. Clearly this meant a lot to Josh, but a huge group of new people I was supposed to impress? That didn’t sound like a fun way to spend a weekend.

“Come on. It’ll be great,” Josh said, stepping closer and reaching for my hand. “I promise I won’t leave your side the entire time.”

I grinned. “Well, when you put it that way . . .”

“Yes! I’m so going to win the Hottest New Girlfriend trophy this year,” Josh said, making a fist with his free hand. “Suck it, Hunter Hollis! Your reign ends now.”

“What?”

“Kidding! I’m just kidding!” He gave me a peck on the lips. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I replied with a happy smile.

He waved before jogging off, and as I watched him go, something moved in the corner of my vision. My heart stopped and I looked up again. The curtain in one of the hallway windows dropped down, as if someone had just been holding it back.

You’re just imagining things, Reed. No one’s watching you.

A sudden chill raced down my back and I glanced over my shoulder. Nothing but twinkling lights along the stone walks, and trees swaying in the breeze. But I was still freaked. I tugged my sweater closer to my body and ran the last few steps, ducking through the door. Once inside, I felt foolish and shook my head. I decided not to think about phantom spies and instead focus on the new issue at hand: an entire weekend feeling like a totally awkward outsider amongst one of America’s oldest, most elite families. Taking a deep breath, I mounted the steps to my room and resigned myself to my fate. It was just one day. I could get through it.

For Josh.



EVERY HOUR



Friday night, the alumni descended on the Easton campus like locusts. They were everywhere. Taking group photos in front of dorms, chatting in the center of the cafeteria, checking out our newly opened Coffee Carma. Any student whose parents or siblings were not among the visiting, or those who just didn’t feel like kissing ass, hid out in their dorms. I was one of the hermits. I knew that as the new president of Billings I should have been out there networking, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave my room. Not when there was the possibility of bumping into Dash.

He had never told me whether he planned to attend. And after a blissful week with Josh, talking, holding hands, and sneaking in more hot-and-heavy make-out sessions wherever and whenever we could, I was more resolved than ever to cut Dash out of my life. The fact that Noelle and I were hanging out every day helped make the decision even easier. I’d read the few e-mails Dash had sent me that week, but I hadn’t replied. There hadn’t been any more mushy stuff, thank God, and I liked to think I had imagined the whole thing. It made it that much easier to put it behind me.

But there was something else. Something that had proven much more difficult to leave in the past. All week I had tried not to think about Cheyenne’s e-mail. Had tried to put it out of my mind. I had even set her e-mail address as spam so that if the e-mail had been set to repeat send, it would go directly into my computer’s recycle bin. Every time I thought about it, I told myself that it was over. That as long as I didn’t check that recycle bin, I’d never have to see that e-mail again.

But now it was Friday night and I had to know. Had to know if I had imagined the whole thing. Or if it had been some random glitch. Or if Cheyenne had really been evil enough to make sure I received her message of blame from beyond the grave every week. Nervous with dread, I sat up late in bed, pretending to study under the warm glow of my book light. I said good night to Sabine and she, as always, passed out quickly. As soon as I heard her breathing regulate, my heart skipped a beat. The moment had arrived

I shoved my covers aside and quietly placed my history book on the floor. My computer was on sleep mode, so it popped right to life when I opened it. My fingers trembled as I reached for the mouse, and I told myself to chill. There wouldn’t be anything there. It had been a glitch. That was the most obvious explanation.

First, I checked my inbox. Nothing. My heartbeat slowed slightly. I glanced at the recycle bin.

I had to check it. Of course I did. If I didn’t check it, I would never really know who Cheyenne had been. What she had intended for me. Whether she had really, truly, meant what she had written. Meant it so much she never wanted me to forget it.

I held my breath and clicked open the recycle bin. The gasp that escaped me was loud enough to wake the dead. Even to wake Sabine.

“Reed?” she asked blearily, sitting up. She pushed her thick black hair out of her face. “What is it?”

I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t tear my eyes from the list of previously unseen e-mails.

SENDER: Cheyenne Martin

SENDER: Cheyenne Martin

SENDER: Cheyenne Martin

SENDER: Cheyenne Martin

SENDER: Cheyenne Martin

SENDER: Cheyenne Martin

It went on forever. For pages. I clicked and scrolled, clicked and scrolled. For three days the e-mail had been coming to me every hour. Every. Hour. And three days was all my recycle bin could hold. It would automatically delete anything beyond that. Had the e-mail actually been coming all week long?

“Reed? You’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

Sabine was getting up now. Crossing the room. Panicked, I somehow found the “delete all” button with my mouse and clicked. The file was empty when she arrived.

“Are you all right?” Sabine asked me.

She laid her hand on my shoulder, and I jumped up as if scorched. Startled, Sabine took a step back.

“Sorry. I’m sorry. I just . . . don’t feel very well,” I managed to say.

Then I tore by her for the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. Gripping the sides of the cold white sink with both hands, I heaved for breath. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening.

“Reed?” Sabine asked from the other side of the door.

I flipped on the cold water full blast. “I’ll be right out!”

After several splashes to the face, I was feeling calmer. More rational. Obviously, it was a computer glitch. Obviously. But if it was, why would it start out sending the e-mail once a week and then randomly switch to once every hour?

“It doesn’t matter how it happened—it just did,” I muttered to my reflection. “Now all you have to do is figure out a way to work the problem.”

Thinking proactively calmed my pulse to an almost normal rate. I was in control. I could fix this. I turned off the water and stared at the mirror. Stared into my own eyes. Tomorrow I would change my e-mail address. That would put an end to this insanity. Once and for all.



DASH



Saturday night, thanks to the Driscoll Alumni Dinner, I was finally forced to come out of hiding, and after the night before, I was more than ready to get away from my computer and my room. With a new e-mail address and a new password all set up, I was confident that I had heard from Cheyenne Martin for the last time. It was time to rejoin the land of the living.

The Driscoll Dinner was being held at the same posh hotel my friends and I had lunched at the week before. It was Headmaster Cromwell’s pet project. At the beginning of the year, when he’d made all the students sign up for a committee, Sabine and I had joined the waitstaff. So I was to spend Saturday night dressed in a black skirt and white tuxedo top, serving hors d’oeuvres to illustrious alums.

And if Dash happened to be there, there was no hope of avoiding him.

As I circulated the loud, packed Driscoll ballroom with my tray of crab puffs, carefully avoiding silk gowns and wingtip shoes, my heart pitter-pattered uncomfortably. Maybe he’d decided not to come. This was kind of a stodgy event, after all. Surely a Yale freshman had better things to do with his time than schmooze with the elderly set. A kegger or a poetry reading or something must have been calling his name.

A half hour of grinning and serving and small-talking went by without a glimpse of him, and I finally started to relax. Cocktail hour would be over in thirty minutes. All I had to do was get through this and then I could spend the rest of the night hiding out in the kitchen, maybe even sneak in some pantry smooching with Josh. I was practically home free.

And then, as I turned away from a group of pin-striped Wall Street types with booming voices, a hand gripped my upper arm. I almost dropped my tray, but saved it two inches before it could make the clatter heard round the world.

It was him. It was him.

“Hey. You look sexy in that uniform.”

My lungs filled with air. It wasn’t him. It was Josh.

“Thanks,” I said, hoping he’d attribute my blush to his flattery.

He looked adorable in his black tux, a long white tie tucked into his jacket. His curls were, as always, doing their own thing, but their disheveled state only made the whole look all the more perfect. What could be hotter than a scruffy artist all suited up? Josh slid his eyes from side to side and, finding the coast generally clear, leaned in to kiss me.

Ah, Josh. Josh. Josh. Josh.

He smiled teasingly when he pulled away. “I’ll be checking on things in the kitchen if you want to pick up where that left off.”

See? We even think the same. We’re so perfect for each other.

“Noted,” I said with a grin.

He turned around jauntily. I took a deep breath to calm my skipping heart and turned the other way.

Where I found myself face to face with Dash.

Okay. He was even more gorgeous than I remembered. Broader. Taller. More chiseled. Completely at home in his perfect tux. His usually warm brown eyes were piercing. His blond hair fell casually over his forehead as he looked me dead in the eye. Smoldering was the only word that came to mind.

“Dash,” I heard myself say—gasp, really. This guy had almost kissed me last summer. This Adonis of perfection had almost kissed me.

Dash stared at me for a long moment. Then he glanced past me at, I could only assume, my retreating boyfriend—his friend. His jaw worked, as if he was trying to hold something back.

What? What?

“We need to talk,” he said to me.

And he didn’t even bother to check whether the coast was clear. He simply took my free hand and led me away.



JUST FRIENDS



It took Dash five seconds to find a secluded hallway near the back of the hotel. Clearly he had been here before. I dropped my half-empty tray on a random chair and wiped my palms on my skirt. I was so panicked I thought I might vomit. Or wet myself. Or both. What if Josh had seen us leave the room? What if Noelle had? What if Missy had seen us and told everyone? Which was so something she’d do.

I instantly thought of that as-yet-unopened folder on the Billings CD. If Missy decided to wage war, I’d have the ammo to fight back. But why was I thinking about this now? Now, when my fingers were completely enveloped in Dash’s warm, strong hand? When Josh was waiting for me in the kitchen.

He ducked into an alcove, then looked out and double-checked the hallway.

“We’re alone,” he said fervently.

I just looked at him. I didn’t know what to say. Why had he brought me here? Why the intensity?

He’s just going to tell me he’s back together with Noelle. That they were, I don’t know, apart for a while and now they’re back together. Or he’s going to warn me, now that she’s back, to not tell her we’ve been corresponding. As if I needed that particular caveat.

“You didn’t e-mail me back this week,” he said. His eyes were sad. Dare I say desperate?

I pressed my hands into the cool wall behind me, grounding myself. “I—”

“I was worried something happened to you,” he said, taking a step closer to me. “Are you okay?”

I had no idea what to make of this. “I’m fine,” I said, acutely aware that mere inches separated us.

He seemed confused for a moment, but then his face cleared and he blew out a breath.

“Good. Okay. Good,” he said, cupping the back of his neck with his hand. He turned away from me and tipped his head back as if he was struggling with something, working his neck muscles with his fingers. When he looked at me again, his eyes searched mine. “Reed, there’s something you need to know.”

Suddenly, I felt so disloyal I wanted to die. Just the sound of his deep, confident voice saying my name sent shivers through me. All I wanted was to hear him say my name again and again. How could I feel this way? I loved Josh. I knew I loved Josh. But standing this close to Dash . . .

“I know we never say anything like this to each other. I’ve avoided it up until now. But you should know that Noelle and I are not together.”

I took a step back. Now all of me pressed into the wall. It was the only way to keep myself upright. He actually liked me. Why else would he tell me this? Why else would he be looking at me with such obvious longing in his eyes?

“Does that have any effect on you whatsoever?” he asked.

This was it. The moment of truth. What I said right now could define me forever. I was either going to be a loyal, trustworthy girlfriend, or an unfaithful fiend.

“No,” I said, lifting my chin. My voice cracked, dammit. I cleared it and tried again. “Why should it?”

Dash was clearly stunned. Hurt. He drew himself up and looked at me incredulously. “Oh. Okay. My mistake,” he said. He turned, but then looked back at me again as if I were an apparition. “I just thought . . . No. Forget it.”

He turned to go. Something inside of me snapped and I shoved myself away from the wall. I couldn’t let him leave. Not yet. Not like this. I hated that I had hurt him.

“Dash, wait,” I blurted.

He stopped but didn’t turn around. I could hear him breathing.

“We’re still friends, right?” I said. Pathetic, I know. But what else could I say?

“Friends.”

He laughed derisively. Then he turned around and backed me right into the wall again. So fast I barely even saw it coming. My heart pounded in my throat as he braced his hands above my head and leaned in toward me. My chest heaved up a down, up and down. My brain went hazy. His lips were inches from mine. Millimeters. I stared into his eyes, lost. No control. No control. No control.

He loomed even closer. Every last inch of me throbbed. I could practically taste his breath. Dash McCafferty was going to kiss me. Dash McCafferty was going to kiss me. And I was going to let him.

He smiled. My heart stopped.

“Sure,” he whispered, sending chills all through my body. “All we are is friends.”

He backed up a step, and oxygen whooshed in at me from all angles.

“I’ll keep telling myself that, if that’s what you want me to do,” he said solemnly.

He backed all the way out of the alcove, never taking his eyes off mine, and was gone.



PERFECTLY GOOD EXPLANATIONS



Sunday night, Sabine was in the shower in our adjoining bathroom and I finally felt free to open an e-mail that had been sitting in my inbox all day. An e-mail from Dash. I don’t know whether it was the fact that I had seen it there that morning, or whether it was the things he had said to me at the Driscoll, but I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him all day. Knowing that a guy like Dash could like a girl like me was intoxicating. I’ll admit it. And as much as I tried to lock him out of my thoughts and conjure up Josh, Dash kept pounding his way back in. It was amazing how thinking about someone could make me feel like the scum of the earth, but totally exhilarated at the same time. What the e-mail could possibly contain, I had no idea, but I was so nervous as I attempted to open it that my fingers slipped off the mouse from all the sweat. I took a deep breath, wiped my hands on my jeans, and opened the e-mail.

Reed,

It was good to see you last night. Hope the rest of your weekend goes well.

Dash

Okay. What the hell did that mean? Had I really waited all day to be alone to read that crap? Maybe it was some sort of dig at my “just friends” thing. Maybe he was showing me how very well he could play along. Was he mocking me?

I was just reading it over again, as if there could be any hidden meaning in so few words, when the door to my room opened behind me. I slapped the laptop closed without even thinking about it. Thank God I did. Noelle was on top of me in less than two seconds.

“Secret pen pal?” she asked wryly, eyeing the computer.

I retasted the turkey club I’d had for lunch right about then.

“What? No. Why? I—”

The door opened again and this time it was Portia. She was sucking on a huge iced coffee and looked wired enough to power the whole dorm.

“Check your e-mail! I just forwarded you something!”

The last thing I wanted to do was open my computer. But Noelle was temporarily distracted by Portia’s manic state, so I quickly popped it open and deleted Dash’s message. Way too close for my comfort. At the top of my inbox was a forwarded message from Portia titled “FW: LEGACY LIVES!”

“What’s this?”

“Open the attachment!” Portia demanded, taking a drag on her oversize purple straw. Her pupils were like pinpoints.

I clicked the attachment. An Adobe file opened on my screen. A scanned-in image of what looked like a very expensive, hand-lettered invitation. An invitation to the Legacy. October 31st. Location TBD. Entry tokens to follow.

“One of my friends at Dalton sent it to me. They all got them in the mail yesterday,” Portia informed us, wide-eyed. “Is it some kind of hoax, or is it not canceled? And how come we didn’t get any?”

“I told you guys someone would throw it,” Noelle said, casually checking her hair in the mirror above my dresser. She lifted it back from her face and sucked in her already perfect cheeks, checking herself out from side to side. “I’m sure our invites will come tomorrow.”

“You think? Oh my God. Thank God!” Portia trilled. “Senior year without the Legacy would have sucked.”

I smiled for them, but inside I couldn’t help feeling stepped on. So much for the Billings Masquerade idea. Everyone was obviously going to want to go to the Legacy. Where I couldn’t, in fact, go at all. What kind of Billings president couldn’t even get into the biggest party of the year? The lame kind, I supposed.

“Hey! That’s a nice shot of you and Cheyenne!” Portia practically shouted.

My heart constricted. I turned around to follow her gaze and had to close my computer lid to see what she was pointing at. There, pinned to the mostly bare bulletin board behind my desk, was the picture of me and Cheyenne from Vienna’s Sweet Seventeen. The very picture that was supposed to be hidden in the bottom of my bottom desk drawer in the back of a sophomore English book.

“Omigod,” I said, pushing back from my desk and standing up. “How the hell did that get there?”

Not a soul had been around when I’d hidden it over a week ago. How had it ended up on my bulletin board?

“Reed, chill,” Noelle said. “What’s the problem?

“I didn’t put that there,” I told her, shaking. “I stashed it in the bottom of my desk. I don’t understand—”

Sabine walked out of the bathroom, removing a thick white towel from her hair. She took one look at me and her face creased with concern. “Reed? What’s wrong?”

“That picture. Do you know how it got there?” I asked her.

Sabine squinted at my desk. “It’s been there, no?”

I looked at the photo wildly. Had it been? Had I pinned it there and simply forgotten? Was I totally losing my mind?

“No!” I said, shaking my head adamantly. “I hid it. I—”

“Reed, stop,” Noelle demanded. “This is not a big deal. The cleaning service was here this morning. They probably found it and thought you lost it or something. They probably thought they were being helpful.”

“You think?” I asked, my hand over my heart.

“I know. My stuff is always moved around after they’ve been here. Just be grateful they didn’t steal anything.” Noelle reached over and yanked out the pin, removing the photo, which she quickly shoved right back into the bottom drawer. “See? All better.”

As soon as the photo was gone, my heart rate started to return to normal again. Noelle was right. It was a perfectly good explanation. I wasn’t insane. I wasn’t.

There were perfectly good explanations for all the strange things that had been happening to me lately.

I was just glad there were people around to tell me what those explanations were.



SNUBBED



On Monday afternoon between classes, the solarium was buzzing with the news about the Legacy. Half the student body had jammed the campus post office after lunch, and nothing. The mail had been delivered, but there wasn’t a single Legacy invite among all the catalogs and college applications and postcards from exotic locales. Everyone knew someone from another school who had received one. It seemed clear that Easton’s legacies were, for some reason, being snubbed. And these people were not accustomed to being snubbed. As I wove through the crowded, sun-streaked room, packed with people sipping their mochaccinos and foaming lattes, I caught snippets of indignant conversations.

“Barton got them on Friday. Friday! And that’s right up the road—”

“Dalton shouldn’t even be invited. I mean, day schools? Please. Next they’re gonna extend it to those crunchy satellite places with, like, no grades.”

“If we don’t get invited, I’m gonna sue. I swear.”

I joined the back of the line at the Coffee Carma counter and Noelle slipped in behind me. “We’re about to have a Million Moron March on our hands.”

I laughed and glanced around. “The coffee can’t be helping. I think you can get a buzz just by breathing the air in here.”

“Please. This student body has built up enough tolerance to put all the rejects at Promises, Wonderland, and Betty Ford to shame,” Noelle joked. “A little caffeine is not going to affect them.”

As Noelle looked over her shoulder, her expression darkened. My classmate Diana Waters and a group of girls from Pemberly stood a few feet away, whispering and staring at Noelle.

“Problem?” Noelle asked.

Diana blanched. “Um, no. No problem. We were just . . .” She looked down quickly. “Nice boots.”

“They’re Balenciaga,” Noelle replied, giving them a cursory look. “And if you don’t walk away right now, you’ll find out what they look like up your ass.”

Because I liked Diana, I hid my laugh behind my hand as she and her friends quickly found a table at the back of the room.

“That keeps happening,” Noelle said, looking bored as she surveyed the menu behind the counter. “Like no one’s ever threatened their way back in here before.”

We both knew that wasn’t why they were staring. They were staring because of what she and the others had done to Thomas. If Noelle had been intimidating last year, her presence was now morbidly fascinating, even scary. She was practically a walking urban legend.

Noelle and I ordered our coffees, and I paid for both with my Carma Card. When we turned around, Gage was bearing down on us.

“Okay. What the hell is going on?” he demanded. His hair was flattened, highlighted with blond streaks, and cut short. He had day-old stubble all over his chin. Plus he was wearing an L.A. Galaxy soccer jersey, even though he didn’t play soccer.

“The Beckham makeover, huh? How original,” Noelle commented.

“Right. Because you’re so above trends,” Gage replied with a sneer. “For your information, while I was in the city this weekend I saw ten of these bogus Legacy invitations with my own eyes. These things are for real and we don’t have any.”

Josh stepped up behind Gage and leaned over to give me a kiss. “If they’re bogus, how can they also be real?” Josh questioned, raising an eyebrow.

“Shut up, man. I’m not in the mood,” Gage snapped.

“Sorry,” Josh said, trying not to laugh. Which made me laugh.

“Oh, I’m really glad this is so funny to you,” Gage said derisively. “But if Easton has been blackballed by the Legacy, we’re over. We’re gonna be shut out of everything. We may as well just go enroll at some public school and call it a day. We have to find out what the hell is going on.”

Both Gage and Noelle looked at me expectantly. I realized with a start that they were waiting for me to say something. That they were expecting me to find out what the hell was going on. Noelle Lange and Gage Coolidge. Looking to me.

And then I remembered. I was president of Billings. In theory, the most connected girl at Easton. I thought of all the info I had back in my room. All those powerful people I could contact. Somewhere in there, there had to be an answer.

“Don’t worry,” I told them, feeling a sudden surge of adrenaline. “Whatever it is, I’ll figure it out.”

Noelle nodded approvingly and Gage seemed pacified by my promise. Josh reached out and laced his fingers though mine. A flutter of pride welled up inside me. Once again I felt very Noelle Lange, but this time Noelle Lange was standing right there.

Very weird. But also very, very cool.



REVOLUTIONARY



I had Dash’s cell phone number from over the summer at the Vineyard. He’d given it to both me and Natasha so we could make plans to go sailing. I’d never used it. Instead, Natasha had called him and set it all up. We’d gone out on her dad’s boat one afternoon, and Dash had brought two of his ridiculously gorgeous male cousins and a case of beer along. All very innocent. Until the following night at the restaurant where I’d worked, when we’d shared that almost kiss . . .

Anyway, I had never used it. Until now.

I needed more information. That was my excuse. And aside from Natasha—who I knew had a Monday night class at Dartmouth—Dash was the only Easton alumni I was still in contact with. Well, and Whittaker. I supposed I could have gotten Constance to call Whittaker.

But whatever. It was just a quick question and good-bye. I hit the send button and crossed my legs on my bed, holding my breath as it rang. He answered right away.

“Hi.”

His tone was intimate. Relieved. Maybe he didn’t know it was me.

“Hey. It’s me, Reed,” I said.

He chuckled. “I know. There’s this amazing new thing called caller ID.”

I laughed, relaxing slightly. After his cold e-mail, this was a promising reception.

“This is a pleasant surprise. How are you?” he asked. Again husky. Intimate. I was blushing. I glanced at my desk. At the framed picture of me and Josh, and cleared my throat.

“I’m fine. Actually, I was calling because I have a question,” I told him. all business.

“I’m listening,” he replied. I heard female voices in the background and someone giggled. Suddenly my eyes burned. “Hang on. Let me go out in the hall,” he said.

As I waited I realized my fists were clenched and I relaxed my fingers. I was not jealous. I could not be jealous.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I’m alone now.”

“Having a party?” I asked.

“Something like that. Our sailing team won the Hood Trophy yesterday and we’re still kind of celebrating. It’s kind of a big deal around here,” he said lightly.

“Oh. That’s great. Congrats,” I said, even though I had no idea what a Hood Trophy was. But if they were celebrating, then where were all the guys from his team? Unless they had very effeminate voices, they weren’t present. “I heard you were the only freshman on the team,” I said, ignoring the jealous questions that were itching my tongue. “That’s incredible.”

“Thanks. So what’s up?” he asked.

I was dying to know why he hadn’t told me about the team—whether he was just being modest or whether I wasn’t important enough to share such things with, but I couldn’t do that without sounding like a petulant loser. A petulant loser who was not okay with being just friends.

“Reed?”

Right. Focus, Reed. He’s not your boyfriend, and you have a job to do. I took a deep breath.

“It’s about the Legacy. Have you heard what’s going on?” I asked.

“Something about it being canceled, then not being canceled. . . .”

“Yeah, well, now every school on the East Coast has gotten invites except for Easton,” I told him. I gave myself major props for staying on point.

“That’s odd,” Dash said.

“So, I know you wouldn’t be getting one anyway—”

“Ouch.” He laughed.

“But have any of your alumni friends gotten them?” I asked.

“Now that you mention it, no one’s brought it up,” Dash replied. “Usually the guys plan a whole weekend around the thing—even for us unsavories who don’t merit an actual invite to the party—and I haven’t heard a thing. Not even from Whit, who as you know, lives for this stuff.”

Just then the door opened and my heart hit my throat. It was only Sabine, who smiled at me as she crossed the room, but I still felt as if I’d just been snagged.

“Do you want me to make some calls? Find out for sure?” Dash was saying.

“No, actually. That’s okay. I have a plan,” I lied, wanting to get off the phone as soon as possible now that I had an audience.

“Reed, listen, about Saturday—”

“Actually, I can’t talk about it right now,” I said quickly, as Sabine shot me a quizzical glance. “I’ll talk to you later. And thanks.”

“Wait! I—”

I ended the call and turned the phone off for good measure, tossing it on my bed as I stood.

“What’s up?” I asked Sabine, shoving my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “How was your lab?”

“Fine. It was a lab,” she said with a laugh. “Why so red? Were you talking with Josh?” she said teasingly.

The lump of guilt in my throat was barely swallowable. “No. Just . . . my brother,” I said dismissively.

It was beyond obvious that she didn’t believe me, but she simply finished unpacking her books onto her desk and turned to me. “So, Missy was just telling me about this Legacy thing. These people sure are big on their exclusivity.”

“That’s an understatement,” I replied, leaning back against my desk.

“It’s so annoying. All they can talk about is getting their invitations. It’s like they’re not even thinking about your party anymore,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“My party?” I asked.

“The Billings Masquerade! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten as well! It was your idea. And a good one, I thought, with the whole fund-raiser thing,” she said.

“Oh, well, yeah. But the Legacy means a lot to everyone. I get it,” I said, averting my eyes. I picked up a pen from my desk and toyed with it. “Besides, I still plan to set up the scholarship fund in Cheyenne’s name. We can start with money from the Billings alumni fund and then ask for donations.”

“So you’re just going to give up,” Sabine said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, stung by her unusually judgmental tone.

“I mean, you should go down there and tell those girls that instead of moping, they should be planning the masquerade. The one they were so excited about,” Sabine said, stepping toward me. “You’re the president. This was your thing. And now they’re ignoring it.”

I stared at her, dumbfounded. “Sabine, the Billings Masquerade . . . it was a good idea, but it’s not the Legacy. You don’t understand what this party means to these people. It’s, like, a point of honor. They have to go.”

“So that’s it. You just back down,” Sabine sniffed.

“I’m not backing down. I’m going to help them get into the Legacy,” I told her. “Give the people what they want, right?”

“I don’t get you. Why are you going to help them get into this thing you can’t even go to and help them dismiss your party and your authority in the process?” she asked. “Doesn’t that offend you?”

“Okay, when did you become Miss Revolutionary?” I joked, trying to lighten the sudden and extreme tension.

Sabine turned away from me and shook her head. “I’m just trying to help you,” she said. “You’re the president of Billings. I just wish you would start acting like it.”

I felt as if I’d just been slapped across the face. “Well, I think I am acting like it. I’m going to get Easton into the Legacy. For Billings, for Easton—”

“For Noelle,” she said bitterly.

Ah. So there was the real truth. Noelle. She had a problem with Noelle.

“I’m not doing this for her,” I said.

At least not just for her.

Sabine gazed at me for a long moment, looking hurt and betrayed. “Whatever you say.” She turned around and picked up a book from her desk. She picked at its spine, then hugged it to her chest. “Hey, maybe we can do something together that night—the two of us. Since neither one of us will be able to go,” she suggested hopefully.

I wasn’t feeling all that buddy-buddy toward her after all the criticism, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. So I said, “Yeah. Maybe.”

But inside I was actually hoping I would find a way to finagle an invite to the Legacy. The very idea of missing out, of having to listen to everyone around me gab about how amazing it was and relate the minor details of everything I’d missed, made me cringe. I was president of Billings. There had to be a way.

“I was just going to walk over to the solarium to get some coffee,” Sabine said. “Do you want to—”

At that moment, the door to our room was flung open and Noelle grabbed my arm. “Sorry, Frenchie. Gotta borrow our girl,” she said.

Then she dragged me right out of the room, leaving a very dejected-looking Sabine behind.



OSTRACISM



The entire population of Billings, minus Sabine, was gathered in the parlor, nursing coffees, talking in low tones and looking jittery. I felt as if I’d just walked in on an Al-Anon meeting. (I had attended one before, along with my brother, at the urging of my father, who had thought it might help us cope with my mom. It didn’t.) They all looked up at me with hopeful, bloodshot eyes.

“All right. I’ve brought our fearless leader,” Noelle said, depositing me in front of the fireplace. She took a step away and turned to me, arms crossed. “We need to figure out what to do about the Legacy,” she told me, flipping her dark hair over her shoulder. “Everyone’s freaking out.”

“Clearly,” I replied.

Even Lorna and Astrid looked upset. And, like myself, they wouldn’t be getting invites.

“This level of stress is not good for my complexion,” Portia said. “I mean, V.N.G.”

Very Not Good. I knew that one. There wasn’t a zit in sight, but who was I to quibble?

“I just don’t get it,” London pouted, tugging on her hair. “Why did everyone get them but us? What did we do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Vienna volunteered, quite unnecessarily.

“Whoever’s throwing it must have a grudge against Easton or something,” Tiffany said, snapping a photo of Kiki’s boots, which Astrid had painted with swirls of orange and yellow paint during their art class that day. “It’s the only explanation.”

“Unless the Easton stack of invites just got lost in the mail,” Rose offered hopefully as she tugged on her red curls.

“Still, somebody would have gotten one,” I said. “And apparently none of our alumni have received them either.”

Noelle shot me a “how did you know that?” look that made my toes curl. I wouldn’t be answering that question any time soon.

“Omigod! Even the grads have been blackballed? What are we going to do?” London wailed. There was a general grumble and a few sighs of despair. Enough was enough already.

“Okay, look. I have an idea,” I announced, silencing the room. “We need to get our hands on one of the invitations. If we can do that, maybe we can figure out where they came from. And if we can figure out where they came from, we can find out who bought them.”

“Good idea!” Tiffany announced. “Very CSI.”

I grinned. “So . . . get dialing. You all know someone who got one. Get somebody to send us an original.”

A dozen cell phones flipped open. Texts were rapidly typed and sent. A few people made actual calls. Of those few, we could all instantly tell the news wasn’t good.

“No way. No way!” Vienna half screeched. She stood up and removed the phone from her ear, the better to yell into the receiver. “You suck, Vanessa! I hope you choke on a condom and die!” she shouted, slapping the phone closed.

“Vienna!” Rose admonished.

“What? We all know my sister’s a slut,” Vienna said with wide-eyed innocence.

Her sister? That was kind of the pot calling the kettle black, wasn’t it? I wondered why Vanessa Clark didn’t go to Easton, but let that impertinent question pass.

“What happened?” I asked.

“She said, and I quote, ‘I can’t send you the invitation,’” Vienna said, putting on an overly shrill voice and tipping her head from side to side, like a little girl mocking someone on the playground. “‘I just got an e-mail saying that if anyone shared info about the Legacy with an Easton student, the planner would find out about it, and the person who blabbed would be kept out.’ Ugh! I am so not giving her Bubbles now.”

“Bubbles?”

“My horse,” Vienna mumbled.

Her horse. The best hand-me-down Scott had ever given me was a portable CD player.

“You guys? Rourke says the same thing!” London cried, clutching her phone with both hands as she read a text. “He’s afraid of the e-mail.”

“That’s what they’re all saying,” Kiki confirmed, kicking back on the sofa and crossing her now colorful combat boots on the table with a bang. She tipped her head back to look up at the ceiling and her pink bangs fell back from her face. “If Vanessa isn’t getting your horse, can I have him?” she asked the ceiling.

Vienna looked like she was actually pondering this, but the rest of the room was on high alert. I looked at Noelle. Clearly this ostracism went far beyond anything I could have possibly imagined. For once, my baffled expression was mirrored in her own. For once, Noelle Lange did not know what was going on. That realization was the most disturbing of all.



A CHALLENGE



“Whit is losing it. He thinks the world as we know it is crumbling,” Constance whispered to me during morning services on Tuesday. “According to him, this Legacy snubbing is an affront against everything it stands for.”

Like what? Drugs? Random sex acts? Underage drinking?

Not that I was getting all goody-goody, but it was kind of funny how old-world honor had somehow devolved into getting an invite to the biggest night of debauchery known to man.

“And I was going to get to go this year as his plus one,” Constance mumbled, looking down at her hands. “It figures.”

I gnawed on the inside of my lip. There was a general sense of disgruntled acceptance on campus this morning. I had spent half the night poring over the Billings info, trying to come up with a plan of attack, and I had a few ideas. But if people were starting to accept the fact that we weren’t going to the Legacy, then maybe I’d be better off dropping it. Did I really want to bother some illustrious alumni with a petty, whining query about a party? Did I really want my first act as Billings president to be that superficial? Maybe Sabine was right. Maybe I’d be better off going back to my original plan and throwing a masquerade in Cheyenne’s honor. There was something more honorable in that. More mature and forward thinking. I was starting to think that the Billings Masquerade would make a much better first impression on the alumni committee. Plus there was the added bonus of me actually being able to attend. And of maybe, somehow, proving Cheyenne’s final e-mail wrong.

“Before you are dismissed, I have one final announcement to make,” Headmaster Cromwell said, taking the podium. He wore a dark blue suit and a yellow tie, pinned, as always, with an American flag tie tack. His white hair was slicked back from his square face and his eyes slid over the chapel with obvious disdain. Why had a man who clearly detested teenagers ever taken a job like this? “I am aware that the annual Legacy party is scheduled, as always, for the end of this month.”

The chapel filled with the sounds of creaking pews and surprised murmurs. No adult, as far as I knew, had ever avowed any knowledge of the Legacy to the students. It was the ultimate “don’t ask, don’t tell.” The headmaster rapped his knuckles against the podium to get our attention. The sound echoed ominously through the high-ceilinged chapel, and silence fell.

“I am also aware that previous administrations have looked the other way when it comes to this particular event, caring not for the safety of our students, nor for the reputation of this academy,” Cromwell continued, his voice even more stern than usual. “That ignorance ends with me.”

There was no sound in the chapel other than my own breathing. Which was starting to grow shallow. I hated this man. I so, so hated him. First he’d dismantled every Billings tradition he could get his hands on, then he’d interrogated us all into the wee hours of the morning on the night of initiation and expelled Cheyenne. Which, of course, had seemed like a blessing, after everything Cheyenne had done. It had seemed like the end of a nightmare. But in twenty-twenty hindsight, it had only meant the beginning of a new one. Now this.

“If anyone attempts to leave this campus on the night of October thirty-first, rest assured that I will know about it, that those persons will be stopped, and that the punishment will be severe,” Cromwell said ominously. “This is my school. I make the rules. You are to follow them.”

Was I just imagining it, or did he look right at me when he said that? I felt my heart flutter with defiance. Was he challenging me? Daring me?

“You are dismissed,” Cromwell said.

The school rose as one and filed into the aisles.

“What a dick,” someone behind me said.

“Obviously the ignorance didn’t end with him if he doesn’t even know about the invites.”

“Like he could really stop us from going. If we wanted to get out, we’d get out.”

“I really don’t like this guy,” Noelle said as I joined her.

“Yeah. Tell me about it,” I said.

I shoved past her into the bright autumn sun, feeling adrenaline pumping through my veins. I had always hated being told what to do. The only time I had ever really tolerated it was last year, when I had been trying to get into Billings, but even then it had been difficult. Now, I found, I hated even more being told what I couldn’t do. The mystery planner was trying to keep us out of the Legacy, and now Cromwell was making it his own personal mission to thwart us, too. Who did these people think they were? Easton had as much right to participate in the Legacy as anyone.

“Oh, well. Looks like the poor Billings Girls are going to miss out on the biggest party of the year,” Ivy Slade said, giving us a fake pout as she strolled by. “Whatever will you write in your diaries that night?”

My fingers curled into fists. What the hell did this girl have against us?

“Welcome back, Noelle,” she said with obvious distaste. “Killed anyone lately?”

A klatch of junior guys overheard this and paused to cackle at the joke, waiting for Noelle’s reaction. My stomach clenched. Ivy needed to go. Seriously.

“No. But I can be tempted,” Noelle replied.

Ivy snorted a laugh, but wisely turned around and sauntered off. So did her audience, looking suddenly wan.

“God. Who let that girl back in?” Noelle said under her breath. Quite ironically, I thought.

“I cannot believe Cromwell issued an ultimatum about the Legacy,” Missy said at my shoulder. Most of the other Billings Girls had gathered behind Noelle and me just outside the chapel doors. “I mean, seriously. Like he hasn’t done enough already.”

She was, of course, referring to his supposed role in Cheyenne’s suicide.

“But this is a good thing, no?” Sabine asked. “We will definitely hold the Billings Masquerade now.”

I turned around slowly, my jaw clenched. Everyone was watching me, waiting for my signal.

“No,” I said tersely. Between Cromwell, Ivy, and whoever this mystery Legacy planner was, there were a lot of people whom I wanted to see eat crow right about then. “Easton is going to the Legacy. No matter what I have to do to get us in.”



RESPECT



I was officially pissed off. And when I’m pissed off, I take action. So in the fifteen-minute break between lunch and history class, when most of the school was enjoying the warm autumn day on the quad, sucking down lattes, or cramming for quizzes, I stole back to Billings and went to work.

The night before, I’d had a bit of an epiphany while reading through the alumni files. Several Billings alums had children who had chosen to go to other private schools. Places like Choate or Barton or Chapin—often, the schools their fathers had attended. Some of these alums had family lineages listed, and next to each family member—dating back generations—was the name of the school from which he or she had graduated. This was the information that was most useful. Because if a Billings alum was married to, say, a Barton man whose father had also gone to Barton and whose child now went to Barton . . . then that child would be invited to the Legacy. After an hour of searching, I had come up with a list of Billings alums whose kids had, without a doubt, already received invitations to the Legacy, thanks to their fathers’ lines.

With not much time to spare, I sprinted up to my room, grabbed the list, and chose the name right at the top. Jenna Korman, CEO of Posh Cosmetics, one of the biggest upscale cosmetics companies in the country. Considering her stature, I was fairly certain she wouldn’t have time to take my call, but I had to try. I grabbed my cell phone and dialed the number.

“Posh Cosmetics, Ms. Korman’s office,” a clipped voice answered on the first ring.

“Yeah, hi, I’m calling for Ms. Korman. I’m from—”

“I’m sorry. Ms. Korman is unavailable at the moment,” the woman said, clearly annoyed. “I can take a message.”

Dammit. My skin burned, realizing how unprofessional I must have sounded.

“Oh. Okay. My name is Reed Brennan. I’m calling from—”

“Oh. Miss Brennan. I apologize. I’ll put you right through,” the voice said, turning suddenly warm.

I blinked, feeling like I’d just slipped through Alice’s looking glass. What was that? Was she kidding? And why had she acted like she knew my name?

“Reed Brennan. This is a pleasant surprise,” a throaty voice said in my ear. “What can I do for you?”

“I—is this Jenna Korman?” I asked, stunned.

“Yes, it is. How is everything at Easton these days?” she asked pleasantly. “I trust you’re all recovering. Such a tragedy. Cheyenne Martin was a real asset to the house and the school.”

“Yes . . . yes, she was,” I said. This was so not what I had been expecting. “We’re . . . fine, I guess.”

“Good. Now, is there something I can help you with?” Ms. Korman asked.

“Actually, yes,” I said, clearing my throat. I didn’t want to waste any more of her time than I had to. “For some reason Easton has been shut out of the Legacy this year.”

“Yes, I’ve heard grumblings to that effect,” she said bitterly.

“Well, I’m trying to figure out why, so I can fix the problem,” I told her. “But I need to get my hands on one of the actual invitations. I hear that your daughter goes to Hotchkiss and that she might—”

“Not a problem. I’ll call home right now and have our butler FedEx it right to you,” Ms. Korman said.

Butler? Of course she had a butler.

“Will overnight suffice, or do you need it sooner? I could have my driver bring it up to you this afternoon if need be.”

A laugh bubbled up in my throat, but I choked it back. Where were the white rabbit and the Mad Hatter? Shouldn’t I be getting some tea about now? “No, thank you. Tomorrow will be fine. Thank you so much, Ms. Korman.”

“Please. It’s Jenna. No need to thank me. That’s why we’re here,” she replied. “And congratulations, Reed. We’re all proud to have you assume the presidency.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“Good-bye.”

There was a click and the connection died, but I sat there holding the phone for a good ten seconds more. I could not believe that had worked. Could not believe how easy it had been. She had known who I was. Her assistant had known who I was. And just like that, I was in. I started to understand what being president of Billings really meant. Open doors, answered calls . . . respect.

I turned and pulled out my desk chair, removing the Chloé bag. It had been hidden there since the night I’d received it. I opened it up, took out the Neiman Marcus catalog, and started shoving my things inside the leathery softness.

I hadn’t really realized it before, but until this moment, I had felt unworthy of carrying the bag.

Not anymore.



SPECIAL TALENTS



I raced down the soccer field opposite Noelle on Wednesday afternoon, Bernadette Baskin right on my heels. The sun was just starting to dip behind the trees, which meant that at any second, Coach Lisick would call practice, and I wanted to score before she blew the whistle. I needed to score.

Forcing a burst of energy, I surged ahead suddenly, leaving Bernadette in my dust. With barely a glance, Noelle saw I was open and passed me the ball. A perfect, gunshot pass, so fast the center had no chance of catching up to it. As I approached the goal I looked left, and Astrid, who for some reason Lisick had decided to try out in goal, totally went for it. She jumped to her right, vaulting herself into the air, and I easily jammed the ball into the far corner of the net.

“Yes!” Noelle cheered, pumping her fist.

We jogged across the pitch to meet in the center and slapped hands and hugged. If it was good to have Noelle back at Billings, it was almost as good to have her back on the team. We needed her aggressive play. No one on the field was her equal.

“All right, ladies! Nice practice!” Coach Lisick called out after a bleat on her whistle. “Come get a drink and then hit the showers!

“Solid effort,” Astrid said, jogging over to join us. She had tied her short black hair up in two ponytails that stuck straight up from her head like antennae. “You do know I gave you that last one, right?” she joked.

“That British wit slays me,” Noelle said with a wry smile. She hooked her arm heavily over my shoulders. “So, did you get it?”

“Oh, I got it,” I replied.

“Got what?” Astrid asked.

“The Legacy invite,” I whispered. “It’s in my bag.”

“Well, let’s have it, then!” Astrid cried.

“Shh! Not here. On the way back to Billings,” I replied.

At the water jug we were joined by Sabine, who, after displaying an inherent fear of the ball and a complete lack of speed during her first few practices, had been appointed equipment manager. She handed me and Astrid paper cups, ignoring Noelle, who rolled her eyes and grabbed her own, filling it to the brim. I bit my tongue to keep from saying anything to Sabine, but I was going to have to make her understand one of these days. Noelle was not a person you wanted to mess with. Or shun. No matter how she treated you.

“Nice goal,” Sabine said to me with a smile. “No offense,” she added to Astrid.

“None taken,” Astrid replied.

“Let’s go,” Noelle said crumpling her cup and launching it at the garbage can. “I want to see this thing.”

“Wait. Let’s help Sabine clean up first and carry the stuff down,” I said.

“Reed, come on. Frenchie can handle it,” Noelle said as if Sabine weren’t even there. “It is her job.”

My face burned on Sabine’s behalf. Maybe Josh was right about Noelle creating drama. Sabine had never done a thing to offend her. The girl was completely innocuous. And yet Noelle seemed determined to make her feel like some poseur geek who didn’t belong.

“It’s all right. You two go. I’ll help Sabine,” Astrid offered.

“Aw! Isn’t that sweet? Britain and France, working together! It’s all so United Nations I could cry.” Noelle put her arm around me again. “Now let’s go.” She forcibly swung me around and headed for the hill. I barely had time to grab my duffel bag before she dragged me off. “Where is it?” she asked, eyeing my bag greedily.

“Okay, okay. God, I’d hate to see you on Christmas morning,” I replied. I pulled out the opened FedEx envelope and extracted the thick, ivory card. I had already inspected it at every chance I could for the last four hours, but the only thing even remotely interesting about it was the imprint of an orchid on the back. Other than that, there were no markings whatsoever. Not a company name, nothing.

“Well. This is helpful,” Noelle said sarcastically, handing it back to me with disgust, like it was a used tissue.

“I know. But I figure the orchid has to mean something,” I told her. “And I have an idea who might know.”

“Interesting,” Noelle said with a teasing smile. “One thing I always loved about you, Reed—you never were a quitter.”

I smiled as we opened the door to Billings. As usual at this time of day, London, Vienna, and a few of the other girls were hanging out in the parlor. I walked in and dropped my bags, still holding on to the invite.

“London, can I talk to you for a sec?” I asked.

Her eyes widened when she saw me, and she yanked the earbuds from her ears. “Is that it!?” She jumped up from her seat, tripped over Kiki’s legs, and almost fell into me. “Let me see! Let me see!”

She snatched the invite from my hands as the other girls gathered around her to peek over her shoulders. After reading over the info we had all long since memorized, she flipped the card over. Her finger traced the outline of the orchid and she smiled.

“Bouquet. This invitation came from Bouquet,” she said.

I knew it. I knew she would know. Everyone had her special talents. Even the Twin Cities.

“In Boston?” Rose asked.

“The one and only,” London said triumphantly, handing the card back to me. “They have all these different levels of card stock and design, and they imprint each invitation with a flower according to its price point. Orchid is the highest. Whoever bought these has some bank.”

Shocker.

“You know exactly where this place is?” I asked.

London rolled her eyes. “Please. I’ll get you the address and digits right now.”

She reached into her Bottega Veneta bag and pulled out her red Treo. After hitting a few buttons, she smiled. “Just zapped it to you.”

On cue, my iPhone beeped. I looked at Noelle. “So, Boston, huh?”

Noelle grinned in response. “Road trip!”



SELFISH



“We should make a day of it,” Noelle said as we sat down to breakfast Thursday morning. “Brunch at Azure, then some detective work, and then shopping. If we’re going to the Legacy, we’re going to need some couture.”

She tucked her plaid mini under her thighs and sat in the chair that had, until her return, been my chair. I sat down across from her, in Ariana’s regular seat. Either Josh or Sabine had been sitting here most of this year. Which had made it seem friendly again. But for some reason, in that chair, I just felt awkward.

“You’re forgetting something,” I said, attempting to focus. I picked up the top half of my bagel to spread some cream cheese.

“Like what?” she demanded. Like her forgetting something was unheard of.

“I won’t be going. Even if we fix the problem, I don’t get an invite,” I told her.

She shrugged, waving her knife in the air. “So? We’ll find someone with a plus one to take you. We did it last year.”

“But last year I wasn’t with Josh,” I replied. Technically I was “with” Thomas. Or so I had thought. But I had gone with Whit, because everyone had told me Thomas would be at the Legacy, and I needed to see him. Little did any of us know that, at that point, Thomas had already been dead for weeks. Rotting somewhere, alone in the woods, dead and cold and—

Okay. I wasn’t thinking about that. Not now.

This chair was bad for my psyche.

“I can’t just go with someone else,” I finished.

“Reed. This is about getting in. Not about how you get in,” Noelle said, in that tone that used to make me feel small. It still did, but not quite as small. “Once you’re there, you can hang out with your ball and chain as much as you want.”

I smirked. “So, how are we going to get to Boston?” I asked, attempting to focus. “I mean, even if we do get a pass from Cromwell . . . do we need to hire a car or something?

“No. I have a car,” Noelle said, taking a dainty bite of her bagel.

“You have a car. On campus?” I asked, incredulous.

“That was a total deal-breaker for Daddy in his negotiations with the Crom,” she said blithely.

I laughed. “The Crom. That makes him sound like a robot or something.”

“Well, he kind of is, no?” Noelle said, raising her brows as she bit into her bagel. “Anyway, don’t worry. I’ve got the passes covered.”

“Passes for what?” Josh asked, kissing me hello as he joined us. He dropped his tray full of doughnuts, sugar cereal, and coffee on the table, removed his battered corduroy jacket with its plaid elbow patches—a look only he could pull off—and draped it on the back of his chair. Underneath was a plain, long-sleeved white waffle tee with tiny paint spatters on one side.

“For Saturday,” Noelle told him. “Reed and I are going on a road trip.”

Josh dropped into his seat hard. “No, you’re not,” he said, surprised.

“Yeah. We’re going to Boston to check out the store where the Legacy invites came from. We’re gonna see if we can find out who bought them,” I told him, taking a sip of my juice.

“Nice. Want me to come? I can bring down the hurt if you need it,” Gage offered, straddling a chair.

“That won’t be necessary,” Noelle replied, rolling her eyes.

Josh turned fully in his seat to face me as the other chairs at the table started to fill up with my housemates. His blue eyes were serious. “Reed, aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked, his voice low.

My brows knit as I looked at him. I was a total blank. “What?

“We’re supposed to go to Maine on Saturday. The reunion?”

I felt like someone had just let all the air out of a balloon, right into my face. I was an idiot. A complete and total idiot. I hadn’t thought about the Hollis family reunion since I’d scribbled the date down in my English notebook Monday night. There had just been so many other things going on, I had completely spaced.

“Oh my God, Josh. I’m so sorry. I totally forgot,” I said, feeling suddenly warm. Everyone was watching us. I could feel it. Josh must have felt it too, because he leaned in closer to me, ducking his face behind mine, as if to hide from Gage.

“You have to come. I told my whole family you were going to be there,” he said.

“I know, but . . . Josh, this is huge,” I told him, pleading. “This is about saving the Legacy. Everyone at Easton is counting on this.”

Josh pulled back a little and looked me in the eye. I had never seen him look so hurt. “What about me? I’m counting on you too.”

There was a lump in my throat that was threatening to choke me. I felt awful. I did. But didn’t he get how important this was? As president of Billings, this was practically my job. I’d promised everyone I’d fix the situation. If I went back on that now, I’d look like a total flake and a failure, and I’d just gotten the job. Besides, the Hollises had this party every year. It wasn’t like this would be my only chance to go.

“Yeah, but even you said there would be hundreds of people there,” I reminded him. “No one’s going to notice if I’m not. You’ll be fine.”

“Dude, grow a pair,” Gage said loudly. “This is the Legacy we’re talking about. If Backwater Brennan’s gonna save it, I say let her save it. I mean, how selfish can you be?”

Josh stared at me. He was waiting for me to back down. I knew he was. But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. And as guilty as I felt about the reunion, I was irritated that he wanted me to go. On some level Gage was right. If we were going to figure this out before Halloween, every moment counted. It was this weekend or nothing. If I didn’t fix this, all the Easton legacies were screwed. Didn’t he see that?

Dash would have seen it. He would have understood.

Something shifted in Josh’s eyes and he pulled away. “Fine. Whatever. I guess I can just tell them you’re sick.”

“That’s the spirit, Hollis,” Gage said, offering his fist for a bump. Josh ignored it and took a bite of a doughnut instead.

“Don’t worry, Josh. I’ll take good care of our girl,” Noelle said teasingly.

The wrong person saying the exact wrong thing. Josh shoved the rest of the doughnut in his mouth at once and didn’t speak again for the rest of the meal.



BOUQUET



Noelle’s on-campus car was a slick silver Mercedes convertible with soft leather seats. With the top down, our sunglasses on, and her satellite radio blasting, we caught more than a few intrigued stares as we zoomed along the highway to Boston.

With day passes from our art history teacher to check out the Gauguin exhibit at the MFA, we had the entire day to do whatever we wanted. All we had to do was pop into the museum and pick up a map and some badges to prove that we’d been there, and we’d even get extra credit for the day. Noelle was an evil genius.

And best of all, when I’d checked my e-mail the night before, there had been no sign of Cheyenne’s note from beyond the grave. It was over. I was truly free.

After an incredible breakfast at Azure, a restaurant in a swank hotel in the heart of Boston, we walked to Bouquet. It was a beautiful, sunny day—the air clear and crisp with anticipation. I had never been to Boston in the daylight, and I found it even more beautiful than I could have imagined. The skinny, crooked streets; the ancient brick buildings; the old-fashioned torch street lamps; the gold plates on various buildings, outlining their rich histories. Washington slept here. Jefferson ate there. Soon I found myself in a quaint shopping district where eager shoppers popped in and out of pristine shops filled with autumn clothes and winter coats. I had eaten so much I felt like I was in a food coma as I followed Noelle along the packed sidewalk. Not an easy scene to navigate on four mimosas, but I managed not to knock anyone over, I think. Taking a deep breath, I just felt free. It was good to be away from Easton and Billings and all the pressure and guilt. I knew it was traitorous, but I couldn’t help feeling that I had already had more fun than I would have had all day at the Hollis family reunion.

Of course, the instant this occurred to me, I felt guilty and wanted to call Josh and see how it was going, but I had a feeling my reception would be a cool one. And besides, we had just reached the door of Bouquet.

“This is it,” Noelle said, pushing her sunglasses up into her hair. “Let me do the talking.”

“No problem,” I said. And burped. How much champagne had been in those mimosas anyway?

“Classy,” Noelle said, scrunching her nose. She opened the door to the tiny shop, and bells tinkled overhead. Inside the sunlit store, the atmosphere was hushed. Along the lemon yellow walls were shallow shelves displaying all sorts of colorful stationery sets, thank-you cards, and party invitations. Tall tables along the center of the room were bursting with fresh flowers in all the colors of the season: red roses, orange lilies, yellow daisies. At the back of the store were four long wooden tables, where a mother and daughter sat, poring over huge books of sample invitations. The woman helping them whispered her suggestions and instructions. This place felt like a museum itself. Maybe we wouldn’t have to hit the MFA after all.

“Can I help you?” a squat saleslady behind the counter asked.

She was practically wedged into her gray suit, and her dark hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. She wore no jewelry and, after giving us a quick once-over, didn’t look very pleased at the prospect of dealing with a pair of teenagers. Noelle cleared her throat and stepped forward, and I was suddenly more than grateful for her presence. I hated dealing with snooty salespeople. Back home in Croton, I was sometimes too intimidated to even walk into the Gap.

“Yes. We’re trying to find out who ordered this invitation,” Noelle said, sliding the Legacy invite across the tall wooden counter.

The woman picked it up, turned it over for a cursory glance, then placed it down again. She used all four fingertips to slide it determinedly back to Noelle.

“Sorry. All orders are confidential,” she sniffed.

Noelle looked the woman up and down, and for a brief moment I thought she was going to raise holy hell, but then she smiled. She smiled the most genuine smile I’d ever seen from Noelle before in my life.

“I understand,” she said. “It’s just . . . these girls at our school?” she said, gesturing at me over her shoulder. “They’re throwing this exclusive party, and they’re purposely leaving out all these other girls, you know? Just because they’re, like, a little chunky or have bad skin or come from the wrong families. It’s, like, totally arbitrary.”

It was all I could do not to laugh. Noelle was doing a pitch-perfect imitation of Constance. Sweet, innocent Constance Talbot. Her own polar opposite. I had to turn away so the woman wouldn’t notice the reddening of my face.

“That’s awful!” the woman lamented, suddenly sympathetic.

Unbelievable. In ten seconds Noelle had read this woman perfectly and knew exactly what would make her crack.

“All we want to do is find out which girl is really orchestrating all this so that we can, you know, confront her,” Noelle continued pleadingly as I looked over my shoulder. “It’s so unfair.”

The woman looked Noelle and me up and down. “Hang on. You two weren’t invited?” she asked suspiciously.

My heart skipped a beat. Clearly she had read Noelle right back. She was far too gorgeous and well dressed ever to be ostracized based on looks or money.

“No, no. We were invited,” Noelle said, turning her eyes down modestly. “That’s why we have the invitation. It’s just a lot of our friends were left out, and it’s not like we’d go without them. We want to stand up to this girl on their behalf. There is a little thing called loyalty, you know?”

The woman still looked unconvinced. This wasn’t going to work after all. Then Noelle leaned into the counter and looked earnestly into the woman’s eyes.

“Look, two years ago, I never would have been invited. We’re talking glasses, bad skin, overbite. Not a pretty sight.”

I didn’t believe any of that for a second, but she painted an interesting picture.

“I know how it feels to be left out, and I’m just trying to make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone I care about,” Noelle continued. “So can you help us?”

The saleslady checked the back of the room, where her colleague was still engrossed.

“Okay. But if anyone asks, you didn’t get this from me,” she said.

She turned to her computer and quickly typed in some information. I rejoined Noelle at the counter, amazed. She held out her hand to me, behind her and out of sight, and I quickly swiped my own palm across it.

“Ah, yes. I took this order myself,” the woman whispered. “I remember this girl. Blond, thin, blue eyes. About your age, I’d say. She had this sort of odd, detached way about her. Sound familiar?”

A chill shot right through me. Noelle and I looked at each other. Yes, it sounded familiar. But it couldn’t possibly be.

Noelle cleared her throat. “Maybe,” she said. “Do you have her name?”

“Yes. It was—” The woman leaned toward us and lowered her voice until it was barely audible. “Amanda Hold.”

Noelle’s eyes lit up, and she bit back a smirk. Did she know this girl? “Do you remember anything else?” she asked. “Was anyone with her? Or did she call anyone while she was here?

“Actually, yes,” the woman said, speaking in a more normal voice. “I remember she told someone on the phone that she was going to Ungari Jewelers later that day.”

Noelle slipped the invite back into her bag. “Thank you so much, Miss . . . ?”

“Roxanne,” the woman said, reaching her hand out to shake Noelle’s. “I hope this Amanda girl gets what’s coming to her.”

Noelle smiled again, this time looking more like herself. “Oh, she will. Don’t worry. We’ll make sure of that.”



OUR TURN



“Nice work,” I said to Noelle as we walked along Commonwealth.

“Like taking veggies away from a big, fat baby,” she replied with a smirk.

Okay, rude. But whatever. The phrase “taking candy from a baby” had never made sense to me anyway. Wouldn’t that be hard to do? “So who’s Amanda Hold? You know her?”

Noelle laughed. “Reed, please. Amanda Hold?” She looked at me in a leading way. I stared back. “A. Man. To. Hold? Amanda Hold? It’s one of the oldest aliases in the book.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling stupid. “Why would someone use a fake name at a stationer?”

A twist of dread knotted up my stomach as I recalled Roxanne’s description of Amanda. She had described Ariana perfectly. And of all people, Ariana had good reasons to make up a name. But no, it wasn’t possible. Ariana was locked up in a mental institution somewhere, wasn’t she? Locked up for life.

“Stop thinking what you’re thinking,” Noelle said firmly. “There are a million blond-haired, blue-eyed girls with blank stares in this world. It’s a cliché for a reason. And Ariana is safely tucked away in her padded cell. Though it’s probably padded with Prada.”

She swung open a large, silver door to a stately looking shop. I hesitated for a moment before following. It was the first time she had directly mentioned Ariana—her former best friend—since she’d retuned to Easton, and it brought up a zillion questions. But as a Hulk-size security guard stared me down from just inside the door, now didn’t seem like the time to ask.

“In or out, miss?” he said to me gruffly.

“In. I’m in,” I replied.

Inside, the air was crisply cool, and everything was gray. Gray carpeting, gray walls, gray felt inside hundreds of gleaming glass cases. Everywhere I looked there were diamonds. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires, amethysts, and on and on. In one case there was a pink diamond the size of a quarter set into an ornate necklace of tiny white diamonds set to look like a string of flowers. Thousands of diamonds. I couldn’t imagine wearing something that exquisite and expensive on my neck. I’d have to take Krav Maga classes first or I’d never feel safe.

“Reed. Look at this.” Noelle waved me over. “Third one from the back.” Her fingertip hovered over the case, making no contact between skin and glass. She was pointing to a square-cut diamond, gorgeous, huge, set high on a ring of pinpoint-size diamonds that lined the entire band. I swallowed back the sudden taste of acid in my throat. Engagement rings. She was looking at engagement rings.

I surreptitiously glanced at her profile. Her eyes were bright, her expression almost dreamy. Was she thinking of Dash? Why did the very idea make me ill?

“Can I help you, ladies? Perhaps take something out for you?” The elderly gentleman behind the counter spoke in a hushed baritone. Apparently rich people really liked quiet in their stores.

Noelle started to speak, but I put a hand on her arm to stop her. One, because I was partially scared she was, in fact, going to start trying on engagement rings. Two, because if she was going to try to work the guy, I wanted my chance first. This was, after all, supposed to be my mission. Not hers.

“I’m Amanda Hold,” I told him. “I placed an order a couple weeks back and I just wanted to check on the status.”

“Of course, Ms. Hold. This way,” he said with a nod.

We followed him to a computer tucked away in a corner. Apparently I could get over my fear of salespeople when I was feeling territorial.

A few keystrokes and “my” order popped up. “Yes. I see we have three hundred and twenty-five platinum money clips on order for you, as well as four hundred and seven gold rings. All etched with a single L.”

My throat was dry. This was it. The Legacy token. This so-called Amanda girl was really running the show.

“Yes. That’s right,” I managed to say.

“They should all be delivered to the address you provided within the week,” he told me with a kind smile.

The address! Perfect! That was all we needed.

“And what—”

This time Noelle’s hand on my arm stopped me. “You wanted to add to the order, didn’t you, Amanda?” she said pointedly. She reached into her bag and pulled out a tiny piece of paper on which some numbers were scribbled. “We’ll need fifty-three more money clips and sixty-five rings,” Noelle said. “And I’ll be paying for those myself. Amanda’s already done enough,” she added with a bright smile.

“Of course,” the man said with another nod. “If I could just get your credit card and delivery information, Miss . . . ?”

“Lange. Noelle Lange,” Noelle replied, slapping down her American Express Black.

Once the order was placed and we were back out in the fresh air, I realized my near mistake. Amanda Hold wouldn’t have had to ask the guy for her own address. I’d almost given us away. I was really going to have to work on my undercover talents. Or at least not go on these missions after four mimosas.

“So, why fifty-three and sixty-five?” I asked Noelle as we strolled up Commonwealth again.

“That should cover current legacies and young alumni. Plus all the Billings Girls,” Noelle said matter-of-factly. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear that had been tossed free by a cool breeze. “You’re welcome.”

“What?” I blurted. “You didn’t.”

“I did. I take care of my own,” she said, lacing her arm through mine. She casually checked out a window display as we strolled by.

“I can’t believe you’re going to mess with the Legacy rules.”

Noelle paused and looked me in the eye. “This Amanda Hold person messed with them first,” she said, slipping her dark sunglasses over her eyes. “Now it’s our turn.”



OFF AGAIN



The shop was called Flourish, and it was so exclusive it was marked only by a gold plate on the brick outer wall that listed its address and 1912 as its date of establishment. Walking through the door, I felt as if a net were going to fall from the ceiling and trap me while alarms blared, signaling that a poseur had crossed the threshold. No matter how much time I spent in places like this, I still felt as if I didn’t totally belong. But instead of sounding the alarm, the black-suited salesladies rushed forward across the deep, plush carpeting, offering champagne, coffee, and a guided tour through the collections. Less than an hour later, Noelle and I were settled in a dressing room bigger than my bedroom back home, with twelve gowns apiece to try on, each more exquisite than the last.

But first, the torture.

The seamstress had Noelle’s measurements on file, but mine had to be taken. So a white-haired lady wielding a brown tape measure told me in a clipped tone to strip down to my underwear, and was now in the process of measuring every inch of my half-naked body with her cold, bony fingers.

“God, Reed, I forgot what a prude you are,” Noelle said, standing there with her ample breasts perfectly shaped by a black lace bra. Barely covering her butt were black lace boy shorts that made even me blush. “It’s not like you have anything to see.”

I would have been offended if she hadn’t been so right on. Genetics and a predisposition for sports had combined to give me a figure that was more boyish than girlish—broad shoulders, flat stomach, nonexistent hips. At least my boobs had grown a little this year. I had actually shrieked with delight over the summer when Natasha and I had gone shopping and I’d found I’d graduated to a B cup. She’d laughed for about an hour over my reaction.

“Thanks a lot,” I said flatly.

Noelle just rolled her eyes. She stepped into a full-skirted black taffeta gown and zipped it up, then gathered the excess fabric of the bodice behind her, defining her perfect hourglass body.

“Don’t worry,” she said as I winced at the woman’s touch. “It’ll all be worth it when your gown fits like it was made for you. Because it will be! Darla is a genius.”

“Thank you, Miss Lange,” Darla said. She crouched in front of me and measured up the side of my bare leg. A ticklish skitter raced along the inside of my thigh, and I almost kicked the poor woman in the head on reflex.

“Sorry,” I said as she noticed my wince. She merely pursed her lips and stood.

“All right, Miss Brennan,” Darla said. “We’re all set. Let us know if you need anything.”

“Thank you.”

As she strolled out with her clipboard and tape measure, I finally breathed freely again. Noelle grabbed a bronze-colored dress from my selections on the wall.

“This is the one. I know it.”

I stepped into the dress, the silky fabric tickling my ankles as it swished around, and slipped my arms through the cap sleeves. I had to gather a lot more fabric behind me than Noelle did. We looked at our reflections in the mirror and I sighed. Next to Noelle, I looked like a ten-year-old playing dress-up.

“Gorgeous. Look what that does for your coloring!” Noelle gushed.

“I don’t know. I think I want something more sophisticated,” I said as I wrangled my way out of the dress.

“And I want something sexier,” Noelle agreed.

She let the gown drop to the ground and kicked it aside, where it joined two other discards. Classic Noelle. The frock was worth thousands and she was using it as a soccer ball. She took down a long, slinky red dress and pulled that on next. I went with a gray strapless with a tiered, feathered skirt. It looked like something Rinnan Hearst, Cheyenne’s famous, Oscar-nominated stepmother, might have worn on the red carpet.

“Now this is a look,” Noelle said, striking a sultry pose in the mirror.

It was all I could do not to gawk. It was a look all right. A breasty, curvy, sexpot look. She pulled all her hair over one shoulder and pursed her lips. She made me think of those pictures of old-school movie vixens like Veronica Lake or Marilyn Monroe.

“You need that dress,” I said, zipping up my own.

“I know. Dash will die,” she replied.

I jerked and caught my skin in the zipper. Wincing, I yanked it down again and flung myself around to check my back. There was an angry red mark, but I hadn’t broken the skin.

“Dash is going to the Legacy?” I asked, keeping my voice even as I rubbed at the red mark, which only made it worse. Hadn’t he just told me he and Noelle were not together? Hadn’t she said the same that night in New York? What the hell had happened to that?

“Well, yeah,” Noelle said, twisting her hair up and holding it behind her head. She turned her face from side to side to inspect. “He’s always my plus one. But since it seems even I’m not on the list this year, I just ordered one extra money clip for him.”

Wow. She was just breaking rules all over the place, wasn’t she?

“Oh.”

I finished zipping up the dress and checked my reflection. The gown was gorgeous, with subtle little sparkles trailing across the strapless neckline and down only one side of the bodice, into the feathery skirt. It was sophisticated, definitely. A work of art. But I felt like a troll next to Noelle.

Dash was going to die when he saw her. Die and go to heaven. I glanced at her reflection as she looked over her shoulder to check the back of the gown. This was my opportunity. My chance to find out how she really felt about him. What she thought the future might bring. Maybe if I knew for sure that they were getting back together, or at the very least that Noelle definitely still wanted him, I could get past this ridiculous crush already and focus on Josh. The guy I was supposed to be in love with.

I took a deep breath. Yes. This was a good plan. Find out. Move on. Trying to sound as casual as possible, I asked.

“So, do you think you two will get back together?” I adjusted my gown and checked it out disinterestedly, just for good measure.

“Of course,” Noelle said without hesitation.

Everything inside of me sank. Fast. “Really?” I blurted.

Her brown eyes flashed. “You sound surprised.”

“No. Not at all,” I fumbled, my heart pounding. “I’m just . . . I don’t know. I don’t even know why you broke up in the first place. I wasn’t sure if it was the kind of thing you could get past or . . .”

Shut up, Reed. You’re just digging a hole for yourself. Less is more. I bit my tongue to keep from rambling further.

Finally, Noelle answered. “Well, you don’t know this, since you weren’t here, but until last year Dash and I had a very on-again, off-again relationship, but we always, always came back to each other. Right now we’re off again, but if I have my way . . .”

Here she paused to give me a look that reminded me that she always got her way.

“We’ll be on again before the Legacy,” she finished, smoothing her hair.

I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Would Dash die if he saw me in this? Not likely. But really, what did it matter? Josh would like it. It was just his kind of thing—interesting lines, an original color. A work of art. Josh would definitely appreciate it.

“I’m taking this one,” I said, quickly unzipping the gown and stepping out of the skirt.

“Good choice,” Noelle said.

“Come on. We still have to pay for this and hit the MFA. We should get going,” I said as I impatiently yanked on my jeans.

“Okay. Want me to pay for yours?” Noelle asked as she returned the dress she was buying to its hanger. Unlike the rejects on the floor.

For some reason her offer made my blood boil. “No. Billings has an account here,” I said, holding out my hand for her gown. “I’ll just put them on that.”

Noelle stared at me for a long moment. A moment in which I had no idea, and in fact feared, what she might be thinking. But then, she slowly smiled.

“Now you’re getting the hang of it,” she said, handing the dress over. She turned back to the mirror as I turned to go. “Don’t forget to tell them we need a rush on the alterations.”

“Got it,” I grumbled as I shoved my way through the door.

You know everything. You have everything. I got it. Believe me. I do.



UNGRATEFUL



“I have the best news!” I cried as I barreled into my room that evening.

I had decided to focus on the positives. And one major positive was having some news that should actually break Sabine out of the weird funk she’d been in lately. Sure, she had seemed anti-Legacy before, but I knew she’d change her mind now that she’d get to go too. She was sitting on her bed with a needle and thread and some kind of fabric stuck into a ring, which she dropped the moment I entered.

“What? What is it?” she asked, sitting up straight.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing. Momentary distraction. It’s not every day you see a sixteen-year-old girl doing needlepoint.

“Just something I’m making for my sister.” She tucked it away under her pillow as if embarrassed. But then she lifted her chin in a defiant way. “I do embroidery. It’s calming.”

“Oh. Okay,” I said. I placed my Chloé bag on my bed. Sabine really was different from anyone else at Easton. I could only imagine what Portia and the Twin Cities and Noelle would say about such an old-fashioned and completely unglam hobby. But maybe there was something to this calming idea. Sabine always seemed pretty chill to me.

“So? What’s your news?” she asked.

Right. My news! I turned to her, practically bubbling over.

“We all are going to the Legacy!” I announced.

Sabine’s face fell. “Oh.”

Not exactly the enthusiastic response I had been looking for.

“You don’t understand! This is beyond incredible!” I cried. “Now we don’t have to sit here alone while everyone else traipses off to the biggest party of the year! Noelle got rings for all the Billings Girls, so we’re all going to crash. It’s going to be an insane night. Just wait.”

“Rings? What rings?” Sabine asked, sliding to the end of her bed.

“You need these rings to get in. There’s always some piece of jewelry you get that proves you were invited. Last year it was a necklace,” I told her. “Anyway, Noelle will be getting them any day, and then all we have to do is get the e-mail with the location and we’re in.”

“Noelle will be getting them,” Sabine said pointedly. She dropped her clasped hands between her knees as she looked up at me.

“Yeah. She ordered them,” I told her. “Why?”

“There’s a surprise,” she said.

She shoved herself up and went over to her desk, where she started shifting through her books, her back to me. Okay. Now I was getting seriously annoyed. Not only was she not excited about the Legacy—a party everyone else at Easton would give their left ear to go to—but she was giving me crap about Noelle. Again.

“What is your problem with Noelle?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said.

My fingers clenched. “No. I want to know.”

Sabine sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Well, first of all, she’s been mean to me since the day she got here.”

“You haven’t been all that nice to her, either,” I replied.

It was lame, I know. Like Noelle really cared how Sabine treated her. But it was true.

“And second of all, she clearly wants the presidency,” Sabine added, as if I hadn’t spoken.

“What? She does not!” I said with a scoff.

“Reed!” Sabine was wide-eyed, like she couldn’t believe I was so blind. “If she doesn’t want to be in charge, why has she let you do nothing on your own since she got here? I don’t think she ever liked the masquerade idea. She steered everyone toward the Legacy. Now she’s getting all of us into this party, making it impossible for us to hold a Halloween ball of our own, and she’s the one getting these rings. So all of Easton—and Billings—is going to give her credit for getting them in. She’s undermining you at every turn.”

I stared at Sabine, stung. It was amazing how she had just twisted everything to make it look how she wanted it to look. But she hadn’t been there. She hadn’t seen how I’d almost ruined everything at the jeweler and how Noelle had swooped in to save the day. It wasn’t premeditated. We’d done it all together, off the cuff. Sabine didn’t like Noelle, so she was turning everything the girl did into some kind of plot.

And, okay, maybe Noelle had schemed in the past, but things were different now. “You’re wrong about her,” I said firmly. “By paying for all those tokens for us, she was doing something unselfish. She was looking out for the rest of us. She didn’t do it for herself.”

Sabine looked sad as she sighed again. “If you say so.”

Then she sat down at her desk and tucked in, turning her back on me for good this time. Frustrated, I crossed my arms over my chest and turned to stare out the window at the darkening blue sky as the lights flicked on all over the Easton grounds. Sabine was wrong. Noelle and I were friends. I felt like her equal more than ever before. Except in those moments when I was reminded of how new I was to all of this—but still. Noelle and I had done the day’s work together. I was sure we would take credit for it together.



NEGLECT



“We’re going to the Legacy? All of us?” Constance cried. “Oh my God, Reed! You’re my hero!”

Now this was the kind of reaction I was looking for. Constance squealed and practically knocked over the café table between us as she attempted to hug me. Her thick hair got caught on my tongue and I pulled it away quickly, trying hard not to gag and offend her. The Drake House boys at the next table shielded their PSPs just in case any coffee went flying.

“Shh!” I admonished nonetheless, glancing around the packed solarium. At every table students whispered, studied, or sneaked kisses over coffee and scones. “We don’t want everyone to hear and start thinking they can get in.”

“Oh. Right!” Constance whispered.

“Here you go, Constance! They just came out with a fresh batch of chocolate croissants.”

A freshman girl whom I recognized as one of Amberly’s sidekicks deposited a plastic plate on our table. Constance looked up at her, nonplussed.

“Uh, thanks . . . Lara, right?” she said. “From the Chronicle?”

“Right!” The girl beamed over the fact that Constance knew her name. “It was no problem; I heard you on line before saying you wished they had them, so when I saw them bring out the tray, I figured I’d get you one,” she said, lifting her shoulders. “I’ll see you at the editorial meeting tomorrow!”

Lara scurried off and Constance laughed incredulously. “What was that?”

I smirked. “That was Billings clout at work.”

Her entire face lit up. “Really? How cool! My first random perk!” She took a big bite of the croissant and smiled. I grinned in response, happy that she was getting the full Billings experience. At the beginning of the year it had seemed as if that might never happen for her. “Anyway, Whit is going to die when he hears about the Legacy,” she whispered. “And Astrid and Lorna and Sabine! They’re gonna be so psyched!”

I leaned back and took a sip of my coffee. “Actually, Sabine . . . not so much,” I said bitterly.

“What? Why?” Constance asked, wide-eyed. Then her expression grew all-knowing. “Is it because she’s foreign?”

I laughed, almost forcing the coffee out through my nose. Once again the Drake boys looked alarmed. As soon as the coughing fit subsided I was able to ask, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, just that she’s not from here so she doesn’t, like, know what the Legacy is all about,” Constance replied.

“Ah.” That actually made sense. But still, I was sure that wasn’t the case. At least, not the whole case. “No. I don’t know. She acted all annoyed that Noelle and I are working together on this.”

“Oh,” Constance said, nodding. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

“What makes sense?” I asked.

“Just . . . well . . . don’t take this the wrong way, but you have been spending kind of a lot of time with Noelle since she’s been back.”

“So?” I asked.

Constance lifted one shoulder and avoided eye contact as she shook another packet of sugar—her fifth—into her latte. “Just . . . maybe she’s a little jealous.” She glanced up at me as she stirred her coffee, then quickly looked away and took a sip.

“Oh.”

Right. How had that not occurred to me? Sabine and I had been growing really close before Noelle returned. Constance was right. Jealousy made sense. But was she speaking for herself as well? By the pinkness of her cheeks and the sudden darting of her eyes, I had a feeling she was.

And maybe Josh, too

God. Was there anyone I hadn’t been willing to ditch for Noelle lately? I thought of Josh, staring out at the cold Atlantic on a beach in Maine as his family reveled around a roaring bonfire in the background. Suddenly I wanted to be with him more than anything. When he got back, I had some kissing up to do. Big-time.

“Constance, I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?” she asked loudly.

“I’ve been—” I wanted to say neglecting you, but it sounded too egotistical. “Really busy lately,” I finished. “But don’t worry, I’m going to remedy that.”

Constance grinned so brightly I was temporarily blinded. “Well, at least we’ll all get to hang out together at the Legacy!”

That was my bright-side girl.

“Yeah. We will,” I said proudly.

“And Whit! And Josh! Omigod. This is going to be sick!”

And Whit. And Josh. And Dash. Oh, my.

I was about to take another sip of my coffee, but pushed it away instead. The boy I’d used, the boy I was dating, and the boy I was flirting with behind everyone’s back. Suddenly, all of us hanging out together started to feel a tad complicated. In fact, “sick” didn’t even begin to cover it.



CREDIT



Sunday dawned crisp, clear, and cool—a perfect day for hanging out on the quad, admiring the changing leaves, and showing off new fall wardrobes. Led by our intrepid social chairs, the Billings Girls found a spot in the dead center of the action and staked our claim with cashmere Burberry throws. We settled in with all the books we weren’t going to study and got right down to the real business of the hour: people-watching and gossiping.

“Can you believe Gage and Ivy are hooking up again?” Vienna said, unscrewing the top of a big silver thermos. She’d had several filled for us at Coffee Carma. “Isn’t that sort of been-there-donethat? Get yourself some fresh meat already.”

“Gage and Ivy?” Sabine gasped.

“How can you miss it?” Portia sneered, glancing across the quad. “They are all about the PDA.”

We all turned to look. Sure enough, Gage was practically crawling on top of Ivy on the steps of Hell Hall. Tongues flashed. Her fingers gripped his sweater. His hands trailed under her skirt. I had to give them points for sheer idiocy. Didn’t they know that any of dozens of teachers or administrators could trip over them at any moment?

“That’s disgusting,” Tiffany said, focusing her zoom lens on them nonetheless.

“Why her?” Sabine asked, clearly upset.

“Because she’s got no standards,” Noelle sniffed as she accepted a cup of coffee from Vienna.

“Don’t let them bother you, Sabine,” I said under my breath, squeezing her hand. Ever since my conversation with Constance the night before, I had been the perfectly attentive best friend. “I told you, you can do so much better.”

Sabine smiled slightly, and turned her body so she’d have no chance of glimpsing the low-grade porn without sprouting a third eye. Good girl.

“Speaking of standards,” Portia said, lifting her heavy hair over her shoulder. She was wearing an emerald green turtleneck sweater that, in the sunlight, brought out her eyes and made her dark hair pop. For the first time I could see why green was her signature color. “Is it true we’re all going to the Legacy?”

“It’s true,” Noelle said, sipping her coffee.

“That’s so incredible, you guys,” Rose said, beaming. She smoothed her brown suede skirt under her legs as she adjusted her position on the blanket. “I’ve always hated the fact that we couldn’t all go together.”

“Well, now we can. If, of course, we can find out where it’s being held,” I reminded them. “Which reminds me, I have to make a call. Be right back.”

I pushed myself up and walked a few paces over to a stone bench nearby. I had saved all of Jenna Korman’s numbers in my iPhone, just in case, and wanted to put the last cog of our plan in motion sooner rather than later. I hit her cell phone number and sat on the cold bench while it rang.

“Reed Brennan! To what do I owe the pleasure?” her gravelly voice asked.

“Hi, Ms. . . . Jenna,” I said. “Sorry to interrupt your Sunday.”

“Not at all. Just golfing with my husband,” she said brightly, then lowered her voice. “Boring as sin. Man couldn’t beat me if Tiger was his caddy. So what can I do for you? You got the invitation, I understand?”

“Yes, thank you so much,” I replied. “And we have almost everything we need.”

A group of girls walking past my friends paused when they saw how close they had come to brushing by Noelle, then gave her a wider berth. I rolled my eyes. What did they think she was going to do? Bite their ankles?

“Good. Good to hear,” she replied. “Walter! Bend your knees! You never bend your knees properly,” she shouted off the phone. “Sorry about that,” she told me. “You were saying?”

I stifled a laugh as the wind tossed my hair back from my face. “Well, all we need now is to get a copy of the last e-mail—the one that will reveal the time and place of the party. None of us are on the list, obviously.”

“Not a problem. I’ll have my daughter forward it right to you when she gets it,” she replied.

I bit my lip. “Well, that’s the thing. Apparently the Legacy planner is threatening to keep out anyone who helps Easton get in.”

Jenna laughed wryly. “Well, good. The girl should learn to handle disappointment. She should have gone to Easton to begin with, instead of siding with her father. Lesson learned, I’d say.”

My jaw dropped and I saw Noelle eyeing me quizzically. I couldn’t believe that Billings was more important to this woman than her own flesh and blood. Maybe I still had something to learn about the significance of our house.

“Okay. Well, thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

“Not a problem. I hope we get to meet in person someday,” Jenna replied. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go save my husband from another double bogey. Good-bye, Reed.”

“’Bye.”

Behind me, there was a commotion as Gage and Ivy got dragged off the steps by Mr. White, our resident disciplinarian. Gage was protesting loudly, but Ivy simply went along with a content-looking smirk on her face. Girl was such a freak.

“Well? What did she say?” Noelle asked as I strolled back to my friends.

Here was where Sabine would be proven wrong. I was the one who was really getting us into the Legacy. No one else could take credit for these phone calls with Jenna Korman. And everyone was here for me to deliver the good news. Credit, mine.

I was about to share when I saw Josh walking toward us across the quad, all fresh-faced and handsome in a white fisherman’s sweater and cords, his overnight bag still slung over his shoulder. He looked at me almost uncertainly, and my heart gave a pang. It was all I needed to make a snap decision. The credit could wait.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said to Noelle.

“Reed. Come on! What did she say?” Noelle asked as everyone else grumbled.

But I didn’t turn back. Josh waited for me as I skirted our picnic area and crossed the quad. Seconds later I was in his arms. As he held me, he let out a sigh that sounded a lot like relief. He smelled like salty air and firewood smoke.

“I’m sorry,” I said over his shoulder.

“I missed you,” he replied.

And then we went off to find someplace a little more private than the steps of Hell Hall.



GRATEFUL



The tokens arrived on Wednesday afternoon. I couldn’t wait to hand them out, but considering Cromwell’s anti-Legacy decree, we knew that the last thing we should do was open up a table in the cafeteria with a sign that read GET YOUR LEGACY TOKENS HERE! Instead we opted for a more secret locale. Just before the post office closed that evening, we delivered a stack of envelopes to the window, one for each Easton legacy, plus all the Billings Girls. We realized we could have just given them their rings in the house, but why should our friends miss out on the intrigue?

Then, Thursday evening after dinner, Noelle and I stole off to Gwendolyn Hall, hunkered down on the bench under the old, crumbling entryway, and waited. Gwendolyn was the original Easton class building—the oldest structure on campus along with the chapel—but it had been boarded up for years. All the windows and doors were covered with wooden planks and hand-painted KEEP OUT signs. Last spring I had asked Natasha why the administration hadn’t torn it down, considering it was kind of an eyesore now, and she’d laughed at my naïveté. Apparently you didn’t mess with tradition at Easton, even if it was covered in weeds and probably infested with critters.

“Check it out,” Noelle said, pressing her finger into the wooden surface of the bench on which we sat.

I leaned over her knees to see which of the hundreds of etchings she was pointing at. There, carved into the wood grain, was a heart containing the initials DM + NL. It looked newer than most of the etchings, but definitely older than the freshest of the bunch. I forced myself to smile.

“When did you—”

“Dash did it. Freshman year,” she said with a self-satisfied smile. “So not like him. Mr. Play by the Rules.”

I wondered if it would surprise her to know that Mr. Play by the Rules had now almost kissed me twice, when clearly she believed that his heart belonged only to her. Of course, the moment I thought it, I felt guilty. Noelle was my friend. How could I have such traitorous thoughts while sitting right next to her?

“Ever come here with Josh?” Noelle asked.

“No,” I said, the memories of Thomas that I always tried to keep at bay suddenly rushing in. “Not with Josh.”

I looked away.

“Oh,” Noelle said.

An uncomfortable silence fell over us. Thank God she spotted the first of our customers a moment later. Everyone had been given a specific time to show up, spaced at three-minute intervals. We had given Gage the earliest time, so we could get him in, out, and over with.

“Well,” Gage said, grinning lasciviously as he climbed the steps. “This little scenario breeds all kinds of possibilities. Do you want to go one at a time or both at once? Because I’m down with either.” He rubbed his hands together and practically licked his chops.

“Ew. Just stop,” I said. I whipped out one of the small black boxes and handed it to him. Gage, who was apparently still entertaining the idea that his invitation to meet us here was some kind of sexual overture, looked confused. Until he cracked open the box.

“No way.” He popped the money clip out, tossed it, and caught it. “Is this what I think it is?”

“You’re going to the Legacy. Congratulations,” I said, then looked at Noelle. “Although I’m now wondering why we included him.”

Gage didn’t seem to have heard me. He dropped to his knees and kowtowed at my feet. “I take back everything I ever said about you, Reed Brennan. Clearly you learned a few tricks back in the barn.”

“Thanks. I think,” I said.

Lance Reagan was the next to show. He glanced at me and Noelle and Gage, who was still on his knees, and looked a tad disconcerted. Maybe we shouldn’t have chosen the most notorious make-out spot on campus for our transactions. But then, it was the number-one spot for a reason—it was private, hidden, and off the beaten trail.

“Dude! We’re going to the Legacy!” Gage announced, jumping up and slinging his arm over Lance’s wide shoulders.

“Seriously?” Lance asked, his eyes suddenly hungry behind his glasses.

“You can go now,” Noelle said to Gage.

“What? Why? I want to play,” Gage said, pouting.

“Because the whole point of this was to not draw a crowd and arouse suspicion,” I said.

“Well, if you didn’t want to arouse anything . . . ,” Gage began, looking down at our legs, bare thanks to our skirts. I had dressed up for the occasion.

“Just go!” Noelle and I said at once.

Gage finally took the hint. Over the next hour Noelle and I handed out rings and money clips, enjoying the gushing gratefulness of our peers. Then, finally, Josh climbed the stairs. He was wearing a broken-in Harvard T-shirt under his houndstooth jacket and jeans with tiny holes in the knees. So cute my heart skipped a beat. I stood up and smiled as I handed him his money clip.

“Thanks,” Josh said, not even opening the box.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” I asked, disappointed.

“Oh, I know what it is. Gage is out there telling everyone.”

Noelle and I rolled our eyes. “Unbelievable.”

Noelle got up and trudged down the stairs to check on the situation. I was glad she had left us momentarily alone.

“Aren’t you excited?” I asked, reaching for Josh’s hand. “We’re all going! Even me.”

Josh smiled slightly. “Well, that part’s good.”

My heart thumped extra hard. Where were the thanks? Where was the pride over a job well done?

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said, stashing the box in his pocket. “It’s just . . . more drunken depravity? I think I’m kind of over it.”

I felt like he’d just punched me in the gut. Here I was, running all over the place trying to get us into the Legacy—trying to save face for Easton and keep him and everyone else from missing out on the biggest party of the year—and he wasn’t even going to thank me. Worse, he didn’t even want to go. If Dash had been standing here, he would have been psyched. He would have thanked me for real. I was sure he would have.

God, what was wrong with me? I had to stop doing that. I had to stop comparing them.

“I’m sorry. That came out wrong,” Josh said, holding my hand. “Of course we’re going and of course it’s going to be fun. And you should see how psyched everyone is out there. You’ve made a lot of people really happy, Reed.”

Okay. That was slightly better. But I still wished that had been his first response.

“Idiots were all standing out there in a clump,” Noelle said, reappearing. “Do they not get the point of the secret meetings? I swear, it’s amazing any of them even got into this school.”

She stormed by us and sat down again to consult our list of who was yet to come. Josh stepped closer to me.

“And I like that you’re using your power for good instead of evil,” he whispered in my ear. As he pulled back, his eyes darted to Noelle.

Message? Noelle was evil. So much for getting over it.

“Thanks,” I said, rolling my eyes. And I forced a laugh. Because I knew he wanted me to take it as a joke, and I didn’t feel like prolonging this.

“I’ll see you guys,” Josh said, acknowledging Noelle for the first time.

“Later, Hollis,” she said.

As he loped off, I couldn’t help feeling let down. Why couldn’t he be proud of me? Why couldn’t he support me? Why couldn’t he just be positive for five seconds in a row?



SOME PEOPLE



That night I returned to my room after a grueling study session with Kiki and some other people from my AP chem class. We had our first major exam the next day, covering everything we’d learned so far this semester, and after listening to my classmates spout formulas and compounds and measurements, I was starting to think that I had, in fact, learned nothing. Maybe I could get Mr. Dramble to postpone the test. Did the Billings influence stretch that far?

Exhausted, I dropped down at my computer to check my e-mail. There was one from my brother, Scott, titled “Nittany Lions Rule!” That could wait. Another from my mom—a forwarded message, which was probably one of those stupid poem/chain letters that had been circulating the Web for years. Mom had just discovered e-mail, so all those urban legends and dumb-blonde jokes and stories of undying love we’d all read a thousand times were still new to her. I bypassed that as well and went right for the message at the top of the list. Sent only minutes ago.

From Dash. It was titled “Congratulations.”

I glanced over my shoulder, as always, before clicking it open.

Reed,

I heard about your coup. Nice work! I knew you could do it. Whittaker is so excited I think he might have strained something. Is it too weird to say I’m proud of you? Is that something “just a friend” would say?

WB

Dash

So much better than that last e-mail. And see? This was the kind of response I had wanted from Josh. Pride. Congratulations. Was that so hard? My heart fluttered as I started to type a response, but then I paused, thinking of Noelle. Thinking of the fact that she and Dash were probably going to the Legacy together and that he—still—had neglected to tell me. I deleted the first line and started over.

Dash,

Thanks. And yes, I think just friends can be proud of each other. BTW, I heard you’re going with Noelle. That’s great.

[image: logo]

Reed

There. That would show him how very unaffected I was by his—

An e-mail popped up almost immediately. From Dash. He was online right now. Why did that thought make my pulse race like I’d just sprinted the four hundred?

Reed,

Yes. She told me she got one of the money clips for me. Good thing. There are certain people attending whom I’d like to see. . . .

Dash

After that I couldn’t stop smiling.



A PLAN



Our gowns were delivered the next day. All the other Billings Girls had received boxes from home or had ordered several dresses online so they could shop in the privacy of their own rooms. Even the ever-reluctant Sabine had received a gown from her mom. A gorgeous, modern white dress with a silk rope halter collar and an extremely low back. Everything was now in place, and everywhere we went, the Easton legacies were engaged in hushed conversation, speculating over where the party might be, who might or might not attend. The sense of anticipation was exhilarating. It put nearly everything else—classes, exams, Cheyenne, even Josh and Dash—out of mind.

But there was still one slight problem.

“I checked the fence on my morning run,” Noelle whispered, slipping into the seat across from mine in the library. “It’s sealed up.”

“Damn. And with the security cameras on all the other entrances . . .”

“The Crom’s really covered all his bases,” Noelle muttered, dropping her history tome on the table with a bang. “It’s like we’re living in Alcatraz.”

“You’re not giving up, are you?” I hissed, leaning over the table.

“Of course not,” she snapped. “I’m just saying—”

We both looked up as a shadow fell across the table. It was Amberly, looking pert and perfectly matching as ever, with Lara and her other omnipresent friend hovering behind her.

“Hi, Noelle! Hi, Reed!” she said with a smile.

“Hi, Amberly,” I replied.

I still didn’t know what to make of this girl. She seemed sweet enough, but there was something blank behind her smiles.

“Omigod, Noelle, I just found out my family is going to be in New York for Christmas this year,” Amberly said, clutching her books. “Now you can take me to all the good parties!”

Noelle smirked. “I would, Amberly, really, but my family always goes to the islands for Christmas.”

Amberly’s face fell like an anvil in one of those old Roadrunner cartoons. “Oh.” And then it lit up again. “Well, maybe I can get them to switch their plans to the islands. My parents would do pretty much anything for me.”

Good for you.

“I know. They’re fabulous,” Noelle said.

“What are you doing for Christmas, Reed?” Amberly asked me excitedly. “Are you going to the islands, too?”

I had to laugh. “Um, no.”

“Well, maybe,” Noelle said, eyeing me.

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Why not? You should absolutely come along. I’m sure Christmas in Blahtown, USA, is ‘superfun,’ but you haven’t lived until you’ve spent the holidays in St. Bart’s.”

Okay. This was an unexpected turn of conversation. The very idea of living the sweet life with Noelle over break made my skin tingle. But could I really ditch the parentals and Scott for my mom’s first sober Christmas in years?

“I’ll have to think about it,” I said. “But thanks, though.”

“Oh, you have to come! Then we can all hang out together!” Amberly trilled. “I’m calling my mother right now.” She whipped out a lime green phone, which perfectly matched the lime green stripe along the hem of her dark blue sweater, and flipped it open.

Noelle rolled her eyes as she shifted in her chair, turning to face Amberly’s beaming face fully. “I don’t mean to be rude, Amberly and . . . entourage,” she said to the silent sentries standing behind her. “But we’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

Amberly hesitated for a second, then closed her phone. “What? What’s going on?” she asked. “You can tell me, Noelle. We’re such old friends.”

“I know. We are,” Noelle said smoothly. “But this is Billings business,” she said. “Something you’ll know all about in a couple if years, I’m sure.”

Amberly lit up like the Fourth of July. Noelle had just thrown her the bone every girl at Easton wanted to chomp on. The possibility of getting into Billings one day. Behind her, her friends started to whisper urgently amongst themselves.

“Really?” Amberly said. Then, perhaps hearing how desperately grateful she sounded, she cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m sure,” she added, lifting her chin a bit. “Well, if you need any help at all, you know where to find me. And don’t forget to call me about St. Bart’s! It will be so much fun! ’Bye, Noelle! ’Bye, Reed!”

She and her friends strolled away and I was about to launch back into our conversation when Noelle turned to me with her knowing smirk.

“You have a plan, don’t you?” I said, recognizing that particular glint in her eyes.

“Not a plan, exactly,” she replied. “But an inkling . . .”

Before I could ask her what she meant, I saw someone hovering just on the other side of the stacks behind Noelle. My heart skipped a startled beat. Someone was spying on us. Listening in. I saw a flash of blue eyes, white skin.

I jumped up, shoving my chair back.

“What? Reed? What’s wrong?” Noelle asked,

I held up a hand and darted around the stacks. Irrationally, I thought of Cheyenne. I thought of Ariana. As impossible as either of those scenarios might be, someone was following me. Someone was watching. Who else? Who else would want to keep an eye on me?

I had no idea what I was going to say or do. No clue how I was going to confront who or whatever I was about to encounter. But in the next second I realized I didn’t need to know.

Because no one was there.



THE REBEL



Saturday. October 30. Every secret exit from the Easton grounds had been checked. Every one of them was inaccessible. Short of a team of Navy SEALs busting onto campus and smuggling us out, we were screwed.

Noelle and I sat in the solarium that night, staring at each other across one of the smaller tables near the wall—a table a pair of sophomore girls had vacated for us the moment I started to eye it, saying they had been about to leave anyway. Everyone was watching us. Waiting for some direction. Some sign that we hadn’t dangled the Legacy in front of them only to snatch it away at the last minute. But no one dared approach us. We were on lockdown.

“There has to be a way,” Noelle said.

“We have to call Suzel,” I whispered.

Noelle sighed. “I told you. I want to keep her out of this. We have to be able to do some things on our own.”

“Noelle, the Legacy is tomorrow. Tomorrow. We still have to come up with a plan and tell everyone about it. There’s no time left. And Suzel is not only on the board, but back in her day at Easton she was kind of a rebel.”

I had read her file and, though it was next to impossible to imagine she of the straight teeth and responsible hair tearing up Easton, she had come close to expulsion a good six times in her first three years, engaging in everything from hazing to drug use to talking back to teachers. Then, her senior year, she had somehow become the model citizen she seemed to be today. What, exactly, had turned her around? That was the one detail the file didn’t divulge.

Noelle, of course, didn’t seem surprised by my revelation. She knew everything about everyone already.

“I’m willing to bet that she knows things about this campus that we can’t even imagine,” I said.

Noelle’s eyes were serious as she studied me.

“The Legacy is tomorrow,” I said.

She sighed through her nose. “Fine. Make the call.”

I grabbed my iPhone and found Suzel’s number on the contact list. She picked up on the first ring.

“Hello, Reed,” she said in a bubbly tone. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, thanks. And you?” I said, sliding off my chair so I could pace out my nerves. I stuck to the wall so no one could hear my side of the conversation, but all around the room, people were noting my movement, pointing me out to their friends. It was like being in a cage at the zoo.

“I’m fine as well, thank you for asking!” she replied.

“Listen, Suzel, we actually have kind of a problem,” I said.

“Shoot,” she told me.

“Well, tomorrow’s the Legacy and we still haven’t figured out a way to get off campus,” I told her, biting my lip.

Suzel sighed heavily, and for a moment I thought I’d messed up. That Noelle was right. That she was disappointed in us.

“I was afraid of this,” she said. “Headmaster Cromwell is such a tightass. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

I laughed, both relieved and amused. Noelle’s expression lightened considerably.

“All right. There is one passage off campus that he would never expect you to know about,” Suzel said determinedly. “Get yourselves to Gwendolyn Hall tomorrow night at exactly six p.m. There’s a wooden door in the back that leads to the basement. It’s the only one they never boarded up. I’ll make sure it’s unlocked.”

“Gwendolyn Hall?” I asked, glancing at Noelle. She eyed me, intrigued.

“Yes. There will be directions for you there,” Suzel said. “And make sure everyone comes in shifts. A huge crowd is going to catch someone’s eye. Understood?”

“Understood,” I replied.

Her tone was so conspiratorial and no-nonsense, I half expected her to tell me that my phone was going to self-destruct at the end of this phone call. But instead, she just wished me luck and hung up.

“Gwendolyn Hall?” Noelle said. “That’s miles from the gate.”

“I know,” I replied as I sat down again. “I told you. This woman’s good.” I took a deep breath and sighed. “There’s still one problem.”

“The Crom?” Noelle said.

“Yeah. He swore he was going to watch us all like a hawk,” I said, running my hand through my hair. “I think we’re going to need a distraction or something. Some way to keep him occupied while we all sneak out.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Noelle said with a sly smile. “And I have just the thing.” She sat up straight in her chair. “Oh, Amberly?” she said in full voice.

Amberly nearly knocked over her chair, she jumped out of it so fast. “Yeah?”

The room was otherwise deathly silent. Everyone present was wondering why a non-Legacy freshman was being summoned by two Billings Girls.

“Come over here a second. And bring your little friends,” Noelle said.

Amberly leaned down to whisper something to her girls and they all scurried to our sides like paid servants. I had no idea where this was going, but I liked it.

“Amberly, Reed and I have a little favor to ask of you,” Noelle said, looking up at her.

The girl at least had the sense to appear skittish. “Sure,” she said. “What kind of favor?”

“The kind of favor that will put the Billings Girls forever in your debt,” Noelle said meaningfully, looking at each of the girls in turn.

All three of them turned beet red. They knew what this meant. Do this favor, and the Billings Girls will remember you. Do this favor and come junior year, you’ll be invited to join the most exclusive house on campus.

“We’ll do it,” Amberly said. She didn’t even need to consult the others. “Whatever you need.”

Noelle smiled at me mischievously and I instantly knew what she was thinking. A distraction. Amberly’s dorm was clear on the other side of campus from Gwendolyn Hall. If she could somehow summon Cromwell and the security guards to her dorm, we would all be free and clear. But the timing would have to be perfect, and the distraction would have to be realistic. There could be no chance of Cromwell seeing through it.

But of course, if there was one person capable of devising such a plan, it was Noelle.

“Good. That’s exactly what we wanted to hear,” Noelle said to the unsuspecting freshmen. “Now, here’s the plan. . . .”



GWENDOLYN’S SECRET



Halloween night was frigidly cold. Our breath made steam clouds in the air as the sixteen Billings Girls stood, backs to the west wall of our house, and watched in silence as security guards flooded in from all corners of campus, racing toward Bradwell. I clutched the plastic bag that held my couture gown, my shoes, and my sparkling silver mask, chosen from a boxful of Legacy accessories Noelle had collected over the years. Aside from a few shouts, there was nothing but the sound of my friends’ breathing.

“There goes Cromwell,” Noelle whispered. Sure enough, the tall, hulking figure was slipping through the back door of the freshman and sophomore dorm. “Now’s our chance.”

I turned to the group, my pulse pounding through my temples, my wrists, my chest. “The first eight go now. The rest wait exactly three minutes, then run.”

Everyone nodded.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

Sabine reached out and clutched my hand. We turned as a group and rushed toward the back of the dorm, then behind the trees toward Gwendolyn Hall, its crumbling edifice rising up against the starry sky like a haunted mansion. As we sprinted toward the back of the building, every footstep sounded like a cannon shot, every breath like a whoosh of howling wind.

There was no way we could do this without getting caught. No way in hell.

I was the first to get to the back door, which was partially obscured by a century’s worthy of ivy and weeds. I released Sabine’s hand, said a silent prayer, and pushed at the door. It swung open with a creak that could have raised the dead.

“Let’s go!” I whispered, ushering everyone inside.

As soon as the seven of them were through—Noelle, Sabine, London, Vienna, Tiffany, Rose, and Constance—a group of boys from Ketlar appeared, already dressed in their tuxedos. Josh gave me a quick kiss as he slipped by, and I ducked in after them, leaving the door open for the next wave.

“I don’t like this,” Sabine said, hovering just inside the entryway. “This feels wrong. It’s spooky down here.”

“It’s okay,” I told her, stepping into the freezing cold stone basement.

The ceiling was low—Tiffany, Noelle, Gage, Josh, and I had to duck—and there was a three-inch layer of dirt and grime on every surface. Dozens of ancient wooden desks were stacked and shoved haphazardly against the walls.

“I gotta go with Sabine on this one,” Josh said. “Maybe we should just bag this idea.”

I said nothing. I was not turning back now. As we stepped deeper into the room, squeaking and scurrying noises caused London and Vienna to yelp and clutch each other.

“Ew! Mice! I hate mice!” Constance cried.

Then she screamed at the top of her lungs. Gage had used his fingers to creepy-crawl across her shoulder.

“Constance! Shhh!” I whisper-shouted.

“Gage! Grow the fuck up,” Noelle snapped.

The rest of the Billings Girls entered at that moment and the basement started to feel claustrophobic.

“What do we do now?” Tiffany asked.

“Directions. Suzel said she’d leave directions,” I said.

Noelle and I and a few others spread out to look in the dim light pouring through high windows. The longer we looked, the harder my heart started to pound. What if she hadn’t been able to get here? What if Cromwell had caught her? What if—

Then a lighter flared on. At that moment, I noticed a sweet, acrid scent filling the air.

“Who the hell is smoking in here?” Noelle blurted.

London and Vienna giggled. Several sophomores came in through the basement door.

Okay. Now I was pissed. Pot? As if breathing in here wasn’t difficult enough already. “You guys! You’re going to get us caught!”

London took a long hit on a skinny joint and passed it to Vienna. “Sorry, Reed. We’ve smoked in every other building on campus, but we could never get in here.”

“Gwendolyn’s our holy grail,” Vienna agreed, holding in her smoke, which made her face all flat and squinty. “We have now completed our toking tour of Easton!”

London and Vienna cheered, blowing smoke at the ceiling.

“Very mature,” Noelle said, as Gage and a few others produced their own stashes from inner pockets. “Like you won’t get enough of whatever you want at the Legacy.”

“I think we’re safe,” Lance said, peeking out one of the low windows. “At least it doesn’t look like anyone’s coming.”

“Guess Amberly’s catfight was really convincing,” Noelle said happily.

“I found something,” Rose said. Suddenly a flashlight blazed in the dark. “It was over by the door.”

At least someone was focused on the task at hand.

“Shine it around,” I directed. She did as she was told, and I saw a flash of white. “There!”

Noelle and I lurched forward. Pinned to a warped wooden door that had been invisible in the darkness was a handwritten note.

Girls,

No one knows about this route other than the board and the school caretakers. And now you. Take the tunnel to the end. I’ll have cars waiting for you there. Be safe.

—Suzel

“Take the tunnel to the end?” Noelle repeated.

I reached for the side of the door and had to dig my nails into the rotting wood to get a grip on it. It took some effort to pry it open, and it kept getting caught on the stone floor. Finally Josh stepped forward to help me, and together we shoved it all the way back to the wall.

Rose shone the flashlight into the opening, revealing an impossibly tiny tunnel with dirt walls and floor. At the entrance were several more flashlights.

“She has got to be kidding,” Noelle said.

Portia put her hand to her chest as she peaked in and grimaced. “L.O.T.I.”

“Huh?”

“Laughing on the inside,” Rose clarified Portia’s abbreviation.

“What the hell is this, the underground railroad?” Gage asked, blowing pot smoke right in my face.

“I’m not going down there,” London added. “No way.”

“You guys, Suzel would not have sent us here if it was dangerous,” I told them, grabbing one of the flashlights. “We have to go before someone notices the lights. If you’re in, follow me. If not, just make sure you’re not seen sneaking back.”

“Wow. That was very authoritative of you, Reed,” Noelle said, without a hint of teasing.

“Thanks,” I replied, ducking through the entryway.

Josh grabbed my wrist, stopping me. “Are you sure about this?”

I glanced over my shoulder at him. My heart was pounding, and my palms were sweating so badly the plastic bag around my gown was slipping from my grasp. But all those faces were looking to me expectantly. I wasn’t about to back down. Not after all that work. I wouldn’t let everyone down.

“I’m sure,” I said.

I handed him the flashlight and took his free hand in mine. There. That was much better.

“Now let’s go.”



MY MOMENT



The tunnel let out through the side of a hill, smack in the middle of the woods. Josh and I gulped the fresh air as we emerged. I felt like we’d been feeling our way along the passage for hours, but when I glanced at my watch, I found it had been only a fifteen-minute walk.

“Now what?” Josh asked, as the others crowded out behind us.

We moved the flashlights along the tree line. It was pitch-black.

“There!” I shouted, ecstatic to have spotted a pathway through the trees.

Josh and I forged ahead with Sabine, Constance, Noelle, and Gage at our heels, the others trailing behind. Two minutes later, we found ourselves at the side of a quiet road, where a line of stretch limousines awaited our arrival.

At the sight of the cars, the entire Legacy crowd hooted and hollered. Several people slapped me on the back, hugged me, kissed me. I think that, until that moment, many of them had their doubts that I was going to pull this off.

“Reed, you are going to go down in Billings history,” Tiffany said, snapping my picture.

“Try Easton history,” Lance added.

“Reed Brennan, you are a goddess among girls,” Gage told me.

“Gage, you just said something to me without insulting me in the process,” I said.

“Must be the pot.” He laughed and strolled toward the cars.

“This is your moment, Reed. Savor it,” Noelle whispered in my ear as she slipped by me. And so I did. All these people were happy and laughing and excited because of me. Because I had refused to give up. I couldn’t have stopped smiling if I even wanted to. It really was my moment.

“You gonna put that on?” Josh asked, looping his arm around my waist as he looked down at my still-bagged gown.

All around us, girls were disrobing right in plain sight and slipping into their dresses.

“I’ll be right back.”

I ducked back into the trees to do my own quick-change. Josh followed after me.

“Why, Mr. Hollis. Think you’re going to sneak a peek?” I joked, glancing at him over my shoulder.

He blushed and scratched at the back of his head. “Well, no. Unless, of course, you want to give me a peek.”

Josh had never seen me naked. I had never seen him naked. In a towel, yes, but not fully naked. But right then, in all the revelry and adrenaline of the moment, I was feeling brazen. Daring. It was Legacy night. The night anything could happen.

And so, there in the middle of the woods with his flashlight shining on me, I stripped slowly down to my underwear, never taking my eyes off his. Josh watched my every move. I felt less self-conscious in front of him than I had felt in front of Noelle and Darla the seamstress. I felt like I wanted him to see me. I thought he would fidget or blush, but he was mesmerized. He looked at me like I was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen.

Then I reached back and unhooked my bra. That woke him up.

“What are you—”

“My dress is strapless,” I told him.

“Don’t.” He stepped forward and picked up my gown, unzipping the bag around it so fast I thought he was going to tear something. He lifted the dress out and held it up to my half-naked body. “Someone could come back here. I don’t want anyone to see you—”

His eyes were pleading and I instantly understood. He didn’t want anyone to see me but him. I loved him so much at that moment, I wanted to cry. So what if he didn’t care about the Legacy? He cared about me. He loved me.

“Okay, not now,” I said. Then I leaned forward, the dress between us, and kissed him. “But soon?”

Josh swallowed hard. I could tell it was taking everything he had to control himself. “Soon. Definitely soon.”

Suddenly, I couldn’t have cared less that Dash was going to be there tonight. In fact, I now intended to avoid him completely if at all possible. All I wanted was Josh. All I needed was Josh.

“Maybe we should just stay behind tonight,” Josh suggested, his voice thick. “Just you and me.”

There was a second there when I almost said yes. Who wants to turn down a proposition like that? But then someone on the street shouted, and I laughed. “Josh, we can’t. It’s the Legacy.”

Something shifted in his eyes as he looked at me. For a second I thought he was going to start in again. About how unnecessary this whole thing was. How lame. I braced myself. Felt my adrenaline start to rise. My defenses snap into place. But then he smiled.

“You’re right. It’s the Legacy,” he said. “So get dressed already and let’s go.”

Thank God. I wasn’t sure I could deal with another speech right now. But I suddenly felt shaky. Like I’d just come very close to some steep precipice. Like tonight had just been rendered fragile. I shoved my feet into my dress, and tried not to think about it.

Five minutes later we were all settled into our limousines and I was nestled in between Josh and Sabine. Noelle, Constance, Gage, Tiffany, and Rose made up the rest of our party, while everyone else had crowded into the limos behind ours. There were champagne bottles chilling on ice in the bar, but no one had cracked them. No one spoke.

We all stared at my iPhone and waited. And waited. Dead silence.

I looked at Noelle. It was almost seven o’clock. This could not be happening. After everything we’d been through, we could not be foiled because Jenna Korman’s daughter didn’t want to send us a text.

And then the phone beeped.

I grabbed it up, heart in my throat, and elation overcame me. “We have the address!”

“What is it?” Rose asked.

“It’s 2325 Bayshore Drive, Boston.”

Josh, Constance, Tiffany, even Sabine whooped happily. But over it all, Gage and Noelle spoke in unison.

“No effing way.”

My heart dropped at their tones. His angry. Hers incredulous. “What?”

Rose looked like she’d just swallowed a worm.

“What?”

Noelle reached over and grabbed my phone from me, staring down at it.

“That’s Ivy Slade’s address.”



OBLITERATED



“This place is sick,” Josh said, practically pressing his nose to the window. He hadn’t spoken much on the three-hour drive, so I was gratified to hear him say something so positive. One thing I loved about Josh in general—he was so not jaded. Even with family homes in New York, Berlin, Paris, Maine, Vail, and Hawaii, he was always still able to see the opulence and beauty in his surroundings.

No one else seemed at all fazed by the modern mansion that rose before us as the limousine pulled up the winding drive, but I had never seen anything like it in my life. Set into the side of a rocky cliff overlooking Boston Harbor, the house was white, with at least five floors, each with floor-to-ceiling windows that stretched all the way around the square façade. Outdoor decks circled each level—the lowest being the widest—and they all overflowed with revelers. Up on the roof, more Legacies gazed down, holding drinks and curiously watching the arrivals. The decks had been decorated with colorful flags in orange, red, and gold, which whipped around in the frenzied breeze. Between the altitude and the wind coming off the water, it seemed like a windswept locale.

Our car pulled up in front of a massive smoked-glass door. Outside stood two guys who looked like they’d just gone AWOL from the Marine Corps. They stared us down as we toppled out of the car, giddy with triumph and champagne.

“Ladies,” the taller and darker of the two said, stepping in front of the door. “Gentlemen,” he added with a sneer, as Gage cackled at one of Lance’s jokes. He’d been getting messier and gigglier with every swig of alcohol. “You have something to show us?”

“Sure do!” I trilled, stepping forward and holding out my hand.

The guy checked out my ring. There was a brief moment of total silence in which I was sure he was going to spot it as a fake—that Ungari had somehow outed us by making our Ls too big or using the wrong gold or something—but then he nodded to his buddy, who turned and opened the door. I twirled by him, laughing with relief. God, I wished Ivy had been there just then, watching as we so easily crashed her party. Every time I thought about her smug face, about the fact that she’d spent the past few weeks strolling around campus, believing she’d outwitted us, it made me want to throw something. I couldn’t believe she had tried to keep her own classmates out. Including the guy to whom she was currently giving up the goods in front of the entire school on a daily basis. She must have worn a wig to order the invites and tokens, thinking a disguise and a bad alias would be enough to hide her secret. What, exactly, was her inner malfunction? If she hated Easton and everyone there so much, why the hell had she come back?

But no matter. We had the last laugh. I could not wait to see her face when I finally did find her.

I hung by the door until my friends made it past the Legacy police. Once Josh and all the Billings Girls were through, I stepped inside.

The center hall stretched to the sky, open to all five floors. High above, connecting the east side of the third floor to the west, was a catwalk about four feet wide, with chrome guardrails on either side. Directly above that, in the center of the high ceiling, was a perfectly flat, square skylight, which afforded a stunning view of the stars above. Toward the back of the huge hall two spiral staircases stood, stretching, up, up, up into the house, all the way to the roof. Everything was black and white, except for the red marble floor beneath our feet, the framed modern artwork on the walls, and the incredible multicolored modern sculpture—all twisted metal and sharp angles—directly in the center of the room. Around it, waiters and waitresses delivered iridescent cocktails to the couture-clad girls and tuxedoed guys. Laughter and chatting filled the well-lit room. For now it was all very civilized. The real Legacy had yet to begin.

“This is unlike anything I could have possibly imagined,” Sabine said, sufficiently awed.

She hadn’t seen anything yet. But why spoil the surprise?

“I hate to say I told you so—”

“But you were right. I have a feeling this is going to be a night I’ll never forget,” Sabine said earnestly. “Thank you, Reed.”

I grinned. Better late than never.

As we moved further into the wide-open center hall, deep, melodious bells chimed all over the house, echoing loudly throughout the room. Signaled by the chiming, all the guests poured in from the outdoor decks, and the noise level grew to a deafening pitch. Somewhere nearby, Constance squealed. I turned and saw her throwing herself into Whittaker’s arms, the skirt of her green gown kicked up so high I got a glimpse of a purple thong.

Constance wore thongs. Shocking. I turned away, not because of her creamy white butt cheeks, but because I was sure that if Whit was there, Dash couldn’t be far behind. And I wasn’t ready for that. Not by a long shot.

The bells all went silent at once. The guests looked around in curious anticipation. There was a distinct sizzle in the air.

“What’s this?” Sabine asked.

“The welcome,” Noelle said, sidling up to join us. She tilted her head toward the sky, and there was Ivy Slade, striding out onto the catwalk above our heads. She wore a black-and-white striped gown with a sweeping train and a variegated hem, each stripe trailing out a bit longer than the last. Covering her eyes was a huge black feather mask, the plumes of which stretched at least two feet above her head on the right side. Her face was pale, her lips a deep red. She looked like something right out of the pages of Vogue.

From behind her back, she lifted a large silver bell and shook it. The chime echoed throughout the house. Everyone fell silent.

“Welcome one, welcome all!” Ivy called out, looking imperiously around the room. “It is my honor to host this year’s Legacy and to welcome you all into the inner sanctum. Of course, this year, the inner sanctum is all around us.”

She opened her arms wide to encompass the entire house.

“On each floor you will find myriad pleasures to tickle your senses,” she continued, striding along the catwalk as she looked down on us all. “So come. Enjoy. Immerse yourself. And remember . . . what you see here . . . what you do here . . . who you touch here . . . who you screw here . . .”

She paused, slyly eyeing the now laughing crowd.

“All will remain here,” she said. “For this is the Legacy, my friends. You are the chosen.”

“Yeah, but chosen by whom?” Noelle muttered.

“So make peace now with whomever you worship and never . . . look . . . back!”

All the lights in the house were doused. There was a general gasp, a momentary panic, and then thousands of moving strobes flicked on, accompanied by a driving dance beat, flooding the room with an insane whirl of color. The cheer was intense. The dancing began instantly. People shouted. Hands grasped. Drinks were poured. In all the mayhem I almost lost sight of Ivy, but she was coming our way. Descending the steps. Holding her gown up with both hands as she nodded to her guests like she was the queen and they mere peasants. Before she could even hit the floor, I was shoving through the crowd.

“Reed!” Josh shouted. “Where are you—”

“I’ll be right back!” I replied.

Through sheer force of will, and major bicep strength, I arrived at the foot of the spiral staircase at the exact same moment as Ivy.

“Ivy Slade!” I shouted.

A screeching girl in a hot pink gown ran by me, driving her heel into my foot as she was pursued by some guy who had already lost his shirt. I barely even noticed the pain. Ivy looked at me quizzically.

“Yes?”

I whipped off my mask. Her reaction was filmworthy. Her jaw dropped. Her skin grew waxen. And then, shock over, a steel veil descended over her eyes.

“Who let you in?” she said through her teeth, swooping toward me like a black-and-white bat.

I lifted my hand. Under the lights, my gold Legacy ring flashed red, then pink, then green, then yellow. Ivy was hypnotized.

“Amanda Hold?” I said, savoring the total shock on her face. “And thanks ever so much for inviting all of Billings,” I added, putting on a sickly sweet voice. “How very generous of you. I’m sure we’re all going to have just the most fun!”

And then, satisfied that I had obliterated her big night, just as she had tried to obliterate Easton’s, I backed away with a smile and melted into the crowd.



THE CHOICE



Hours passed. Or maybe it was minutes. I wasn’t sure. I was drunk. It was all sweat and bass and bodies and hands and silk and skin and blur. I hadn’t seen Josh in forever. Not since I’d left him to find Ivy. But I hadn’t moved. Not really. I’d spent the whole night on the same floor, dancing with whatever configuration of friends was there at any given moment. I didn’t need to visit the druggie floor. Didn’t want to visit the sexy floor unless I first found Josh. So why move? Why not just drink and dance and sweat? If Josh wanted to find me, he could find me.

Why didn’t he want to find me?

“Reed! Here!”

My vision blurred as I spun around, and I held my head until it passed. Okay. That was weird. Perhaps I should slow down on the alcohol intake. When my sight finally cleared, Sabine appeared before me, holding out a frothy pink drink. Three, actually. One for me, one for herself, and one for Vienna. She was having a good time. I could tell. Her forehead shone with sweat and her eyes were bright. Because she wanted to check out every inch of the party, she’d been getting drinks for all of us all night and exploring as she went. The Legacy had officially won her over.

“This party is unbelievable!” she shouted, pushing her straw around as some girl dragged a guy off the dance floor, his hand already working down the top of her dress.

“I know! This is exactly what I needed!” I replied. Then hiccupped. Then laughed. My brain felt like it was bobbing happily on a river of pink froth. “Isn’t it fabulous to just not have to think?”

Sabine smiled. “Absolutely.”

Just then, a pair of arms encircled my waist. I was about to throw them off—random guys had been attempting to grope me all night—but then I felt Josh’s familiar, soft lips on my neck.

“Hey!” I cheered, turning around in his arms. A bit of my drink sloshed over onto his sleeve. My vision blurred again and I had to grasp him to keep from falling sideways. How much alcohol was in those pink things, anyway? “Where’ve you been?”

“Around,” Josh said. He leaned right into my ear, so I could hear him without him yelling. “Hey. You wanna get out of here?”

Something stirred deep, deep down below. I smiled. “Like, up to the roof?”

Word had traveled fast that there were several tents set up on the roof, for those more modest partiers who didn’t want to grind with each other in a group setting—which was apparently what was going on up on floor three. I so didn’t want to know.

Josh’s expression darkened a bit. I blinked. What happened?

“No. I mean, like, get out of here. Go. Head home,” he said.

I stepped back unsteadily, and his arms fell away. He had to be kidding me. We’d just gotten there! Hadn’t we?

“Really? You want to leave?” I asked.

“Who wants to leave?” Vienna shouted, slinging her arms around me. Her purple dress had slipped so low there was definite visible nipplage. “You can’t leave! No one’s even hurled yet! My money’s on Constance. She’s such a lightweight and—”

“Not now, Vienna,” I said, throwing her off.

“Fine. Buzzkill,” she griped, dancing away.

Josh’s hands were in his pockets now. “I just . . . I’m not into this, I’m sorry. It’s the same as it is every other year and I’m just . . . bored. Can’t we go somewhere and be alone?”

He said this in a leading way and my mind flashed back to the woods. To my half-naked self. To him suggesting we bag the Legacy and stay home and, it was implied, have sex. Him and me. Our first time. He wanted it to be tonight.

But why? Why now? Why tonight? Was it simply because he didn’t want to be here? Was he trying to find the one thing he could dangle in front of me to make me actually leave with him?

It was so manipulative. So . . . passive-aggressive. So . . . not Josh. And something inside of me snapped.

“Why tonight?” I demanded. “We can be alone practically every other night of the year! Why do you have to do this now?”

Josh’s eyes flashed. “I thought . . . I mean, you said ‘soon,’ remember? I thought . . .” He looked at the ground, frustrated. Some big, thumb-headed guy careened into his side and Josh shoved him away without a glance. “Or is drowning in Fuzzy Navels suddenly more important?”

“No! I meant it. I meant soon,” I replied as I dodged another pair of lethal high heels. The bumping, grinding, raucous atmosphere was not making this conversation easier. Neither was the fact that my head was starting to pound in time with the beat of the music. I was having a hard time focusing on Josh’s face. I took a deep breath and concentrated. “Just . . . not now. Why do you want to make me leave? You knew how much I wanted to be here tonight. You knew—”

“And you knew I didn’t want to come here, but I did. Now all I’m asking you to do is leave a little early. To be with me. You’d think you’d want to be with me, considering you’re supposed to be my girlfriend. Considering, I don’t know, we’re supposed to be in love!” The thumb-head slammed into him again, laughing as he moshed with his friends. “Get a life!” Josh shouted, shoving him once more. The guy laughed and loped off. Thumb-head was not helping the situation.

“Josh, I do love you,” I shouted blearily. “You know I do! But why do I have to prove it by leaving here? Do you have any idea how much work I put in just to get us here? I don’t want to leave yet. I’m having fun!”

“This is fun? This is fun!?” Josh shouted back. “A bunch of drunken idiots pawing each other and acting like it’s some kind of privilege? I thought you were above all this, Reed! I thought you were better than this!”

“Better than this? This is your world, Josh. I’m just trying to be a part of it,” I snapped. “God! When did you get to be such a downer?”

Josh clenched his jaw and looked at me, hurt. “When did you get to be such a Billings Girl?”

The way he bit out those final two words, he may as well have said “bitch.” I felt like he’d just dug my heart out with a shovel. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I refused to let them spill over.

“Screw you,” I said.

Josh stared at me. For a moment I thought he was going to walk away, but he didn’t. “I’m sick of this, Reed. This isn’t you—blowing off your friends, getting trashed, acting like you’re above everyone.”

My jaw dropped. “I do not act like I’m above everyone!”

“I don’t like what these people are doing to you, and I can’t just stand by and watch it happen. I’m sick of it. It’s time for you to choose, Reed,” he said, stepping closer to me. “It’s them or me.”

I glanced at my friends, but it took me a good couple of seconds to find them. They’d moved their dancing selves a few feet away, ostensibly to avoid the argument. Noelle laughed as she tossed her hair back. Tiffany twirled Portia under her arm. Kiki attempted to instill some form of rhythm in Constance. They were having fun. Like they were supposed to be. And I . . . I was miserable.

“I just wanted to have a good time tonight,” I told Josh, feeling weak and rubbery all over. “I love you, but I want to have a life. I shouldn’t have to choose.”

“Well, I’m asking you to,” he said.

This was not happening. He was not forcing me to do this. He was not forcing me to break up with him. Forcing me to say the words, when he was the one making everything so damn difficult. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair.

“I can’t do this,” I said, backing away from him. My head shook from side to side of its own volition, swimming in fizzy pink drinks. “I can’t.”

He stared at me. The resignation on his face was clear. “Then I have to go. Have fun with your friends.”

There was such venom in the word. Such anger in his eyes. When had Josh become so mean? So judgmental? How could he say he loved me, then look at me that way? And how could he so easily just turn his back and leave?

The crowd swallowed him. I suddenly became aware of the music again. It was everywhere. Around me, inside me, forcing its way through me.

Had he just broken up with me? Was that what had just happened here?

Someone elbowed me in the face. I was hip-checked into a curvy chick’s backside. On this dance floor if you didn’t keep moving, it was your funeral. The entire room spun and spun and spun. Suddenly, I had to get out. I needed air. I needed to think. I needed, quite possibly, to puke. Looked like Vienna’s bet on Constance as the first hurler was going to be a bust.

“Reed! Reed!”

Sabine shoved her way over to me. I hadn’t even realized she had gone.

“Sorry. I have to get out of here,” I said, clutching her arms for balance.

“Wait. Here! Someone gave this to me and told me to give it to you!” she announced, excited. She wrested one arm from my fingers and held up a folded piece of paper like it was the golden ticket.

“Who?” I asked, trying hard to breathe evenly.

Had Josh and I just broken up? Had we?

“I don’t know! Some girl. She wore a mask like everyone else,” she said, clasping her hands. She was really loving the mysterious aspect of the Legacy. “Open it!”

I did. The letters were fuzzy, and I had to squint to make out the message. It read, quite simply, “Meet me on the roof.”

“Oooh. Intrigue!” Sabine said with a gasp. “Are you going to go?

The room whirled before me again. What girl would want to meet me alone? And why did it have to be the roof of all places? After last fall, I wasn’t a fan of heights in general, especially not roofs. I pressed my hand to my forehead. My body heat was starting to skyrocket. Just like it always did right before I heaved.

Okay. So maybe some fresh air was a good idea.

“Yeah. I’m going to go,” I said.

And before I could vomit on Sabine’s brand-new shoes, I fled.



GONE



I stumbled along the lollipop-colored bungalows on the roof. The air was cool and crisp. I could breathe again. I could think. And everything was becoming clear. Perfectly, sharply clear.

Josh and I had just broken up. He’d made me choose. In his mind I had chosen the Billings Girls. He’d left me here. Left me. How could he do this to me?

Someone inside one of the bungalows laughed and I snapped to, remembering why I was there. A glance around revealed a few couples standing near the guardrail, looking out at the view. Some guy was sucking on some girl’s neck, sitting on the edging around the skylight. Otherwise, there was no one. No single girls waiting for me. I looked at the note again.

Meet me on the roof.

It was not a girl’s handwriting. Not at all.

My heart started to pound. What was going on here? A few staggering steps. Two feet away from me, a girl moaned in ecstasy. A champagne cork popped. Someone shrieked. I turned around, lost my balance, and a hand grabbed my arm.

I didn’t even have time to resist. The hand pulled me into a red bungalow. Pulled me against a warm, firm body.

“What are you—”

The eyes were deep. Warm. Brown. He took off his black mask. My mouth watered. It was Dash.

“You’re here,” I heard myself say. My brain felt buoyant. Unfocused. My limbs weak.

“I’ve been watching you all night.” His hands ran across my bare shoulders as his eyes moved over me. My face, my hair my shoulders, my breasts, my hips, and back to my eyes. “I couldn’t take it anymore; I had to touch you.”

“Dash—”

It was barely a gasp. My constricted lungs wouldn’t allow anything more. His eyes were so intense. So searching. Was he on something? Considering where we were, it was more than likely. But I couldn’t tell. Maybe I was too drunk. Maybe, right then, I didn’t care. All I knew was that there was too much air between us. Too much space. It was mere inches, but it was too much.

“Reed, I can’t . . . You’re all I think about. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t. Please. Please . . .”

I found myself stepping closer to him. There was no way I could stop. This was bad. This was very, very bad. But we were alone. And this was Dash McCafferty. Strong. Handsome. Impossibly sexy. And Josh . . . Josh had left me. He’d left me here all alone. My heart hurt so much all I wanted to do was forget. To lose myself. Lose myself in this.

“Please . . .”

He was begging. Begging me to touch him. Dash McCafferty. Begging me.

This was the Legacy. Anything could happen. And no one. Would ever. Know.

“What do you want to do, Dash?” I whispered.

And then he kissed me.

Everything inside of me exploded. I instantly weakened and sank into him. He held on to me, his strong arms around my back, and held me up. Held me to him. Pressed every inch of his body into every inch of mine.

God, what had we been waiting for? How could we have let this go for so long? If I had known that kissing him would feel like this—would make my entire body vibrate with pleasure—I would have kissed him at the Driscoll. I would have kissed him at the Vineyard. I would have kissed him last year at any and every chance I had.

Dash pulled me forward. He was shaking. And I knew. He felt it the same way I did. Our bodies needed to be together. Needed to feel each other. Needed to ride this psychotic rush wherever it took us. He backed toward the silk-draped mattress. I didn’t resist in the slightest.

When he pulled away from me, I fell forward a bit, my lips searching for his.

“What—”

He smiled. Then he swooped me up in his arms like a child. The feathers on my skirt tickled my skin, and even that was somehow arousing. As Dash laid me back on the bed, I grabbed his jacket and pulled him down on top of me. I just wanted to feel his weight. Feel his body. Feel every inch of him.

“God. Could you be any more gorgeous?” he whispered, trailing kisses down my neck.

I reached behind his head and pulled his lips down on mine again. From there, it got very heavy, very fast. My dress was loosened. His jacket was off. My breast was exposed. His shirt was unbuttoned. I watched my fingers as they worked the closure on his pants, hardly daring to believe what I was doing. But I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t. Couldn’t. Couldn’t. I needed him. Now.

Dash’s fingers slowly, tremblingly, moved up my torso toward my chest. I sighed in ecstasy. Somewhere outside, someone shouted. There was a crash. Breaking glass. A cry. I barely even noticed. Didn’t notice a thing other than Dash’s body, moving fully on top of mine.

And then, the curtains were flung open. And Josh was there. And all the hurt and betrayal and anger and shock and pain in the world was reflected in his eyes.

“Josh!”

And then he was gone.



OVER



What. The hell. Was I doing?

I shoved Dash off me, yanked up the zipper on my gown, and almost fell over in the process. Righting myself, I shoved my way out of the tent. Dash shouted something after me, but I couldn’t even comprehend it. The roof and all the colors spun around and around as I searched for Josh.

No. No. No.

My heart felt like someone was jamming an ice pick into it over and over and over again. My stomach lurched. I heaved for breath. It was no good. I turned around and all my insides came out through my mouth. All over the pristine glass of the skylight.

“Ew! Bitch!”

“Nasty!”

I dragged my hand across my mouth. Tears poured from my eyes. I couldn’t be this drunk. I tried to think back and count the pink drinks. There had only been three, maybe. Maybe four. Or was it five? On a full stomach. And yet I couldn’t focus. Couldn’t stop my mind from whirling. Could barely even stand up straight. What was wrong with me?

Then I heard someone shout and, holding my hands to my head, I looked up. Josh was just shoving his way past a group of revelers through the door, into the house. I wasn’t too late.

“Josh! Josh, wait!”

I stumbled forward, tripping on my feathers, and yanked up my skirt, balling it in one hand so I could sprint. Down a few steps to the fifth floor. Tripping. Gripping the guardrail. Everything spinning. Everything a blur. There were people everywhere—passed out against walls, sucking face on the floor, talking and drinking and smoking. It was all distorted. All wrong. But somehow I saw Josh fling himself down the spiral staircase at a run. Bumping along the hallway from one side to the other, I attempted to follow.

The moment I started down the spiral stairs, my stomach heaved again. I looked down, and four floors of partiers stretched and contracted and turned below me. Some unsuspecting dancer was going to get thrown up on. I turned inward, covered my mouth, and kept running. Luckily, Josh got off at the fourth floor. I stumbled off the last step and managed to take in a shaky breath. I got a mouthful of pot smoke—there was a huge group of kids on the floor violating all manner of bongs—but somehow I still felt better. I lurched forward and grabbed his arm.

“Josh, please. Please! We need to talk!” I cried.

He turned around and looked at me. There was nothing but pity and disgust in his eyes. I reached for him, but he backed away. I had to press my hands into the wall to keep from falling over.

“You’re a mess,” he snapped.

“I know. But Josh. I didn’t . . . I didn’t know. . . .”

What was I supposed to say? How could I possibly explain? I was so confused. So hot. So desperate. I just wanted him to stop looking at me that way. I just wanted him to look at me the way he had in the woods. The way he had when he first told me he loved me. I wanted to go back. I had to go back.

“I came back here to apologize,” Josh said stonily. “I came back here to tell you I felt bad about what I said. That I felt guilty. But where do I find you? I find you half naked, pinned under one of my best friends!”

He shouted this last part so loudly I flinched, and several of the bong Buddhas around us laughed.

“Dude, chill. It is the Legacy,” one of them said.

“Josh, please. I didn’t know what I was doing. Something’s wrong with me. I feel . . . I didn’t—”

“Think you were going to get caught?” he spat. “Well, you did. And just so we’re clear, we’re over. As of right now, I don’t ever want to see you again. Good-bye, Reed.”

He turned around, shoved some guy aside, and ran.

“Josh!” The tears flowed like a waterfall now as I stumbled after him. “Josh, no! Please! You can’t—”

But he was too fast for my addled self this time. He hit the staircase and disappeared.

“Omigod. Omigod. Omigod.” I was hyperventilating. There was no air. I pressed my face into the cool wall and let my whole body follow. Josh was gone. Really and truly gone.

And all around me, people were laughing. People were talking and shouting and shoving and smoking and dancing and kissing and touching and drinking. And Josh was gone. Really and truly gone.

I had never felt anything like the pain in my chest, in my stomach, in my lungs. And suddenly, I knew that I couldn’t survive without him. I closed my eyes. All I wanted to do was close out the pain. Sink to the floor and stay there for the rest of my life.

And then, someone laughed. My eyes popped open as an icy chill chased down my spine. I knew that laugh. That was Cheyenne’s laugh.

Someone brushed by me. I forced myself to turn around. Once again, my vision blurred, but this time I was prepared for it. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them again. And there she was. It was her. Picking her way down the hall of stoners with three other girls. Laughing. Her hair. Her smile. Her figure. Her chin beneath the pink sequined mask. She wore a gauzy white gown with a pink sash. Pink. Cheyenne’s favorite color. Her hand was on another girl’s back as they navigated along. In two seconds they’d be gone.

I forgot about Josh. I had to. For that moment he ceased to matter. I had to find out what the hell was going on. Was Cheyenne alive? Was I insane? Hallucinating? Hearing things? No. I couldn’t be. She was right there. My head pounded. I couldn’t think straight. But I had to know. I had to know for sure.

“Wait! Cheyenne! Wait!” I shouted.

They didn’t stop. Didn’t look back.

“No! Wait! Come back!”

I followed after them. Tripped on someone’s outstretched leg. Braced my hand against the guardrail. Her laughter floated back to me. Even as the hallway turned beneath my feet, I kept moving.

“Cheyenne! Wait! Why are you doing this? Please, just stop!”

Through the haze of smoke and sweat and heat, I saw Cheyenne hug one of her friends, then duck into one of the rooms down the hall. Perfect. She was alone. She couldn’t get away now. Working on pure adrenaline, I shoved aside a pair of giggling girls, kneed some guy in a George W. mask in the balls when he tried to grab me, and lurched for the door.

My heart pounded in my throat as I slipped inside, turned, and closed the door. I waited for my brain to stop turning in my skull and took a breath. I was petrified to turn around. Irrational fears flooded my mind and brought out goose bumps all over my skin. Fears of vengeful spirits and specters and zombies and death. I was petrified to turn around. But I did.

And the room was empty.



BFF?



I really was losing my mind. There were no other doors at this end of the hallway. I could have sworn she had come through here. And yet . . . nothing.

That was when I really started to cry. I groped my way to the queen-size bed in the center of the room, convulsing, clutching my stomach, choking for air. I cried like I’d never cried for Cheyenne. Like I’d never really cried for Thomas. Something even bigger had died tonight. My heart. My love. My future.

Selfish, I know, but true. And when I realized this, I curled into a ball and cried some more, now thinking of those people I had lost. Thinking of the total uselessness of their deaths. Thinking of how I’d have given anything to have them back.

For the past few weeks I had distracted myself with tasks. With the presidency, with the Legacy, even with school and Dash. But there was nothing here to distract me now. Nothing but this empty room. And the weight of it all pressing down on me.

I don’t know how long I stayed like that, curled up on the deep red comforter, tearing and snotting all over some stranger’s bed. But after a while, the sobs subsided. I realized I was exhausted. All I wanted was a tissue, some aspirin, and to curl up here and wait for morning.

Pushing myself up, I glanced around for the first time. There was a cabinet next to the bed with a lamp and several issues of Paper and Nylon stacked on top. No tissues. I crouched down and opened the doors, and out slid three photo albums, one of which fell open at my feet.

My heart seized up. There, right in the center of the page, was a glossy five-by-seven photo of Ivy Slade and Cheyenne Martin.

They were young. Maybe thirteen. Cheyenne had braces. Ivy, glasses. They were both beautiful. Adorable and fresh-faced and grinning. Their arms were flung around each other’s shoulders and each held a tennis racket in her free hand. A handwritten caption underneath read, “Cheyenne and Ivy, Doubles Champs!”

My throat was so dry I started to cough. Dropping back on my butt, I looked around the room. The wall directly across from me was a collage. The entire wall was covered with words and images. Some clipped from magazines, some printed on photo paper, some on flimsy newsprint. They were partial images. Lips, but not faces. Petals, but not flowers. Wings, but not birds. Clouds, but not sky. Still, it wasn’t the jarring disconnect of the images that made me stop cold. It was the word, painted in red script against the black wall in the center of the collage, that stopped me.

The word IVY.

This was Ivy’s room. I was in Ivy’s room. And Ivy had pictures of Cheyenne.

My hand shaking, I turned the page. There were several, smaller photos on this one, but Cheyenne and Ivy were a major theme. I turned the pages. On every one, images of the two girls greeted me. Cheyenne older, no braces now, clinging to the bow of a boat. Ivy and Cheyenne, maybe fourteen or fifteen, trying out water skis. Ivy and Cheyenne in formal attire, full-body hugging with their legs kicked up in back. The two of them on horses, on the beach, standing in front of Bradwell.

“Me and Che at the Regatta”

“Ivy + Cheyenne = BFFs”

“Me and Che, first day at Easton!”

Ivy and Cheyenne, Ivy and Cheyenne, Ivy and Cheyenne.

This didn’t make any sense. Cheyenne and Ivy hated each other. Cheyenne had all but spit when Rose and Portia had suggested we offer Ivy an invite to Billings. And Ivy detested all of us, but especially Cheyenne. She sneered whenever the girl’s name was brought up. But now, suddenly, I was finding out they were BFFs?

I slammed the album closed, shaking now with anger. More lies. Everything was lies. Everything was secrets. It was just like last year, when perfect Thomas had turned out to be a drug dealer, and sweet Ariana had turned out to be a lovesick murderer, and Natasha had been secretly dating Leanne Shore, and Taylor had disappeared in the middle of the night, with no explanation, never to return. This world was nothing but rewritten histories. It was all about what you could get away with. Who you could deceive. Had anyone been honest with me ever? Was it some kind of Easton law that people couldn’t tell the truth? Was there a secret course being given in deception that I didn’t know about?

Instantly, Josh’s devastated face came back full force and I laughed ruefully. Way to be a hypocrite, Reed. I didn’t need a course in deception. What the hell had I been doing since the beginning of the year? Flirting with Dash. Lying to Josh. Lying to Noelle. I was just as bad as the rest of them. Josh was right. I had become one of them.

I shoved the books back into the cabinet and stood up. This was it. I was done. No more lies. I was going to find Noelle and tell her what had happened with Dash. I was going to tell her I had feelings for him, no matter how muddled and confused those feelings were. I was going to ’fess up and take whatever was coming to me. Noelle was going to go ballistic, I was sure, but at that moment I didn’t care.

I was sick of the lies. And I was going to do something about it.



THE GOOD NEWS



“Noelle! Noelle!”

She was gabbing with some girl I’d never seen before. Tall and willowy, with red hair and a distinctly regal air. As I raced toward her, Noelle nearly spit out a mouthful of her green apple martini.

“Reed! What happened to you? You look like shit,” she said.

The willowy girl flicked her eyes over me like I’d just rolled in off one of the fishing boats in the harbor. She quickly, silently moved away.

“I know,” I said, trying to ignore the warning siren going off in my head. The siren screaming at me that this was a bad plan. A bad idea. That if I told the truth I was a dead woman. But it didn’t matter. I didn’t matter. All that mattered was the truth. “Listen, I have to talk to you. Like, now.”

I gripped both her arms and pulled her toward the wall.

“My God, Reed. What’s the matter?” she asked me, her brown eyes concerned.

“I—”

“Wait! Good news first!” she announced. She took a sip from her drink and placed it on a nearby table.

“You have good news?” I said weakly. Bonus. Maybe her good news would defray the sting of my weapon of mass destruction.

“The best,” she said, grasping my hand. “Dash and I got back together!”

And so the world stopped turning.



0 FOR 2



When? When? When?

For the rest of the night that one word kept repeating itself in my mind.

Sitting on a chaise waiting for my friends to finish up with their debauchery . . .

When?

Clutching my bare skin against the frigid air as our limo made its way to the head of the line of a thousand limos . . .

When?

Sitting on the velvet limo seat with Gage’s head in my lap while Noelle and Portia applied lipstick and mascara and bronzer to his drooling face . . .

When?

When had Noelle and Dash gotten back together? Was it before he grabbed me, before he kissed me, before he felt me up and pinned me down and helped me shatter Josh’s heart? Or after?

Which was worse?

If it had been before, then he was an asshole. An asshole who was using me and cheating on his girlfriend. If it was after, then why? Did he decide he didn’t want to be with me? Had my body repulsed him back into her arms? Or did he think I didn’t want to be with him, because I’d gone after Josh? Had he meant to go back to her all along and was just waiting until after he had his way with me?

I was going to be sick again. Only this time I was going to be sick all over Gage’s unsuspecting face.

“Reed, smile!”

I looked up. Noelle was holding Gage’s clown face up in my lap as Tiffany wielded her camera. The flash blinded me. Everyone laughed. I turned to stare out the window, and at the purple spots floating before my eyes.

“I’ve never been kissed like that in my life,” Sabine gushed to Constance. “And I never even got to see his face! Do all American boys kiss like that?”

“Lay one on Gage and find out!” Noelle joked.

More laughter. They were still having fun. Still buzzed. Still high. The Legacy had been a success. For them.

But I . . . I had lost my boyfriend and my potential boyfriend, all in one night.

Zero for 2 on Legacy outcomes for me.

Next year I was staying home.



WORTH IT



The tunnel seemed tighter on the way back to campus. Tighter and colder and devoid of air. Like when you take a trip and it takes no time to get where you’re going, but forever to get home. I just wanted out of there, and so it seemed it would never end. And then it happened.

Up ahead, someone started coughing. Seemingly at the same time, smoke filled my lungs. And not pot smoke this time, but real smoke. Thick and black and suffocating.

“Turn around! You guys! Turn around!” someone shouted.

There was a scream. I turned around. Constance, who had been in front of me, but was now behind, was shoved into my back. I tripped and fell into Vienna, who hit the floor. It was a stampede. Mayhem. My pulse pounded in every vein as panic took over. We were all dead. We were all going to get crushed and suffocate and die.

“Stop!” Noelle shouted at the top of her lungs. She was a few people behind me now. She had been leading the way. “Everybody calm down!” she said in her authoritative tone. Nobody moved. “Now pick yourselves up.”

I helped Vienna to her feet in front of me. The smoke was getting thicker now. Vienna was crying.

“Now cover your nose and mouth with something and walk. Walk fast, but walk,” Noelle said. “We’re not that far from the opening.”

And so we walked. I gripped my feathered skirt to my mouth and tried to breathe. Vienna grasped my hand with her sweaty fingers behind her, but she kept moving. Someone in the tunnel was whispering a prayer over and over again. I supposed when the privileged were trashed and scared, they got religious.

Soon the smoke started to thin, and the vibe calmed considerably. When I finally found myself back out in the fresh air, I was almost numb with relief.

“What was that?” Tiffany asked as Portia and Noelle, the last of the group, emerged from the tunnel. Their faces were streaked with black, and Portia bent over in a coughing fit. Rose stepped forward to help her. Clearly they had gotten the worst of it.

“I don’t know,” Noelle said. “But we’re going to have to walk back and go in the front gate.”

A sort of grim resignation settled upon the group. This was it. We were going to go through the gate, with its guard and its cameras, and we were done for. I looked around at all of them, and hoped it had all been worth it.

For me, it definitely had not.



MY CURSE



The guard let us in. He was not surprised to see us. He simply nodded, buzzed the gate open, and watched as we trudged through, our couture dirty and soot-stained and ragged. The walk up the hill was excruciating. Not only did those of us who were less trashed have to help drag the semiconscious along the steep road, but we all dreaded reaching the top. Who knew what we would find? Who knew whether we’d be instantly expelled? And how bad was the fire? Had people been hurt? And—my own personal torture—where was Josh? Had he tried to get back that way? Was he okay? Would he ever want to see me again?

As we finally reached the first dormitory circle, the sky was turning a nice, rosy pink. We wouldn’t even have the cloak of night now so that we could sneak back to our dorms and delay the inevitable. We were beyond dead.

And then we all saw it at once. The black plume of smoke rising above the trees.

“It’s Gwendolyn Hall,” Rose said grimly.

We knew this. Of course we knew this. But someone had to say it.

“Let’s go,” Noelle ordered.

Together, we all walked around Bradwell and came into the quad. No one even tried to hide or hang back or sneak off. The guard had us all on tape. Might as well stick together.

Unlike with all the other tragedies I had experienced on campus, there was no crowd of students this time. Only teachers, firemen, cops, and EMTs. The students, clearly, had been ordered to stay in their rooms, but their faces were visible in every window, pressed to the glass, staring down at us.

Four fire trucks were parked around what remained of Gwendolyn Hall. They had cut ugly, jagged turrets in the grass and kicked up dirt and mud all over the pathways and lawns. One hose still poured water over the smoking remains. Blackened stones were strewn everywhere. Crumbled mortar, singed trees, broken glass. A mountain of busted rock. Gwendolyn Hall, the original Easton class building, the oldest edifice on campus, was no more.

We had done this. This was our fault. Who lights up in the basement of an ancient building with hundreds of aged wooden desks pushed against the walls? Those things were kindling. A conflagration waiting to happen. One match left behind. One smoldering joint. That was all it took.

We had brought down Gwendolyn Hall.

A few police officers moved aside and I saw Headmaster Cromwell, dressed in a full suit and tie, nodding gravely as one of the firemen spoke to him.

What had we done? What had I done?

“We should probably get out of here,” Lance said.

He was right. No one had even noticed us standing there yet. But right then, as if Lance’s whisper could have carried all the way across to Cromwell’s ears, the headmaster lifted his head and looked right at us. His expression was one of unadulterated ire, and I felt it to my very core.

“He knows,” Gage said, still drunk and therefore stating the obvious. “Oh crap, he knows.”

Instinctively, I looked at Noelle. She was still. Grim, but still. And every other person in our dingy, bedraggled crew was looking at me. Stepping back. Leaving a good, safe circumference around me. That’s when I knew for certain. This was on me. It was all on me.

I should have seen it. Should have known all along. The blessing of the Billings presidency was nothing but a curse.
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A DEAL



I sat in the front row of folding chairs in the Great Room of Mitchell Hall and stared at the gray, unfeeling faces that hovered over the long table before me. The gray faces that would decide my fate. Our fate.

The fate of Billings House.

They were all against us. I could feel it, right in the pit of my gut—this torturous sensation like some large rodent was kicking in my stomach, gnawing greedily at my heart and lungs. And as if the vociferous organ-muncher wasn’t enough, I was also in pain. Real pain. My lungs were raw from inhaling tons of smoke in the underground tunnel outside Gwendolyn Hall, the remnants of the charred building still billowing plumes into the air at the edge of Easton Academy’s campus. My face hurt as if it had been repeatedly and mercilessly slapped. My head was being intermittently pierced by an invisible ice pick. My eyes were so dry that every time I blinked, my lids stuck to them for one brief, excruciating moment before popping wide open again. I tried not to close them, but that just made them drier.

This was my punishment, my penance for last night. For sneaking out and going to the Legacy instead of staying home with Josh. For downing all those frothy pink drinks. For hooking up with my best friend’s boyfriend. For breaking the heart of the guy I loved. The only guy I had ever truly loved.

Josh was behind me somewhere in the expectant crowd. The whole school had gathered to hear what would become of Billings. The anticipation in the air was so thick I could feel its warmth on my neck.

Or maybe that was just Constance Talbot’s panicked breathing. Either way, my heart started to pound as Headmaster Cromwell finished listing the grievances against Billings. I had already lost Josh. I couldn’t lose Billings. Not now. Billings House was my home. I needed my home.

“These infractions are grievous,” Headmaster Cromwell said. His white hair was perfectly coiffed, his square jaw as imperious as ever, but under the harsh fluorescents I could see every crag in his face, every wrinkle. He lifted a page of stark white paper and read from it. “Hazing, initiation ceremonies, fighting, ignoring curfew on several occasions—”

“But that wasn’t us. That was all Cheyenne,” London Simmons complained under her breath, as if she and most of the rest of my friends hadn’t gone right along with all of it. London sat a few seats to my left, next to Vienna Clark, to whom she was always attached at the hip. They wore matching black suits as if they were attending a funeral. Although no decent person would ever show that much cleavage at a funeral.

“Ignoring my strict mandate to remain on campus the night of Sunday, October thirty-first,” Cromwell continued. “And, most egregious, destruction of school property.” He laid the paper down and laced his fingers together on top of it. “Destruction of one of the oldest buildings on this campus,” he reiterated, looking me dead in the eye.

Me. Of course me. President of Billings. Two days ago, most people in this room would have said that as president of the most sought-after dorm on campus, I was the most blessed of the blessed. Today I was the most loathed of the loathed. It wasn’t like I’d pulled a crazy Mrs. Rochester and run through Gwendolyn with a lit torch, cackling as I burned the place to the ground. The fire had been a result of London and Vienna’s toking tour of Easton. Someone had left a burning joint behind, and it hadn’t been me. But even as my cheeks stung at the unfairness of being singled out, I realized the situation was dire. When our crimes were compiled that way, they sounded really, really awful.

“Like we were the only ones at Gwendolyn,” Noelle Lange said under her breath. For all her partying the night before, Noelle looked as perfect as ever in a crisp white shirt and gray wide-leg pants, her long brown hair pulled back in a tortoiseshell headband. In jeans and a black cashmere sweater she had given me a few weeks back, I felt troll-like in her presence. I wriggled back in my seat and endeavored to sit up straight. Endeavored to meet Cromwell’s cool stare with my own.

“Headmaster Cromwell?” London blurted, standing up in her four-inch heels. “I just want to point out that we weren’t the only ones there last night,” she said, glancing at Noelle for backup. “I mean, the guys were there too, and—”

“I don’t believe I opened the floor to comments, Miss Simmons,” Headmaster Cromwell said, leaning so close to his microphone that his voice blasted through the suspended corner speakers like the voice of God. London let out a yip of surprise and sat right back down.

“Now, where was I?”

As Cromwell sifted through his papers, Constance leaned in close to my ear from behind. “Whit talked to his grandmother, and she said they’re going to deal with the other students individually, but since our whole dorm was there, they’re viewing it as an overarching house problem and they’re going to, quote, ‘deal with Billings accordingly.’”

Whit was Walt Whittaker, Constance’s older boyfriend, whose grandmother sat on the Easton board, which meant she was one of the gray faces judging us. But right then the diminutive old woman looked like she was starting to doze off at the far end of the table. My life was on the line and she was catnapping. Real nice. Meanwhile, Susan Llewelyn, the Billings alumna who sat on the board—the woman who had sent us to the secret passage in Gwendolyn Hall—was nowhere to be found. Her seat at the table was empty.

“I am S.N.S.,” Portia Ahronian said, rolling her big green eyes. “So not surprised,” she clarified. “The Crom has been trying to find a way to get rid of us from D-one. He may be acting all stern and appalled, but you know he’s L.O.T.I.”

Headmaster Cromwell cleared his throat loudly.

“Well, with a list of infractions this long, a vote seems superfluous,” Cromwell said. “But the school bylaws dictate that we must vote. So, the directive on the table is this: Shall the board of directors hereby dissolve Billings House and redistribute its members throughout the remaining girls’ dormitories? Yay or nay? All those in favor—”

My pulse pounded in my temples, my eyes, my throat. They were going to do it. They were going to take our home away.

“This isn’t happening,” Rose Sakowitz mumbled.

“They can’t close Billings. I just got in,” Lorna Gross whined.

Sabine DuLac leaned forward, grasping the back of my chair. “Do something,” she whispered urgently. “Reed, you have to do something.”

“Wait!” I was on my feet. My voice reverberated off the high ceiling of the Great Room, the largest gathering space on campus aside from the cafeteria and the chapel. Dead silence enveloped the room as everyone gaped at me. Dead silence as hundreds of faces blurred before my heavy, hungover eyes.

“Yes, Miss Brennan?” Headmaster Cromwell said, his upper lip curled in distaste.

At least he hadn’t used his godlike voice to cut me down too. That was something. Unfortunately, I had no idea what I was going to say next.

“This . . . this isn’t fair,” I stated, sounding unresolved, even to myself. My querulous words were met with snickers around the room. I hadn’t meant to whine, but whine I had. I took a deep breath and tried again. “With all due respect, Headmaster Cromwell, you haven’t given us a chance,” I said, trying for a more authoritative tone.

I saw a few people sit forward in their seats, intrigued, including towheaded freshman Amberly Carmichael and her friends, who had a vested interest in keeping Billings open. Noelle and I had, after all, promised that they would get in to the house their junior year if they caused a diversion so we could sneak off campus the night before, and they had come through. From what I’d heard, they had staged the most convincing and violent catfight in the history of Easton, drawing security personnel and Headmaster Cromwell to their dorm, right when we needed them to.

“Haven’t I?” Cromwell sniffed and looked down at his all-important papers. “I believe you and your housemates have had plenty of chances.”

His dismissive attitude shot right under my skin, and I felt a surge of adrenaline take over.

“No, sir, we have not,” I replied firmly, earning a few surprised murmurs from my peers. They couldn’t believe I was standing up to Cromwell like this. Honestly, neither could I, but I kept going. “I’m the first to admit that things at Billings have been pretty terrible this year. But in case you’ve forgotten, one of our best friends just died. And yeah, okay, maybe we’re having a hard time dealing with that right now, but Billings has been an asset to this school in the past and it will be again. You just have to give us a chance to prove it.”

My friends in the front two rows all sat up a bit straighter, held their heads a bit higher. A flutter of pride tickled my chest. My speech was working. On them, at least.

“And how, exactly, are you going to do that?” Headmaster Cromwell asked, leaning his weight on his forearms as he eyed me expectantly.

Oh. Right. I should have had a “how” ready here. I turned to look at the Billings Girls, widening my eyes in desperation and praying one of them had an answer. Noelle cleared her throat and brought her hand down to her side where she surreptitiously rubbed her fingers together.

Money. Of course. Money talked around here. Louder than just about anything else. But how much money? I knew what a lot of cash was to me—a scholarship student from a lower-middle-class family with one car and two mortgages—but how many zeros did I need to add to impress people who paid for plastic surgery for their dogs and had personal chefs to toast their French bread?

“We’ll hold a fund-raiser,” I announced. “Billings will pledge to raise . . . one million dollars for Easton.”

Gasps and whispered filled the room.

“If we succeed, Billings stays as is,” I continued, on firmer footing now. “If we fail, you can do what you want with us.”

Cromwell’s sharp blue eyes narrowed. He covered his microphone with one hand and turned to whisper to the gentleman next to him. Soon the whole board was playing a game of telephone, each whispering to the next and on down the line. Finally, their comments made it back to Cromwell and he cleared his throat. I held my breath. Everyone in the room held their breath.

Slowly, Cromwell leaned toward the microphone. It was impossible to read his expression. Possibly because he had only one—annoyed.

Please. Please don’t take this away from me. Not now.

“Make it five million, Miss Brennan,” he said with a small but devilish smile, “and you have a deal.”

“Yes!” someone behind me cheered. The room erupted in conversation and squeaking chairs, but all I could see was that number. Five million. A huge number. An impossible number.

“We can do that, no problem,” Vienna said, clapping her hands happily.

“Silence!” Headmaster Cromwell’s voice boomed through the speakers once more.

He got his silence.

“There is one stipulation,” he said, looking at the Billings section. “This five million dollars must be raised, not gleaned from your trust funds or borrowed from your parents. You must actually raise it, and you must raise it in one month’s time. I will also be contacting the Billings alumni and making it clear to them that they are not to help you with the preparations for whatever you conjure up. This fundraiser will be planned by you and paid for by you, and any profit will be fairly earned. Is that understood?”

Suddenly, my friends were no longer cheering. I turned to look at them. They couldn’t back out on me now. I’d gotten us a reprieve. I’d taken a stand. Please don’t make me look like an idiot now.

Portia glanced at the Twin Cities. Vienna whispered something over her shoulder to Shelby Wordsworth. Rose bent in conversation with Tiffany Goulbourne and Astrid Chou. Everyone conferred while I stood there and waited. Finally, they all faced forward and Portia nodded confidently. I faced the board, looked Cromwell in the eye, and smiled.

“Done.”



NEW FOCUS



“Reed, seriously, have you ever considered a career as a politician?” Tiffany asked as we emerged from Mitchell Hall into the crisp, cold New England air. The sky over Easton Academy was a shade of blue so bright it looked almost fake, and orange and yellow leaves chased one another across the cobblestone path in front of us. Tiffany wrapped her white coat closer to her tall body and flipped up the collar so that it grazed the smooth ebony skin of her cheeks. How could she look so perfect today, when I felt as if I had been run over repeatedly by a monster truck?

“Um, no,” I replied.

“Well, maybe you should.” Astrid nudged me with her elbow as the wind tossed her short dark hair. She wore a colorful plaid skirt over hot pink tights and purple shoes, her eye makeup colors chosen to match her lower half. “That was bloody brilliant.”

“Amazing,” Sabine agreed with sheer admiration in her eyes. “Headmaster Cromwell didn’t see that coming at all.”

“Agreed. If you pull this off, you will go down in history as the president who saved Billings,” Shelby said. Her leather-gloved fingers moved swiftly over her iPhone’s touch pad as she checked for texts. Shelby had a sophisticated air that made her seem like she was in her mid-twenties instead of her late teens. She wore a double-breasted brown tweed coat; her blond hair hung in loose waves around her face; and she held her chin slightly up, as if her photo might be snapped at any moment.

“Yeah, or the last,” Missy Thurber put in with a sniff of her wide nostrils. Her comment earned her a whack on the back of her blond head from Portia. “Ow! Was that necessary?”

“Neg the neg,” Portia ordered, shoving her hands into the pockets of her cropped fur jacket. “We need positive thinking from here on out, right, Reed?”

“Exactly,” I said with a nod. I decided right then and there that I was going to be Shelby’s version of a Billings president rather than Missy’s. From now on, I would focus all my energy on this fund-raiser and on saving Billings.

Besides, it wasn’t like I would have much else to do now that Josh had made it clear that we were over.

My heart constricted as fuzzy flashes of last night suddenly assaulted my brain. Dash McCafferty’s lips on mine. Josh’s face when he found us in that private tent. The way he’d practically spat in my face as he told me it was over. How could someone who supposedly loved me so much look at me that way? And how was my heart ever going to heal when every time I thought about Josh, it broke a little more?

“Are you all right?” Noelle asked me. “You just went all visage blanc.”

I blinked and tried to look normal. It wasn’t like I could confide in Noelle about what had happened. After all, she and Dash had gotten back together last night, and she had no clue that I’d gotten horizontal with him. Had no idea that this indiscretion was the cause of my breakup with Josh. All I had told her was that Josh had ended it out of nowhere. Big, big lie.

“I’m fine. Just an adrenaline crash,” I told her.

“Reed!” Amberly shouted, hustling over to me with her two ever-present lackeys at her sides. Her loose blond curls bounced around her angelic face and she wore a light pink coat with a white-and-pink plaid scarf over white thin-wale cords. As matchy-matchy as ever. “We just wanted to let you know that if you need any help with the fund-raiser—anything whatsoever—we’re here for you,” she said, clasping my arm.

“Thanks,” I said vaguely. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

I turned around to search the crowd for Josh. Maybe I’d focus on saving Billings after I talked to him. I had to talk to him. Had to try to explain. Try to make things right. Try . . . something.

Most of the student body had divided into klatches that now dotted the lawn around Mitchell Hall. Gage Coolidge, Trey Prescott, and some other guys from Ketlar Hall stood about ten feet away, huddled together against the cold, since guys were too cool for outerwear, but Josh wasn’t with them. Then, from the corner of my eye, I spotted him. Alone. Head down. Skulking toward the edge of campus. Toward the Jonathan Arthur Montgomery Building, which housed the art studios, the Chronicle newspaper office, the literary magazine office, practice rooms for the choir and orchestra, and several other venues for artistic pursuits. The J.A.M. Building was one of Josh’s two favorite spots on campus, the other being the art cemetery, where we used to rendezvous before he rendezvoused there with Cheyenne.

God, that seemed like ages ago. When Cheyenne was alive, when I had caught her trysting with my boyfriend, when I had almost lost him over her. A lot had happened this year. So much had changed. And it was only the first of November.

“Reed? Where are you going?” Noelle asked me as I turned away from my friends. “We have a lot to do if we’re going to make this fund-raiser happen.”

I paused. “I know. I just have something I have to take care of.”

One step away and a dark blue sweater blocked my path. I looked up. Hovering over me was an unreasonably tall guy with brown eyes and a preppy haircut that screamed Young Wall Street.

Weston Bright. West for short. Ketlar Hall. Senior. Lacrosse captain.

My brain recited these things, though why it knew them or cared, I had no idea.

“Reed, what you did in there . . . that was amazing,” West said, speaking the first words he’d ever spoken to me. He pushed his hand into the pocket of his gray slacks. His smile was genuine, affable. “How’d you do that? I think if I tried to stand up to Cromwell, I’d keel over drooling.”

“I don’t know,” I replied, glancing at Josh’s disappearing form. I really didn’t know. Considering everything I’d been through in the past twenty-four hours, I should have been curled up in a ball somewhere, babbling incoherently.

“Maybe we can get together sometime and you can float some theories,” West suggested. “I wouldn’t mind a few tips before my college interviews.”

I blinked at him. He was asking me out. This unusually tall person and his preppy hair were asking me out. The near corpse of my relationship with Josh was, I hoped, still revivable, and this guy was asking me out. How did he even know Josh and I had broken up? I had only told the Billings Girls. Was Josh spreading the word? Was he so psyched about his newfound freedom that he was shouting it from rooftops everywhere?

“Um, maybe. Can we talk about this later?”

“Sure. What’s your number? I’ll text you,” West said. He typed in my phone number and gave me a smile before sauntering off.

“Wow, Reed,” London said, sidling over to give me a hip-nudge. She looked West’s departing form up and down like he was a piece of meat and tossed her thick, artificially streaked hair over her shoulder. “Way to bounce back.”

“Are you kidding me?” I hissed at her. “I just broke up with Josh. I’m not just going to start dating.”

“Who said anything about dating?” London replied. “Just hook up with the guy. West is an excellent kisser,” she said, smiling at him over my shoulder.

I glanced back there as well.

“Ew,” I said, realizing that London knew from experience. “I have to go.”

There was only one guy I was interested in right now. The one fleeing the scene—my scene—as fast as his Dsquared sneakers would carry him.



TELL ME HOW YOU REALLY FEEL



As I approached the art studio, I couldn’t ever remember feeling so nervous in my life. Not when I’d first arrived at Easton. Not when I had been questioned by the police about Thomas Pearson’s murder last year. Not when I thought I was about to be expelled. Maybe on the Billings rooftop last winter when Ariana had been hell-bent on throwing me over the side. But that had been more terror than nervousness. A trembling, knee-weakening, life-flashing-before-my-eyes kind of terror.

This was almost worse. Because there was hope behind these nerves. Hope even though I knew I was about to get crushed. But I couldn’t seem to squelch it, even to protect myself.

I pressed my damp palms into my jeans, then grasped the cold door handle and pulled. Perched on a wooden stool, Josh sat with his back curled like a C. So lonely and sad. He didn’t look up from his easel. On the canvas was a charcoal profile that looked a lot like mine. He hadn’t opened any paints yet. The brushes sat dry and untouched. When he finally turned and saw me there, anger flashed through his blue eyes.

“You can’t be here,” he said.

“Why not? Maybe I’ve developed an interest in painting.” I tried for levity. Bad idea.

Josh stood up, nearly knocking his seat over. “No. I mean, you can’t really be here. You can’t actually think we’re going to talk about this. That you’re going to find some way to explain it that will make me forgive you.”

All the oxygen left the room. Tell me how you really feel.

“Josh, please—”

“No! Reed, no. God!” He brought his hand to his head and winced. “I can’t get the picture of you and Dash out of my mind. Do you have any idea what this is like for me?”

“Actually, yeah. I do,” I snapped without thinking. The picture of Cheyenne straddling him on the love seat in the Art Cemetery came screeching back in full Technicolor, as did the gut-wrenching horror of how it had felt to watch it all unfold. “But I took you back, remember?”

Josh’s face screwed up in disgust. “You took me back because it wasn’t me there with her. Because she drugged me. Because I didn’t know what I was doing.”

He had me there. I was drunk last night, but I had known what I was doing. Had flirted with the idea of doing it for months. How could something that had seemed so right and harmless less than eighteen hours ago now be such an obvious mistake? Why hadn’t I realized that if I let Dash pull me onto that mattress, if I let him touch me the way he had, that I would be here now—my heart in pieces, Josh’s heart in pieces, wishing there was any way in hell I could take it all back?

What could I say?

“Josh, I love you,” I attempted. “I—”

“Don’t,” he spat. “Of all things, do not say that.”

The venom in his voice stopped me cold. That was all it took. All it took for me to realize that this was a lost cause. That Josh was lost to me. Forever.

All I wanted was for him to hug me. To tell me that everything was going to be okay. To be my rock. He had always been that for me. Whenever I screwed up or everything around me seemed to be falling apart, Josh had made it better. But he couldn’t make this better, because this time my screwup had hurt him. I had deprived myself of my one true comfort in life, and the realization gouged my heart out.

“Please, just go,” he said, his shoulders slumping. “Just leave me alone.”

“Fine.” My voice, my eyes, my throat, were filled with tears as I took a step back. Away from him. “Fine, I’ll go.”

And I started to. I did. But then, out of nowhere, a terrifying thought occurred to me. A thought that somehow, in all the emotional wreckage, had never even been a glimmer until now. And it stopped me in my tracks. Cold dread overcame me.

Josh was so angry. So hurt. What if he . . .

I couldn’t say it. But I had to. I had to beg for mercy. One last favor. For old time’s sake?

A lump the size of an orange blocked my windpipe, trying to tell me this was a bad idea. But my fear of what might happen if I didn’t speak overcame my conscience. “Josh, I have to ask you one thing,” I said, my voice thick.

“What?” He glanced at me.

“You’re not . . . I mean . . . you’re not going to tell Noelle, are you? About me and Dash?” I asked.

Josh looked at me for a moment, then shook his head and laughed. He laughed so bitterly, I’m not even sure the noise he made could be categorized as a laugh. My heart felt sick. I knew what he thought of me right then and I hated myself. But now that he’d left me, I needed Noelle more than ever.

“No,” he said finally, looking at me like I was the crusty scum that formed on the outer rims of his paint jars. “No, I won’t tell your precious Noelle. If that’s what you really care about here, then don’t worry. Your slutty little secret is safe with me.”

Tears spilled down my face. Coming from Josh—from someone who was normally so kind and levelheaded and understanding—the words couldn’t have stung more. But at least I knew he would keep my secret. He was the most decent, honest guy I knew. However awful his wording was, the promise was just as strong.

“Josh—”

“Good luck saving Billings,” he said with a sneer.

His silent message? I hope you fail.

Then he turned his back on me, and I knew it was for good this time.

I had to get out of there. Now. I turned and ran for the door, holding one hand over my mouth to keep the sobs in check. As I stumbled into the hallway, I nearly took out Ivy Slade in her white-and-black plaid cape. Perfect. She was so the person I wanted to see right now.

Her blue eyes like ice, Ivy shot me a derisive look, then peered past me through the glass pane in the classroom door. Her thin, dark eyebrows arched and she crossed her slim arms over her chest. Her dangling silver earrings swung, catching on strands of her sleek, black hair.

“Trouble in paradise?” she asked. “Just think, if you hadn’t crashed my party last night, none of this would have happened.”

Her party. As if the Legacy belonged to her. It was an ages-old tradition, and she had tried to claim it as her own, changing the rules and ostracizing all the Easton Academy legacies. Maybe I had crashed it, but I’d only done it because I was trying to help my fellow Easton students get what was rightfully theirs. And, okay, I was also trying to have a little fun. That, of course, had not happened. At least not after the first couple hours of drinking and dancing. After that, it had all gone to hell.

“Haven’t you ever heard that it’s inadvisable to have major relationship status conversations after chugging several fuzzy navels?” she asked slyly.

She was taking pleasure in this, and she wasn’t even trying to hide it.

“How do you know what I was drinking?” I demanded.

“Oh, I make a habit of keeping an eye on party crashers, just in case they decide to cause trouble,” Ivy said, tilting her head. “Luckily, you only caused trouble for yourself.”

She placed a hand on the doorknob behind her. Josh was in there. She was about to join Josh. My heart skipped a nervous, covetous beat.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded.

“Working on my senior project.” She glanced over her shoulder again, smoothing her shiny hair with her long, pale fingers. “I’ll be spending a lot of time in the studio this year,” she added pointedly.

Implication? With Josh. I’ll be spending a lot of time in the studio this year with Josh.

She was just like Cheyenne with her “seniors stick together” routine. All to spend time with Josh. And just like that, I remembered. Ivy’s room last night. That bizarre collage. The pictures of her and Cheyenne being BFFs on beaches and boats and tennis courts. Ivy and Cheyenne, who were supposed to hate each other. Why had they hidden their friendship from the world? And what else was Ivy hiding?

“Well, I should go. Let you get back to your little fund-raising project,” Ivy said. “It’s good to have a distraction at a trying time like this, Reed. Doctor Phil would be proud.”

She gave my shoulder a quick squeeze with faux sympathy, then turned and walked into the room where Josh sat. Her red lips stretched into a mocking grin right before she slammed the heavy door in my face.

The tears burst forth all over again. I ran down the hall toward the exit, but before I could get through the door, it was opening. I slammed into someone so hard he was knocked off his feet and his stuff scattered everywhere. Who knew the J.A.M. Building was so heavily trafficked on Monday evenings?

“Dammit,” I said, automatically crouching to the ground. Tears streaked down my nose, mingling with snot. I wiped my hand across my face, not even sure whether it made a difference. “I’m so sorry.”

“No. It’s my fault,” my victim replied, gathering his bag and notebook. “I never look where I’m going. Hey, are you okay?” I looked in his face for the first time. Light brown skin, dark, floppy hair, concerned brown eyes. Light brown eyes. Odd. Nice.

“M’fine,” I mumbled. “Just have to get out of here.”

“Okay.” He stood up, repositioning his stuff as it slid in his hands “I’m Marcellus Alberro. Marc for short. And you’re Reed Brennan.”

I looked at him quizzically. Why he felt the need to tell me my name was beyond me.

“Yeah.”

“I thought it was so cool how you didn’t back down from Cromwell,” Marc said with a smile.

I immediately thought of my encounter with West. Damn. Was this guy going to use my so-called bravery as a segue to ask me out too?

“I’m gonna do a story about it for the Chronicle,” he told me. “I was actually just on my way up to the offices to do some research and see if they’ve ever tried to shut down a whole dorm like this before. I’m on the paper,” he added needlessly. “In case that wasn’t clear.”

I heard myself laugh, which was a surprise.

“Well, good luck with your story, Marc-For-Short,” I said, shoving the door open and letting the cold air pour in. All I wanted to do was go back to my dorm and do that curling-up-in-a-ball thing.

“Thanks. I’d like to interview you for it, if I could,” he blurted.

“Now?” I asked.

“Now’s good. If you can.”

Couldn’t he see what a mess I was? I was in no shape to be interviewed. But still, maybe it was a good idea. Get the press behind us. Some free publicity. Another distraction.

“Actually, I—”

But Ivy’s laughter cut me short. It wafted down the hallway from the studio, through the air vents, along the walls. It was everywhere. And it made the hair on my arms stand on end. Josh had made her laugh. Angry, bitter, brokenhearted Josh was down there right now, making Ivy Slade laugh.

“I’m sorry. I have to go,” I said.

Letting the door bang behind me, I tore across the rapidly darkening campus, leaving an understandably confused Marc-For-Short Alberro behind.



BLACKBALLED



I had to call Dash. He was, after all, the reason I was such a total mess. I had risked everything for him, and now that I knew that I had risked and lost, I had to know why. Why had he lured me up to the roof at the Legacy? Why had he begged me to be with him? Why, when he was still in love with Noelle? Why, when all along he was planning on getting back together with her?

Or had he already? Had he gotten back together with her before we had hooked up? The idea sent my pulse into panic-attack mode as I rushed through the dark to Billings. I had to know. After everything that had happened, I deserved some kind of explanation. I knew now that I’d been used, but I was not at all blameless. I needed to know how awful my infraction was when it came to Noelle. Had I simply hooked up with a friend’s ex right before they had gotten back together, or had I helped the guy cheat on said friend?

There was a big difference.

“Reed! Wait up! Hold the door!” someone shouted as I slid my electronic key through the slot next to the inner door to Billings. The outer door was slowly closing as Kiki Rosen managed to slip through.

“Hey. Thanks,” she said, breathless. “I lost my key.”

“You did?” I asked.

“Yeah, over the weekend. Probably somewhere between here and Boston. I gotta go to Hell Hall tomorrow and get a new one. Such a pain in the ass,” she said, tugging the earbuds from her ears. I could hear tinny guitar music and drums blaring through them. She hustled inside and headed straight for the parlor off the Billings lobby, where a few people were hanging out.

“You coming?” she asked over her shoulder as she struggled out of her puffer coat. “Astrid said we were going to talk fund-raiser.”

“In a minute. I have to do something first,” I replied.

I sprinted up the stairs before anyone could protest, taking the steps two at a time. My room on the top floor was, mercifully, empty. Sitting on the edge of my bed, I struggled to get my breathing under control as I speed-dialed Dash on my iPhone. I held my breath, unsure of what I was going to say, but certain it was going to be shouted. I had a lot of angry, confused adrenaline to spew. Why not spew it at Dash “You’re All I Think About, Reed” McCafferty?

The phone rang once, then clicked over to voice mail.

“This is Dash McCafferty. Please leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

So formal, that Dash. I hung up before the beep. I was not in the frame of mind to leave a coherent message. I yanked my laptop off my desk and hit a few keys to bring it to life. My fingers trembled as they hovered over the keyboard, waiting for my e-mail to boot up. When it did, I typed a simple message.

Dash,

We need to talk. Call me.

—Reed

Message sent, I tossed the computer on the foot of my bed and collapsed backward, my legs hooked over the side of my mattress, feet on the floor. Dried tears tightened my cheeks. Josh hated me. Hated me. And Dash had abandoned me. And Noelle was going to kill me when she found out. How had I gotten here? How had everything gotten so screwed up? My head pounded as if my brain were pulsating against my skull and my skull against my skin. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and brought my fingers to my temples.

Breathe, Reed. Just breathe.

But Josh’s disgusted expression kept flitting through my brain and my head pounded harder. My throat was desiccated, and the muscles in my back and neck coiled painfully. I couldn’t take it anymore. This wasn’t just the drama talking. This was the hangover. The lack of sleep. I had been awake since yesterday morning. Awake and partying and drinking and puking and barely eating a thing.

God, I loathed myself.

It was still early. Not even six o’clock. Dinner had yet to be served at the dining hall, but I didn’t care. This day had to end. Now. I would take something for the headache and go to bed, and tomorrow I would start fresh. Start my life without Josh. Somehow, I would start over.

I forced myself up to a seated position, my eye sockets exploding with pain, and reached for my top desk drawer, where I kept a small bottle of Tylenol. As I yanked the drawer open there was a racket not unlike the sound of a dozen bowling balls racing down their lanes. Then a slam.

The unexpected noise scared me half to death, but when I peered into the drawer, my heart all but stopped.

Black marbles, dozens of them, had rolled forward from the back of the drawer and slammed into the front. A few latecomers still trickled forth, bouncing around my pens and pencils to join their friends.

Black marbles. Used in the inner circle for voting people out. For expelling people from Billings.

Who had put these in my drawer? Why? Was it just some kind of stupid prank, or was someone sending a message? That they wanted me out? Wanted me gone?

I was just starting to hyperventilate when the door to my room opened. I grabbed the Tylenol bottle, then slammed the drawer so hard the framed picture of me and my brother, Scott, fell over on my desktop. Sabine came traipsing in, all excitement, too hyper to realize anything was wrong.

“Omigosh! Everyone on campus is talking about how incredible you were,” she trilled, dropping her backpack on her bed. She turned to me, her green eyes glowing. Lately Sabine had updated her Caribbean wardrobe to better suit the New England autumn weather, and today she was wearing a kelly green turtleneck, tartan skirt, and tall brown boots. The preppy look suited her, but she still wore her shell earrings, which dangled almost to her shoulders. “Your fund-raiser is the hot topic of the day. Do you have any ideas yet?”

“No. Not yet,” I said shakily.

I popped the top off the Tylenol bottle with my thumb and let it fall to the floor. The two white pills lodged for a second in my dry throat, but I managed to choke them down.

“Do you want some water or something?” Sabine asked.

“M’fine,” I mumbled. I kicked off my sneakers and tipped to the side so I could free my covers from under my butt without actually standing up.

“You’re going to bed?” Sabine asked, her face falling. “But everyone’s waiting for you downstairs to talk about the fund-raiser.”

“Tomorrow,” I told her, clicking off my desk light.

I lay down fully clothed and pulled the covers up over my head, turning my back on her crestfallen face—on my desk and everything it contained. All I wanted was to go to sleep and put the past two days behind me.

Suddenly, I felt her weight at the foot of my bed. I looked up to find Sabine sitting near my feet, looking at me with concern in the dim light coming through the window.

“Is it Josh? Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

“Not now,” I replied.

“Because I know it’s hard, having your heart broken,” she said sympathetically.

“Who broke your heart?” I muttered. There was the tiniest light of curiosity deep inside of me. Sabine had never mentioned any exes before.

“Me? Oh, no one. I’ve never had a real boyfriend,” she told me, looking down at her hands. “But I helped my sister through a horrible breakup. She said she would never have survived it if it wasn’t for me. So maybe I can help you, too.”

I managed a tight smile for her benefit. “Maybe. Just not tonight, okay? Right now all I want to do is sleep.”

“Okay,” Sabine said finally. “I’ll go tell them.”

“Thanks.”

Sabine slipped out and closed the door with a quiet click. Part of me felt guilty for bailing on my friends, but it was just one night. I could think about all of this tomorrow—about the fund-raiser and the black marbles and Dash and Noelle and Josh and Ivy and everything else. Right now, I craved only the sweet release of sleep.



HUNTER BRADEN



The black marbles were still there in the morning. I had hoped to find when I woke up that they were just one of the many sick, swirling dreams I had all night long, but when I opened the drawer, there they were. Not a figment of my subconscious, but real. Unwilling to dwell on the circumstances of how they had gotten there, I gathered them all up, shoved them into a lone sock that had lost its partner, and deposited the whole thing in the back of my bottom dresser drawer. After all, I might need them at the end of the year when we voted on new members for the house. If, of course, the house lasted that long.

It didn’t matter how the black marbles had wound up in my possession—who might have put them in my desk. It didn’t. Today was a new day. A new start. I had to focus. There was no time to dwell. No time to freak myself out.

I showered, downed some more Tylenol to take the edge off my stubbornly clinging headache, and dressed up for my first day as Single Reed. In-Charge Reed. A Reed with a Purpose. Black skirt, black boots, light blue V-neck sweater. I was going to show the world that my breakup wasn’t getting to me—even though every time I thought about it, I felt like collapsing into a heap on the floor.

At breakfast, I strolled over to my usual table with Constance, Sabine, and Kiki in tow and waited for them to settle in among the rest of the Billings Girls. Then I placed my tray at the end of the table and forced a bright smile.

“Everyone, I have an idea.”

Silence fell. Kiki took the earbuds out of her ears. I noticed for the first time that her bangs were no longer pink. Instead, her blond hair was streaked with royal blue.

“Do tell,” Noelle said, looking up at me as she tore off a chunk of her bagel.

“We should hold the fund-raiser in New York,” I announced.

The Billings Girls murmured in excitement and tired eyes brightened all around our two tables. My heart fluttered with pride.

“Most of the Easton alumni live there or close by, so why not bring the party to the money?” I suggested.

“Absolument!” Sabine exclaimed. “I have always wanted to visit New York!”

“It’s perfect,” Tiffany chimed in.

“And we should definitely do it before Thanksgiving,” I added as I took my seat across from Noelle. “Before everyone starts jetting off on their holiday vacations.”

“Reed, you are so brill,” Portia said with a smile.

“But that’s less than three weeks,” Missy, or Miss Negative, put in from behind me. All I wanted to do was turn around and yank on her braid, but it was way too kindergarten.

“We can pull it off,” Noelle told her. “My mom and I organized my dad’s fiftieth in less than a week. We always forget his birthday until the last minute,” she added, rolling her eyes. “And he’s such a baby if he doesn’t get his party.”

I smirked. I had never met Noelle’s parents, but I imagined her father as a Daddy Warbucks type, all bluster and bravado. So somehow, thinking of him getting pouty over a party amused me.

“Reed Brennan,” a silky male voice said at my side.

I looked up into the stunning blue eyes of Hunter Braden, the number one most sought after guy on the Easton campus. Every single girl at my table minus Noelle blushed at the very sight of him. His tousled blond hair, chiseled cheekbones, and rumpled-prep style had been splashed over all of New York’s favorite rags at the end of last year when he’d briefly dated a certain hotel magnate’s daughter and disappeared with her for several days to some remote island I had never heard of. Ever since, all the gossip on campus had been about whom he’d date next.

“Hunter,” I replied as coolly as possible, even though I could feel my face overheating. Even my broken heart was not immune to his gorgeousness and charm. He was wearing a wrinkled Ralph Lauren oxford in light blue, with a yellow and navy striped tie casually loosened around his neck—and pulling the look off like nobody’s business. Two books were hooked in his fingers at his side. No one had ever seen Hunter with anything so prosaic as a book bag.

“I want to take you out,” he said with an almost irresistible smile. “This weekend.”

Someone behind me literally gasped. Noelle’s eyes widened across the table. I was so stunned I couldn’t even speak. Then Vienna kicked my shin so hard I saw stars. Damn pointed-toe boots.

“Um.” Ow. “That’s really nice, but . . . can I let you know later?”

I feared the pain Vienna might inflict upon me if I gave him an outright no. Besides, it never hurts to play hard-to-get, right?

Hunter appeared confused. Most likely no one had ever done anything but blurt an emphatic yes to one of his offers. “Excuse me?” he said.

“Well, it’s just . . .”

I just broke up with the love of my life. I wasn’t sure I was ready to start dating. Especially not someone like Hunter Braden. Somehow I knew the experience of going out with him would be overwhelming even if I wasn’t on the rebound.

“I have so much to do right now with the fund-raiser and everything. . . . I just have to . . . check my schedule,” I rambled. “Thanks for asking, though.”

I could feel the poisonous looks of every one of my friends boring into my skin from all angles. How dare I put off Hunter Braden? Hunter, however, simply smiled.

“You check that schedule of yours.” He took a couple steps backward and spread his arms out at his sides as if to give me a good look at what I’d be missing if I said no. “You know where to find me.”

He turned on his heel and strode off toward the Ketlar tables, the eyes of every non-geriatric female in the room trained on him. Vienna pulled back and kicked me again, right in the same spot.

“Vienna! Ow!” I said through my teeth, rubbing my leg. “Do I have to start wearing my shin guards to breakfast?”

“What the hell was that?” London demanded, tossing her fork down with a clatter.

“What? Guys, I told you. I am not ready to go out with anyone right now,” I said.

“Hunter Braden is not ‘anyone,’” Portia hissed, leaning across the table. “Hunter Braden is . . .” She turned her palms up and searched the skylights in the high ceiling as if God might provide a word worthy enough to describe him. “He’s Hunter Braden.”

“Exactly,” Vienna said. “Besides, Reed, the best way to get over a breakup is to A, get back on the horse and B, make it a super-hot horse so that C, the last horse gets very, very jealous.”

“And there is no horse hotter than Hunter,” Tiffany put in from a few seats down.

Wow. Even levelheaded Tiff was behind this. Did no one understand what it was like to lose the love of your life?

“I appreciate the concern, you guys, as disturbing as the horse metaphor is,” I said, spearing a strawberry with my fork. “But I’d rather focus on saving Billings. You do realize that if we don’t figure out how to raise five million dollars in the next month, life as we know it is history. We’re talking no more Billings, no more Friday night movies and mojitos, no more Fat Phoebe parties, no more Billings alumni—funded outings . . . nothing. We’ll be living in, like, Pemberly or something.”

My friends all exchanged serious glances and I knew that I had, at least for the moment, gotten their attention. For the rest of the period, we discussed ideas for the fund-raiser and I forced myself not to look over at the Ketlar table. Not to look at Josh or at Hunter Braden. I can’t say I wasn’t intrigued by Hunter’s proposal. He was practically a celebrity. But he wasn’t Josh. I didn’t want anyone who wasn’t Josh. I was still clinging to the hope that Josh might wake up one morning and forgive me. Might realize that I was beyond drunk that night and that technically I couldn’t be held responsible for my actions. Just like I hadn’t held him responsible for his actions with Cheyenne, because he had been drugged. Yes, I had fantasized about being with Dash before it had happened, but Josh didn’t know that. Therefore, he could not hold it against me. He could, however, hold a date with Hunter Braden against me.

As we moved on to the chapel for morning services, I grabbed Rose and pulled her aside just outside the cafeteria doors. We hung back until all our housemates had strolled on, caught up in their own conversations.

“Everything okay, Reed?” she asked, ducking her head slightly so that her red curls fell forward over her cheeks. Rose was one of the more discreet girls in Billings and I knew she was intimately aware of how everything worked. At the moment she was the only person I felt comfortable asking what I had to ask. What I had been wanting to ask all through breakfast.

“Just a random question,” I said under my breath. “You know all that stuff we used for the inner-circle ritual—the lantern and the . . . the marbles and everything?”

“Yeah?” Rose looked surprised.

“Where do we keep all that stuff?” I asked. “Is it in the basement somewhere, or . . .”

Rose blinked. “Actually, I think Cheyenne had all that stuff in her room. Crap, I never even thought of that. It must have gotten boxed up and sent home with her parents.”

Not all of it.

I swallowed against my suddenly dry throat. Cheyenne had the black marbles? Cheyenne? Then how the hell had they gotten into my desk drawer over the weekend? Cheyenne’s parents had carted away her things weeks ago. Unless someone had lifted them before then. Had someone been planning to do this all along? And if so, who?

“I guess we’ll have to replace all of that before the end of the year,” Rose mused with a shrug, not knowing that the info she had imparted was causing me to have major heart palpitations. “Great. Where are we supposed to find a lantern like that?”

“Not a clue,” I replied.

Although maybe it would just appear in my room somewhere.



CRÈME DE LA CRÈME



After an intense soccer practice and a hot shower I was feeling almost normal. Definitely lighter. Somewhat positive, even. I could do this. I could live without Josh. Sure, the dread I had felt all day at the possibility of bumping into him around every turn had taken its toll, but the exercise and scrub-down had rejuvenated me. For the first time all day, I felt able to breathe.

As I slipped into my navy blue Easton Academy sweats and brushed my damp hair, I realized something was off. It was too quiet. Way too quiet. Normally at this time of night, London and Vienna were blasting that annoying club music they loved, Constance was in the hall blabbing to Whit on her cell, and Missy and Lorna were running in and out of their room to Portia’s or the Twin Cities’, slamming doors every five seconds. But right now there was nothing. Total silence.

Considering everything that had been going on lately, my pulse raced with trepidation. Anything out of the ordinary had the potential for disaster. I put my brush down on my dresser and opened the door quietly, peeking my head out. Nothing. No one. Where were they?

“Sabine? Noelle?” I called out. “Constance?”

No response. Okay. There was a logical explanation for this. Maybe they had all gone over to Coffee Carma in Mitchell Hall. Or everyone was downstairs studying. Yes. That was it. All I had to do was go downstairs and there they’d be. I crept out of my room and tiptoed down the stairs, realizing how silly I would have looked to anyone who spotted me, but there was no one there to see. Nothing but the dead silence.

I hit the floor of the lobby, saw something move out of the corner of my eye, and froze.

“Surprise!”

My heart hit my throat, but two seconds later relief washed over me. The entire population of Billings was gathered in the parlor, champagne glasses raised. Silver bowls of strawberries and trays of chocolates were laid out on every table. Fifteen faces grinned at me as I joined them.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Reed Brennan, it’s time to play Find Your Rebound!” Vienna announced, shoving a filled champagne flute into my hand.

“Find my what?” I asked.

“We couldn’t think of a good name for it,” Noelle said, rising gracefully from her chair at the crux of the seating U. “Basically, we are going to help you find a man to distract you in your time of need.”

She lifted a hand toward the wall behind me and I turned to find that the old group shots of Billings sisters had been cleared away, replaced by three huge corkboards. On each corkboard were several glossy eight-by-ten photos of various Easton guys, and below each photo was an index card displaying the subject’s vitals: name, age, class rank, hometown, net worth. The really important stuff.

“Someone absolutely perfect,” Sabine added with a grin, standing next to me.

“What are you guys talking about?” I asked warily. “You’re not all going to start theorizing about horses again, are you?”

Everyone laughed. Spirits were high, considering we were under such strict probation. In fact, the last thing we should have been doing right then was drinking champagne out in the open like this. If Mrs. Naylor, our housemother, found us, we were screwed.

“Naylor’s out for the night,” Noelle told me, noticing my wary glance over my shoulder. “Just sit and relax and have some chocolate.”

She steered me around the end of the couch where Constance, Kiki, and Astrid were sitting, and deposited me in the chair she had vacated. Rose lifted a tray of chocolates and offered it to me. I took one and bit into it. Sweet caramel oozed into my mouth. This I could get used to.

“Now, here’s how this is going to work,” Vienna explained, walking over to the board of boys as Sabine squeezed back onto the couch. “Each one of us has selected an Easton bachelor for you to evaluate. Our goal for the evening is to rank these guys in order of desirability for you—”

“And then you can go forth and conquer!” London finished, lifting her glass to the whoops of the crowd.

I squirmed in the cushy chair. “You guys, I already told you. I’m not ready to . . . conquer anyone.”

All I could think about when I looked at those photos was how many of those guys were Josh’s friends—his housemates. And how he was out there on campus right now—out there somewhere hating me. The very thought sent a sliver of glass through my heart. How was I even supposed to look at another guy?

“Reed, come on, this is exactly the distraction you need,” Sabine said earnestly, placing her glass down and scooting forward on the love seat. She grabbed my hands and champagne sloshed over the side of my flute. “You’re going to save Billings for us. Let us do this for you.”

I looked into her big green eyes and realized that she sincerely thought this would work. In fact, everyone there was eyeing me with hope. Aside from Missy, of course, who was inspecting her fingernails. All they wanted to do was cheer me up. What harm could there be in humoring them? So I would let them rank these guys according to desirability. It wasn’t as if I had to put said list to use.

“Okay, fine,” I said finally.

“Yay!” Constance cheered, as a few people clapped in glee.

“Portia? Would you like to present your pick first?” Vienna asked, stepping aside.

Portia rose and walked over to the board, stopping in front of a photo of a smiling guy with long black hair and a big, Cheshire cat grin. Dominic Infante. He had lived next door to Thomas and Josh last year. I had the distinct recollection of seeing him in boxers one night when I walked by his room. Not a half-bad body.

“We all know who Dominic Infante is,” Portia began, clasping her hands one atop the other, as if she were a professor presenting a lecture. “But few know, because of his innate modesty, that he is a direct descendant of the princes of Italy. . . .”

“Ohhh,” my friends intoned as they sipped their champagne and nibbled on their strawberries.

As she continued her speech, my eyes roamed the board, curious who my other dorm mates had chosen. I spotted Hunter Braden smirking out at me. And Trey Prescott. (Josh’s roommate? Seriously?) And Jason Darlington, a cute guy who was in most of my classes. Most of the elite guys of Easton were represented, and I couldn’t help but feel flattered that my housemates thought me worthy of the crème de la crème. Things certainly had changed since my Glass-Licker days.

Then my eyes fell on another familiar face at the far end of the board. Marcellus “Marc-For-Short” Alberro. I blinked, surprised. Marc was cute, no doubt, but not the kind of guy I would have expected a Billings Girl to select. He was too fidgety, too garrulous, too . . . well, short. I squinted at the card beneath his sheepishly smiling face and recognized the loopy handwriting instantly. Constance. Of course. Why was I not surprised? When it came to priorities, Constance was not your average Billings Girl.

“And that accent?” Portia was saying. “Molto sexy!”

The girls around me all swooned and laughed knowingly, and I finally realized this might actually be fun. So I relaxed into my chair. Relaxed into the moment. Into a night without drama.



ONLY HUMAN



“Why the hell did you pick Trey?” I asked Noelle as we emerged from the breakfast line Wednesday morning. “Did you really think I could go out with Josh’s roommate?”

“Of course not. That’s exactly why I chose him,” Noelle whispered. “I had to pick someone, but I know as well as you do that you’re not ready for a relationship. So why not pick someone whom everyone would eventually have to agree was no good?”

I smiled at her. Always thinking, that Noelle.

We took seats at our table, where everyone else had already gathered, but I found that I couldn’t relax. Every time the dining hall door opened, I flinched. I forced myself not to look up each time, but would glance over casually a moment later to check who had entered. If my friends had thought their game of Find Your Rebound would make me forget about Josh, they were mistaken. Of course, they had forgotten about him entirely. My fifteen bachelors were the number one topic of breakfast conversation.

“I can’t believe you guys ranked Marc fifteenth,” Constance said despondently, pushing her oatmeal around with her spoon. “I mean, you don’t even know him.”

“Exactly. And that’s strike number one,” Noelle replied. “No one here has ever talked to him but you. What does that tell you about him?” Constance’s shoulders sank. She looked like a little kid who’d just been told her new puppy was hit by a car.

“I’ve talked to him,” I said.

My words had the desired effect. Suddenly Constance sat up straight and looked at me all bright-eyed. “You have?”

“Yeah,” I said with a casual shrug. “And I liked him.”

“Omigod, yay!” Constance exclaimed, dropping her spoon. “So are you going to ask him out?”

“Ew! No!” Vienna exclaimed as she wrapped her thick hair back in a ponytail. Her massive breasts bulged forth from her low-cut shirt as she did so, and a freshman boy tripped himself as he walked by. Vienna didn’t seem to notice. “Reed, you cannot start with what’s-his-face. If you do, then last night was totally pointless.”

“His name is Marc,” Constance said, gaining confidence from my backup. “And he’s totally sweet and the most determined reporter on the paper, and he’s cute, too—I think.”

Constance was editor-in-chief of the Easton Chronicle and therefore had this whole other life I knew almost nothing about, which included friendships with people like Marc.

“Good. Then you go straddle the guy,” London said. She was now working on her own ponytail. Heaven forbid the Twin Cities should be seen without matching hair.

Constance blushed and fell silent again. “I don’t want to straddle him,” she said, making a choking noise in the back of her throat. “I have Whit.”

“Good, then you go straddle him, and let us help Reed snag someone worthy of the Billings president,” Noelle replied.

“Exactly. Just not Trey Prescott,” Astrid put in.

Noelle smiled triumphantly. Her plan was working.

“Why not Trey?” London said. “He’s a total hottie.”

“True, but the last person he dated was Cheyenne,” Astrid said, popping a grape into her mouth. “Reed’s already taken over the presidency. Wouldn’t dating Trey be a bit too morbid?”

For a long moment no one spoke. My heart felt sick. What was Astrid implying? That I was trying to take Cheyenne’s place? I knew she and Cheyenne had been friends for years, but she had told me they were never that close. So this was an odd comment to make. Was she upset with me for taking the presidency and running with it? Upset enough, perhaps, to plant black marbles in my desk drawer?

“What?” Astrid said innocently as everyone looked at her. “I’m just saying I think people would talk.”

“Okay. Moving on . . .” Noelle said, shaking her head incredulously.

“Hunter is right over there, Reed,” Tiffany said, leaning in from the far end of the table. “Why don’t you go talk to him?”

I glanced over at Hunter, who sat at one of the smaller tables with Trey and West, looking as hot as ever in a striped shirt and semi-destroyed blazer. My eyes instantly flicked to Josh’s usual table, but he wasn’t there. Still, that feeling of longing in my heart told me all I needed to know.

“I just can’t, you guys,” I said. “I’m not ready to—”

The cafeteria doors opened, and this time I looked right away. The entire cafeteria seemed to screech to a standstill as Josh Hollis and Ivy Slade strode through those doors together. He was wearing my favorite sweater of his—high-collared and gray—and looked amazing, his dark blond curls all tousled by the wind. She looked like a witch in her slim black coat, her raven hair parted down the middle. A gorgeous witch, but a witch nonetheless. A witch whose head was bent so close to Josh’s as they walked and whispered, I saw their temples brush. As I sat there, catatonic, the pair of them strolled right by me. Right by me without a glance.

I felt like I was going to retch. “They’re not—”

I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

“I don’t know. They have been hanging out a lot the last couple of days,” Missy sang, sounding happy to impart the gossip.

No. Not possible. Why Ivy? Why did it have to be Ivy? Did he hate me that much?

“Are you all right?” Sabine asked me.

“She’s fine,” Noelle replied for me. She leaned across the table. “What you’re feeling right now, Reed? You need to use that. Get up and go over to Hunter. You don’t have to marry the guy. You just have to talk to him long enough to make Josh green.”

“She’s right,” Shelby put in, checking her brows in a compact. “God put hot boys on this earth for this very purpose.”

Josh and Ivy emerged from the breakfast line together. Walked to a table together. Sat down together. Alone.

Apparently he was not going to wake up one day and forgive me. Was not going to realize that me hooking up with Dash while drunk was right on par with him hooking up with Cheyenne while drugged. Apparently he was just going to move on. With the girl I loathed most at Easton.

Screw him. Screw. Him.

“Fine,” I said. I pushed myself up and pressed my hands into the table for a moment, steadying my knees. “I’m going.”

I turned, cleared my throat, and tossed my hair over my shoulder. This gave the entire cafeteria time to take notice. To see that the Billings president was on the move. In the beginning the fact that everyone was constantly watching me had been disturbing, but today I would use it. Today everyone would be talking about how Reed Brennan made her move on Hunter Braden.

Slowly, I strolled toward Hunter’s table, my heart pounding sickly in my chest. Even with all of the eyes in the room watching me, I could feel Josh’s on my back.

You think Ivy hurts? Try this.

Hunter looked up as I approached. I pulled out the chair across from his and sat slowly, gracefully. Trey and West didn’t seem to know what to make of me. They both just stared.

“Reed Brennan,” Hunter said. Even through all the misery and posturing, it killed me the way he said my full name. So. Hot. “Knew you’d come around.”

“I know a good offer when I see one,” I replied smoothly.

Hunter’s smile widened. West looked grim for a moment, thinking, probably, that I had blown him off because I liked Hunter, but then he and Trey started up their own private conversation. He hadn’t texted me yet, as he had promised, and I supposed he wouldn’t now. Oh well. I could only deal with one high-profile conquest at a time anyway.

Hunter produced his BlackBerry from his pocket. He slid it across to me, then folded his hands on the table. “Give me your digits.”

I picked it up, leaning my elbows on the table so that the BlackBerry would be more visible, and slowly typed in my numbers. It was at that moment that Josh got up and stormed out of the dining hall, leaving Ivy all alone.

One gulp of guilt. Just one. That was all I allowed myself. And after that, I just felt good. Really good. Maybe it’s wrong, but I did. Josh was canoodling with the enemy. And after all, I’m only human.



THREAT



That afternoon after class, I walked back to Billings to change for my final soccer game of the season, my head bent as I hungrily read Vanity Fair—the novel, not the magazine—which was the new assignment for English class. I had read the book before and hated it. Now I couldn’t for the life of me remember why. It was a good thing that people had started to dodge out of my way wherever I went, like we all used to do as freshmen back at Croton High when the seniors appeared in the hall. Otherwise I would have been blindly mowing people over.

“Reed! Reed! Wait up!”

I ripped myself out of Becky Sharpe’s world and back into my own. Students peppered the walks and the doorways of dorms, chatting before club meetings and practices and study sessions. I was halfway across the quad, between the class building and Billings, and had been about to trip over a stone bench. Good thing whoever was calling me had stopped me.

“Hey!” Jason Darlington jogged up to me, his cheeks ruddy from the cold and exertion. His shaggy, reddish-brown hair fell perfectly in place, the bangs almost covering his blue eyes. Jason was cute in that innocuous Disney Channel way. He had, in fact, been a child actor, but had never hit the big time.

“How do you walk so fast and read at the same time?” he asked with a smile.

“Special talent,” I replied. “What’s up? Did you miss the English assignment?”

“Nah, I was just curious why you agreed to go out with Hunter Braden,” Jason said, tossing his bangs back. They fell right back into place. “You deserve better.”

Okay, presumptuous. How did this guy know what I deserved? But still, I realized he was complimenting me, so I let it go.

“I mean, did you notice that the only pronoun in his vocabulary is I?” Jason joked.

I laughed. “He does have a bit of a self-confidence issue. In that he has too much.”

“Exactly,” Jason said, exhibiting some adorable dimples. “So forget about him and go out with me instead. I promise I’ve heard of the word you.”

Okay, was it just me, or had three cute, popular guys just asked me out in the space of three days? Even for a Billings Girl, this was pushing it. I narrowed my eyes, recalling that Jason was number three on our eligible-bachelor list, right after Hunter and Dominic.

“Did London put you up to this?” I asked, tucking my book into my bag.

Hunter was Vienna’s pick, after all. And as much as the Twin Cities loved to copy each other, they could be competitive, too. Maybe London had put Jason on my case to try to thwart Vienna and Hunter. But Jason’s expression was one of total confusion.

“London? London Simmons?” he said. “I don’t think I’ve talked to that girl since we did summer stock at that regional theater in Bucks County together three years ago.”

Wait a minute. London did summer stock? Hello, left field. I never knew she was an actress. I had to file that one away for later. I eyed Jason to see if he was making this up, but he wasn’t that good an actor.

“So, what do you say? You. Me. Library. Thursday night? We can study for the English exam together,” Jason suggested eagerly.

I hesitated for a moment, thinking of Josh. Wondering what he would think of me if he spotted me with Hunter one day and Jason the next. But then, what did I care? Josh was done with me and had moved on to Ivy. I could do what I wanted. I was single. I was the president of Billings. And Jason was ridiculously adorable.

“Sure,” I said. “I’m in.”

“Great!” Jason’s face lit up. “I’ll meet you in the library at seven-thirty.”

“Perfect.”

He jogged off so jauntily I half expected him to suddenly break into song. I turned around, feeling pretty good about myself, until I found myself face-to-face with Ivy Slade.

“What do you want?” I snapped automatically.

“I just wanted to tell you it’s not going to work,” Ivy said, her blue eyes boring into mine. “This little fund-raiser of yours. We’re all so sick of you people and your entitlement complex. Everyone at this school wants to see you fail, and we’re going to make sure that you do.”

My face burned. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s a fact,” Ivy replied with a smirk. “Even your perfect ex is with me on this one. You really destroyed him, Reed. Noelle must be so proud of her little prodigy.”

I wanted to strangle her for mentioning Josh, but I somehow managed to keep my composure. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. “What is your problem with Billings?” I demanded. “What did we ever do to you?”

Ivy turned slightly and glanced back at my dorm. Noelle, London, Vienna, Portia, and Shelby were hanging around outside, lounging on the low stone walls that led up to the door. Ivy’s jaw clenched, her skin as white as ivory. For a split second, I saw so much pain in her eyes that I practically felt it. But then she turned her back on Billings and she was Ivy again. Cold, disaffected Ivy.

“Plenty,” she responded, looking me dead in the eye, her expression fierce.

As she spun on her heel and stalked off, I was left wondering what, exactly, my Billings sisters might have done to inspire that kind of anger. Was it real or just something Ivy had perceived? I had no idea, but someone in that house knew. And that someone was going to spill.



BLAME GAME



It was our final soccer game of the season against Barton School, and we were deadlocked at zero. Almost ninety minutes of soccer played and nothing to show for it. As I raced up the field with the ball, all I could think about was scoring. I had to score before the whistle. I had to win. I needed this.

A cold wind whipped all stray hair back from my face toward my ponytail as I charged forward. The scrappy defender who had been giving me trouble all day raced toward me from the right. She slid for the ball, but I popped my toe under it at the last second and it sailed right over her outstretched leg. She was still ground-bound, so in the next moment I had to vault myself over her, too. Somehow I ended up on my feet with the ball, while she was still in the dirt. The crowd on the Easton sidelines—larger than normal, since it was the last game of the year, I assumed—went crazy.

“Nice move, Brennan!” someone shouted.

I just kept going.

Score. I had to score.

Ten yards from the goal. Five. The goalie was watching me like a hawk. Still, I had figured out her weakness. Too short. No wingspan. If I could kick it into the upper corner above her head, glory would be mine. I could see the shot in my mind. Could see the ball sailing past her outstretched fingers. And then, out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Noelle. She was open on the other side of the field. Somehow she had evaded her defender, who was now sprinting toward her from behind.

Noelle was a senior. This was her final game. And the timing was perfect. I wanted to score, but an assist would be just as good.

I glanced into the upper corner of the net where I would have kicked the ball. The goalie bought it and scooted to her right. Instead, I sent the ball zooming across to Noelle, who lobbed it easily into the net behind the goalie’s back. The girl reacted, but it was far too late. By the time she dove, the ball was already hitting rope.

“Yes!” Noelle cheered

We all sprinted over to pile on her as the whistle blew. Game over. An Easton win. Noelle had gotten to score the winning goal in the final game of her prep school career. Thanks to me.

“Nice pass,” she said as I clasped her hand. She gave me a knowing look, and I knew she realized what I had done for her.

“Nice goal,” I replied.

As we made our way over to the stands with the rest of the team, slapping backs and smiling, I noticed for the first time that there was something off about the crowd. There were more parents in attendance than usual, there to cheer on their graduating daughters, but the rest of the crowd was made up of guys. Almost exclusively. On both sides. Not only had the Easton men come out in droves, but the Barton men were also well represented. Normally the stands were almost empty for our games, and certainly guys had never been a big contingent. What was the deal?

“Nice moves, Brennan!” one of the senior guys shouted as we all made for the water jug.

“I like a team player!” another called out to me.

At that, a couple dozen guys applauded and whistled and hooted, all directing their attention at me. Even the Barton guys were clapping for me. I caught Jason Darlington hooting in my direction with a knowing smile, as if we were sharing some private thought, though what that would be I had no idea. My skin was already red from exertion, but now an embarrassed blush fueled it further.

“Okay, what’s going on?” I asked Sabine as she handed me a cup of water. Sabine had gone out for soccer at the beginning of the year, but Coach Lisick had decided that her talents were more suited for the position of team assistant. She got into the game every once in a while—it was an Easton rule that everyone got some playing time—but only when we were winning hugely or losing hugely.

“They’re all here for you,” she whispered to me. “They’ve been talking about you throughout the game.”

“Seriously?” I asked, glancing around at the dozens of faces, some familiar, some not.

“That’s what happens when the hottest girl at Easton suddenly hits the market,” Noelle said, resting her forearm on my shoulder and leaning into me as she checked them out. “Salivating boys come from all over.”

I’d had no idea it was possible to be so mortified and so flattered all at once. As I looked around, I saw random guys jostling for a better look at me. Like I was a celebrity or something. Floppy-haired boys, crew-cut boys, tall boys, short boys, cute boys, hot boys, scrawny boys, chubby boys. All of them smiling at me. Checking me out. After a few seconds I had to turn away. It was too bizarre.

“I’m gonna go . . . get some ChapStick before we shake hands,” I mumbled to my friends.

I walked to the far end of the Easton bleachers, hoping to duck out of sight and dig through my soccer bag for a few moments to get a breather. As soon as I came around the side, though, I stopped in my tracks. Astrid was crouched down in the pile of duffel bags and gym bags, pawing through my stuff.

For a long moment, I didn’t say anything. My heart all but stopped. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Why was she going through my things? Was Astrid the one who had blackballed me? Was she leaving something else in my soccer bag? I thought we were friends.

I opened my mouth to speak, but at that exact moment she finally stood. There was something in her hand, but I couldn’t tell what it was. She turned, saw me standing there, and nearly tripped herself. Snagged.

“You startled me!” she said with a laugh.

“What were you doing in my bag?” I demanded.

Her smile faltered, as if she was confused by my tone. “I guess you caught me,” she said, flashing her palm. “I stole a barrette.”

She held up her palm. One of my plain snap barrettes sat in her hand.

“Sorry. My bangs are driving me crazy,” she said, flipping her short, sweaty hair back to illustrate how the bangs fell right back into her eyes. “I just wanted something to pin them for the team meeting. Is that okay?”

I glanced at the bag again, trying to decide whether to believe her. It was a simple enough explanation, but my suspicious side was on high alert these days.

“Sure,” I said finally. “No problem.”

Astrid smiled awkwardly and started past me.

As she walked off to join the team, I dropped onto my butt on the ground, pulling my bag into my lap. Quickly but carefully, I removed everything. My sweatshirt, my towel, my water bottle, my extra shin guards. I even opened the smaller nylon pouch where I kept my key, ChapStick, and hair bands. Everything was there except that one barrette. And there was nothing out of the ordinary. When the bag was empty, I turned it upside down and shook it, checking to see if anything would fall out.

Nothing. The bag was clean. I looked up and saw Astrid high-fiving Bernadette Baskin. Sure, Astrid had always been nice to me, a friend. But with everything that had been going on lately, I couldn’t be too careful. It looked like I was just going to have to get used to being suspicious all the time. At least until I figured out who was to blame.



ENTWINED



After the soccer game, we got down to business. If we were going to throw this fund-raiser, it was time to get serious. I called a meeting for eight o’clock in the parlor and by seven fifty-five, everyone was seated on the couches and settees. Noelle sat in one of the two wing-backed chairs. I took the other. She and I had already come up with an agenda for the meeting, so I dove right in.

“First things first,” I began. “We know, at the very least, that we want the event to include a dinner, so next weekend, Noelle and I will be going to New York to scout locations. London, Vienna, we’re hoping you’ll come with.”

“Really?” London squealed.

“Road trip!” Vienna added.

They lifted their hands and slapped them together, clasping them for a moment before releasing each other.

“Why do they get to go?” Missy lamented.

Like I’d take you with me instead. I’d rather endure Chinese water torture. I’d rather be forced to watch Josh and Ivy make out for ten minutes.

Okay. Maybe not.

“Because they have the most connections,” Noelle replied coolly.

“Oh, we so do,” Vienna replied, laying her manicured hand out flat. “We can get all kinds of free crap from people.”

“It’s what we do,” London confirmed. “No one can say no to us.”

They looked at each other and giggled, which made all of us wonder what, exactly, they did to make themselves irresistible. But I wasn’t about to ask.

“Okay, so now that that’s settled, we need to make sure this is the event of the season,” I said, popping the top off my pen. “It has to be original. It has to be fabulous. It’s last-minute, so it has to make people want to cancel whatever other plans they might have and make this their first priority.”

My friends were riveted by my speech, each sitting on the edge of her seat, fully alert. There was a palpable energy in the room. We were going to nail this. I could feel it.

“So, any ideas?” I asked, pen at the ready.

No one said a word.

“Anything. Really. We just have to get started and then the ideas will flow,” I urged them.

Skittish glances abounded. It was as if they were afraid to speak. God help us.

“I have an idea!” Lorna said finally, raising her hand. Once chunky and frizzy-haired, Lorna had lost a good deal of weight since last year, thanks to joining the Easton cross-country team, and had tamed her frizz into a sleek mane. Lately she was looking healthy—almost pretty. And it all resulted in her speaking up more.

“Shoot,” I told her.

“We could do an eighties theme,” she announced happily.

Everyone groaned. “Lorna, this isn’t a public school prom. It’s a fund-raiser. For adults,” Missy said with a sneer.

Lorna sank in on herself. I shot Missy an irritated glance. Maybe eighties was a horrendous idea, but why did Missy always have to be so callous to her so-called best friend?

“What ideas do you have, Missy?” I asked.

Put on the spot, Missy blanched. “Well, we could do a silent auction—”

“I’m so over those,” Portia said, rolling her eyes. “What fun is an auction when you can’t beat down your opposing bidder in front of everyone?”

“Besides, what would we auction?” Tiffany asked. “Ourselves?”

Strained laughter everywhere. I looked around. These were fifteen of the smartest, most accomplished, most well-traveled and well-partied girls in North America. Did they have no thoughts?

“Anyone?” I said.

“Vicars and tarts?” Astrid suggested meekly.

“Oooh! I like that!” London exclaimed.

“You would like anything with ‘tarts’ in the title,” Shelby joked as she checked her messages. I was pretty sure she was addicted to her iPhone at this point.

“What is vicars and tarts?” Sabine asked, wrinkling her nose.

“It’s a British thing,” Astrid replied. “The men dress up as holy men and the women go as streetwalkers. I know it sounds mad, but the geriatrics think it’s hilarious. We do them all the time back home, but it would be exotic here, I think.”

“Maybe.”

I didn’t like it. I mean, I could see how it could be fun on some level, but I wanted the party to be sophisticated, not like a Playboy Mansion thing. Still, I wrote it down. I had to write down something. Plus I didn’t want Astrid to think I was holding the fact that she’d borrowed a barrette from me against her. Which she might actually think, considering how bizarrely I had reacted at the time.

“Anyone else?”

“We could do a beach theme. Or exotic locales,” Sabine suggested, sitting up straight. “Bring summer into winter. We can bring in sand and palm trees and have everyone wear summer dresses and flowers in their hair and—”

“Should we get plastic leis as well?” Shelby joked.

Sabine blushed. “Well, people are always doing Christmas in July. Why can’t we do July in the winter?”

“No one’s going to go for it,” Noelle said, shaking her head. “What if it snows and everyone’s walking around in coconut bras and sandals? We could land everyone in the hospital with pneumonia and end up getting our asses sued. No way.”

Sabine shot me a look like, I tried, so I smiled gratefully back at her.

“At least someone’s attempting to think of something,” I said. Clearly Sabine had spoken up solely to save me from the awkward silence. “Come on, you guys. Anything?”

After another thirty minutes of quiet, broken occasionally by lame ideas, I finally closed out the brainstorming portion of the meeting. It was both exhausting and depressing.

“Let’s talk about some logistical stuff,” I suggested. “What else do we need to do?”

“We need a guest list,” Kiki announced, popping her gum.

“Right. Good. Everyone come up with at least twenty people to invite before we meet next,” I said, happy to be able to assign a task that could actually be accomplished. “What else?”

“We’ll need to get passes from Cromwell for next weekend,” Noelle reminded me.

“Right. He’s not going to like that,” I said.

“Please. Once we remind him there’s a cool five mil involved, he’ll have no problem writing them out,” Noelle replied.

“Good point,” I said. “Okay, until we figure out exactly what this event is going to be, I guess there’s not much else we can do. Everyone think about it and let me know if you have any huge epiphanies.”

The room filled with chatter as everyone stood and gathered their things. Why they couldn’t have been that talkative ten minutes ago, I had no idea. But one thing was certain—someone around here needed to have a flash of brilliance soon, or we were going to be in serious trouble. If Ivy had sat in on this meeting, she would have been happier than Vienna and London at a Calvin Klein sample sale.

Ivy. Right. Noelle was just tucking her iPhone away and getting up to go when my conversation with the witch crossed my thoughts. Noelle had been here longer than anyone—and always seemed to know what was going on with everyone around her. She had to have some kind of insight on Ivy.

“Noelle, I have a question,” I said, standing.

“And I have an answer,” she replied, pausing with her hand on the back of her chair.

Typical confidence. But then, she usually did have an answer.

“What is up with Ivy Slade and Billings?” I asked.

Noelle blinked. “What do you mean?”

I shoved my notebook in my bag and shouldered it, standing across the way from Noelle. “At the beginning of the year, Portia and Rose wanted to, quote, ‘re-extend’ Ivy’s invite to Billings, but Cheyenne shot the idea down. Was she supposed to be here last year?”

Noelle lifted one shoulder. “Depends on how you look at it. She was extended an invitation at the end of her sophomore year, but she opted to decline. End of story.”

Opted to decline? Who the hell declined Billings?

“But that doesn’t make sense,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Why does she hate us so much if she decided not to live here?”

Noelle shrugged again and came around the chair. “Sorry, Reed,” she said as she reached me. “I can’t say I’m intimately aware of the inner workings of Ivy Slade’s brain. Thank God.”

She started past me and something inside of me clicked. I knew that dismissive tone. There was something Noelle wasn’t telling me. Like I wasn’t worthy of knowing. I couldn’t let her keep me in the dark again. Not like last year. We were equals now. It was time to remind her of that. And there were things I knew too.

“Did you know that Ivy and Cheyenne were once best friends?” I asked, turning toward the door.

Noelle stopped in her tracks. I had startled her. Ah, sweet satisfaction.

“Who told you that?” she asked, swinging her thick hair back as she turned to face me.

I shrugged. “Just something I heard.”

“Well, you heard about ancient history,” she replied with a condescending smirk. “Whoever your informant is, she should update her dossier.”

“It’s not so ancient, from what I understand,” I replied, thinking of the photo of Ivy and Cheyenne on their first day at Easton. That was only three years ago. They had come here as best friends.

“Reed, as long as I knew those two they were like polka dots and plaid,” Noelle said, taking a step toward me. “They never got along. What is your sudden obsession with Ivy Slade anyway? She eats one meal with Hollis and suddenly you’re on the warpath?”

“No warpath,” I replied, ignoring the pang in my chest at the mention of Ivy with Josh. “Just natural curiosity.”

“Well, bag it,” Noelle said. “We have more important things to focus on. Like saving your rep as Billings president. Unless you want to go down in history as the person responsible for bringing this place down.”

Satisfied that she had put me in my place, Noelle turned and strode out of the room. But she hadn’t put me in my place. Not by a long shot. I was more convinced than ever that Ivy’s past and her current icy demeanor were somehow entwined with Billings and even more so with Cheyenne.

Standing there alone, I suddenly saw something move out of the corner of my eye. Something outside the window. Heart in my throat, I raced over and shoved the lace curtain aside. Someone was just ducking around the corner of Billings, and I could have sworn I saw a dark ponytail being tossed in the breeze. Determined to catch Ivy at her game—whatever that game was—I started toward the lobby, but then I realized I didn’t have my key on me. If I went out there, I’d have to shout up at the front windows to get someone to let me back in. So instead, I took a deep breath and told myself to chill. I didn’t have to chase her. I knew it was her. But what was she doing lurking around Billings after dark? Was she waiting for us all to go upstairs? And if so, why?

Whatever Noelle said, it was clear that Ivy had a major interest in Billings. And I was going to find out what it was.



DEFENSIVE



It’s difficult to research a paper on World War II when your ex-boyfriend may or may not be starting up a relationship with one of the people you loathe most. The only invasion of enemy territory I could think about was Josh potentially invading Ivy’s. Not a pleasant thought. After an hour and a half in front of my computer later that night, I had exactly three sentences, all of which sounded as if they could have been written by a third-grader. I kept endeavoring to focus, sit up straight, pay attention to my notes. Then five minutes later I would find myself staring out the window, thinking about the art cemetery nightmare—with Ivy playing the Cheyenne part this time—and flinch. Only then would I realize I had stopped working. Again.

I had just woken up from one such reverie when I heard Sabine let out a mournful sigh. Propped up against her pillows on her white bedspread, she lazily turned a page in her chemistry book. Then she blew out a loud breath. Clearly, something was on her mind. I closed my laptop and turned toward her in my chair. Not like I was getting anything done here anyway.

“Hey, Sabine?”

“Yeah?” she asked, eyes trained on her book.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“I guess.”

Not exactly a positive tone. She toyed with the silver ring on her left hand, turning it around and around with the pad of her thumb.

“What’s the matter?” I hooked my elbow around the back of my chair.

“Nothing.” Her gaze flicked in my direction. “You’ll just get angry if I tell you.”

She turned the page again, not fooling anyone. The girl was getting about as much work done as I was.

“Did I do something?” I asked, dreading the answer.

I knew I had been in my own, tortured little world the past couple of days, but I couldn’t afford to ostracize my friends. Especially not now. These girls were all I had left.

“It’s not you,” she replied, laying her book aside.

Relief. I got up and walked over to sit at the foot of her bed. “So what’s up? I swear I won’t get mad.”

Unless you’re after Josh too. Then, no guarantees.

Sabine shot me a hesitant look. Then she seemed to make up her mind. She pulled her knees up and hugged them to her, resting her chin on the left one.

“It’s Noelle,” she said, deep resignation in her voice.

Of course. Instantly, my shoulder muscles coiled. Truth? I was sick of Sabine complaining about Noelle. She had been doing it ever since the day Noelle had returned to Easton, and it was starting to grate on my nerves. Why couldn’t the two of them just get along? Or at the very least, let each other be.

“What about Noelle?” I asked, sounding defensive.

“See?” Her green eyes widened. “This is why I didn’t want to tell you! You’re just going to defend her.”

I took a deep breath and pulled myself all the way up onto her bed, sitting with my legs curled under so I could face my roommate. Patience, Reed. This girl is one of your best friends. Don’t bite her head off for having feelings.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just . . . you guys are my best friends. I wish you could just bury the hatchet or whatever. But if she did something, I want to know about it. So what happened?” Sabine dropped her knees down, plopped a green throw pillow onto her lap, and toyed with the chenille fringe along the edge. “I just don’t understand why it’s automatically assumed that she’ll be the one to go to New York with you. It’s like whatever you do, she just expects to be included.”

“Well, Noelle lives in New York. She knows the place like the back of her hand. And I’ve been there exactly three times,” I replied. “I need her there.”

“But London and Vienna are going, no?” Sabine asked. “They know the city well too.”

I shifted my legs into a more comfortable position. “Well, yeah . . .”

Sabine tossed the pillow aside and leaned forward. “It just felt like once again she was in charge,” she told me. “She’s so proprietary when it comes to everything Billings. It’s like she can’t accept the fact that you’re the president now.”

I sighed at the overplayed riff. Sabine had been telling me this for weeks. She hadn’t trusted Noelle from the moment they met, and she was overly protective of me and my presidency. I knew it must have been hard for Noelle to see someone else running things around here, but she hadn’t let it show. Not once. For some reason, however, Sabine couldn’t recognize that.

“It doesn’t matter if she accepts it or not. It’s fact,” I told her. “And when it comes down to it, she has way more experience planning these events than I do. I need her help if we’re going to save Billings.”

Sabine slumped and looked away, reaching for the pillow again. “It just . . . it would have been nice to be invited to New York,” she said morosely. “I’ve always wanted to see it.”

Instantly, a big cartoon lightbulb snapped on over my head. This wasn’t about the fact that Noelle was going on my Save Billings road trip. It was about the fact that Sabine wasn’t.

“You want to go?” I said, brightening. “Why didn’t you just say so?”

Sabine shrugged. “Well, you and Noelle acted like it was just for you and the Twin Cities, so . . .”

“Sabine, there is no law stating that only the four of us can go. You should totally come.”

“I should?” she asked, her mood doing a quick one-eighty.

“Definitely! You have an artistic eye. I’d love to have your opinion too,” I told her, pushing myself up off the bed. “Besides, every Billings Girl has to see New York. It’s, like, a cultural imperative.”

Sabine laughed and my heart felt a lot lighter. “Are you sure Noelle won’t mind?” she asked.

I paused and looked over my shoulder at her with a mischievous grin. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” I said. “It’s not up to her.”



PINK



Somehow, getting up the next morning was harder than it had been all week. It was like I suddenly realized that the nightmare of being without Josh was not going to end. That I was actually going to have to do this brave-face thing every day. The thought was exhausting.

But tonight was my study date with Jason. The first date of the rest of my life. I had to get up. Get psyched. Act like the girl who was super-fine with moving on. So I stripped off my covers and swung my legs out of bed, forcing myself to smile, even though Sabine was in the shower and there was no one there to see me. I could do this. I could be fun, confident Reed. I had to be.

Then I heard a loud spattering sound and glanced at the window behind my bed. It was gray outside and raindrops battered the pane. Wind whistled past, as if to hammer home the message that stepping outside today would be frigid, wet, and decidedly unfun. I groaned, shoved my feet into my slippers to protect myself from the alwaysfreezing wood floors, and trudged over to my closet. Forget the Single Reed power uniform. This was a jeans-and-sweatshirt day if I had ever seen one.

I yanked open the door and reached up to the left side of the first shelf for the cozy Penn State sweatshirt my brother had given me last Christmas. As my hand fell on the embroidered white letters, I froze. Hanging at the far end of my closet, perfectly spaced on unfamiliar wooden hangers, were three items of petal pink clothing. A cardigan. An oxford. A short-sleeved silk blouse. Three items of pink clothing. Not one of them mine.

Shaking, I withdrew my hand and took a step back, as if the clothes were going to jump off their hangers and attack. Pink? I owned nothing pink. But I knew those clothes. Would have known them anywhere. They were Cheyenne’s. Some of her favorites.

My hand shot forward and slid the closet door shut with a bang. My heartbeat pounded in my chest, making it nearly impossible to breathe. What were Cheyenne’s clothes doing in my closet? How the hell had they gotten there?

Okay, Reed, think. Take a deep breath and think. Maybe they’re not Cheyenne’s. Maybe they’re Sabine’s. She likes colorful clothing. Maybe she hung them up in your closet by mistake.

Feeling slightly comforted by this theory, I breathed in again and opened the closet door. I tentatively reached for the sweater and held it out at arm’s length. Little white roses embroidered around the collar. Tiny mother-of-pearl buttons. Instantly, I was assaulted by images of Cheyenne wearing this sweater. Laughing at some stupid joke of Gage’s in the dining hall, slipping it over her shoulders in the parlor when she got cold one Friday night last spring. It was Cheyenne’s, definitely Cheyenne’s.

There had to be a logical explanation for this. Maybe someone had taken these clothes from Cheyenne’s room before her parents had packed it up. Maybe they had sent them out to get laundered and somehow they had ended up in here. London and Vienna had a cleaning woman come every week to work on their room. Maybe she’d been confused and had left their cleaning in my closet.

But these things hadn’t been here yesterday. Had their cleaning woman, Rosaline, come yesterday? I doubted it. No, she usually came on weekends. And I was sure I hadn’t heard those heavy steps of hers plodding around the hallway.

Of course, there was another, more disturbing explanation for this. Whoever had planted the black marbles in my desk drawer had planted these clothes here as well. Someone was messing with me. But why? Why would anyone want to keep reminding me of Cheyenne? Did someone know about her final e-mail? Did someone blame me for Cheyenne’s death, like Cheyenne had?

Ivy. She had been skulking around Billings yesterday evening. She had claimed we had done something to her. Did she think I had driven Cheyenne to suicide? But if she was doing this to get back at me, how was she getting into Billings?

The bathroom door opened, startling me out of my skin. Sabine drew a hair pick through her long hair as she approached in her skimpy white waffle-weave robe, checking out the sweater that was clutched in my hands.

“I thought you didn’t take any of Cheyenne’s things after the funeral,” she said, raising her eyebrows.

“So this is Cheyenne’s,” I said, my temples throbbing.

“Yes.” She looked at me, confused. And why not? Shouldn’t I know if I had appropriated the sweater of our dead housemate? One would think. “Remember? She spilled coffee on the cuff the morning of initiation and went into that temper.” Sabine reached for the sleeve and turned it over, revealing the small, dark stain. “Why would you take a stained sweater of all things?”

“I don’t . . . I didn’t. . . .” Sabine’s brow creased as I fought for an answer to what was, to her, a simple question. “I didn’t realize it was stained.”

I shoved the sweater back into the closet and slammed the door closed before Sabine could spot the rest of the pink clothing.

“Too bad.” Sabine turned around and continued combing through her hair. “It was a nice sweater.”

“Yeah. Nice.”

I turned away from the closet. I’d wear something from my dresser instead. My fingers slipped from the knobs of the drawer as I tugged on it, slick with nervous sweat. I paused for a moment and forced myself to breathe. Sabine, meanwhile, hummed to herself as she got dressed in the far corner, oblivious to my panic.

I hadn’t taken those clothes, had I? Maybe I . . . maybe I had taken them and just didn’t remember. Those few days were still a blur. Everything that had gone on . . . the freaky e-mail, the funeral, the stuff with Josh . . . Maybe I had gone in there and taken some of her clothes from her room and had just blocked it out.

But this new theory did nothing to comfort me. Because if I was blocking things out, that wasn’t normal. It wasn’t good. If I had blocked out something that simple, what else was I not remembering? What else might I have done?

No. No. People didn’t just block stuff out for no reason. They didn’t just lose time unless they were on something—pills or way too much alcohol. It wasn’t me. It couldn’t have been me. Which left one other explanation. Someone was screwing with me. And as I yanked open my dresser drawer I resolved to figure out who it was. I was president of this house. No one messed with the president of Billings. No one messed with Reed Brennan.

Not anymore.



SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOR



One question kept repeating itself in my mind all day. If Ivy was responsible, how was she getting into Billings? The thought of Kiki’s lost key crossed my mind. Maybe Ivy had found it. Or even stolen it. If that was the case, could I get the administration to change the locks? But then I would have to tell them why. Would have to admit to potentially being stalked. And that would open up a whole can of worms I wasn’t ready to deal with. Like heightened security around Billings. Like people watching me as if I was a freak. Like, possibly, explaining about Cheyenne’s e-mail—explaining why Ivy or someone else might want to stalk me.

No, thank you. I would have to figure this one out on my own.

In the meantime, however, I had to keep up with my regularly scheduled life. And that included a study date with Jason Darlington. Fun, independent Reed was about to start her fun, independent life.

It was still raining and windy, as it had been all day long, when I started across the dark campus, keeping to the pathways closest to the buildings in an effort to duck the weather. I huddled under my black umbrella and kept my head down as I scurried along, already looking forward to being back in my room later, cuddled up under the covers. Halfway to the library, the wind carried a voice to my ear and I looked up. Headmaster Cromwell stood just inside the open doorway of Hull Hall, shaking hands with Detective Hauer. I nearly tripped over myself when I saw them.

Detective Hauer. Lead investigator of the Thomas Pearson murder case. The man who’d arrested Josh last year right in front of me. The man who had later arrested Ariana after she tried to kill me. What the hell was he doing back on campus?

My abrupt stop caught their attention. Predictably, the Crom fixed me with a grim glare. But Detective Hauer was less in character. Last year he had almost always been nice to me—treated me as if I were his kid sister—as if he were on my side. But when he saw me there, he didn’t smile or wave. Didn’t even nod. He simply stared at me as if disconcerted. As if he didn’t quite know what to make of me.

What was up with that?

Thrown, I quickly started walking again, and even jogged the last few steps to the library. Why had Hauer looked at me that way? And why did it make me feel so . . . guilty?

I didn’t have time to dwell on it. The moment I stepped into the cozy warmth of the library, my iPhone beeped. I had a text from Jason.

u on ur way? im in 2nd flr stax. got a good corner. come up.

Study-date time. I took a deep breath, shook my damp hair back, and started up the wide staircase at the back of the marble-floored lobby. The lighting in the upstairs stacks was dim at best, provided mostly by low-wattage, fogged-glass lamps in the ceilings. Way more conducive to sleep than studying. I could hear people whispering at the ends of the packed bookshelves, ensconced in the high-backed chairs or huddled over the small tables. I even caught a telltale snore near the antiquities section. When I finally reached the end of the aisle near the window, I looked right, then left, and spotted Jason. He had not only found us a private corner, he had found us the only corner in the Easton Library with a love seat rather than single chairs. He looked up and smiled, flashing those dimples. Damn. He really was cute.

Okay, date time. If Josh could have breakfast with Ivy, then I could do this. Fun, independent Reed could do this.

“Hey,” I whispered, hoping I didn’t look as unattractively waterlogged as I felt.

“Hey.”

He was taking up one half of the small couch. I shrugged out of my wet coat and slung it over a nearby chair, out of the way. As I perched on the other side of the couch, I placed my bag on the floor and pulled out a hair band to wrap my soaked locks back in a ponytail. Once that was done I felt much more human. Much more dateworthy.

Dateworthy. I was on a date with someone who wasn’t Josh. How was this possible?

“Can you believe this weather?” Jason asked. “Kinda makes you want to hunker down in here all night and wait it out.”

I smiled. Way to work in the phrase “all night” before I’d even settled in. Boy was jumping right in.

“Seriously,” I replied. I dug into my bag and pulled out all the novels we had read so far this year, as well as my massive notebook, all of which I dropped on the low table. “You sure you want to study here? There’s not much light.”

Unless you want to make out. Which is so not happening. Not even with Fun Reed. Even she isn’t ready for that.

“It’s fine,” Jason said. “I’ve been here awhile. Your eyes will adjust.”

His arm was draped along the back of the couch, so that when I sat down, I could feel the soft fuzziness of his sweater sleeve against my neck.

“So, what do you want to do?” I asked, restacking my books nervously. “Do you want to tackle the novels in order, or—”

“Yeah. That seems like a good plan,” he replied, picking up his own, worn copy of The Death of the Heart.

Okay, so maybe he was here to study. We settled in and started to go over our notes, flipping through our marked-up, dog-eared books to remind ourselves of specific references. Jason turned out to be smart for a child star—a very perceptive reader—and before long I found myself enjoying our heated discussions.

“Wait, so you actually liked this book?” I asked, holding up my copy of Sister Carrie between my thumb and forefinger like it was a bag of smelly garbage.

“Okay, I admit it was somewhat over the top,” Jason said, flashing those dimples of his as he drew his knee up on the couch to better face me. “But Dreiser had his reasons for—”

“Somewhat? Somewhat? Are you kidding me?” I demanded, my voice going shrill as I laughed. “There were points when I actually wanted to track down Dreiser’s grave, dig his ass up, and beat on his bones just for torturing me.”

“Um, don’t you think it would be easier to take out your wrath on Winslow?” Jason suggested, his eyes sparkling. “He did assign the book.”

“Point taken,” I replied with a smile. “But he is giving me an A so far this term, so—”

“All right, then. Dreiser’s bones it is,” Jason joked.

“Thank you,” I said, dropping the book on the table.

“You’re welcome.” He righted himself on the couch so that we were both facing forward again. We were both still smiling, and there was this warm camaraderie between us. A nice, friendly warmth.

“This is fun,” I said.

“You sound surprised,” Jason replied.

“Do I?” I said, embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

Out of nowhere his hand fell on my shoulder. He was much closer than he’d been ten seconds ago.

“The library’s gonna close in half an hour,” he said, looking into my eyes.

“So?” I said stupidly.

“Sooooo . . .”

He leaned in and kissed me. I was so taken aback that I didn’t even have time to stop him or pull away, and suddenly I was leaning backward, with him bearing down on me, the arm of the couch pressed into the center of my back.

Okay. Cute boy kissing you. Nice, cute boy kissing you. Don’t freak out. Just . . . kiss him back. That’s what Fun Reed would do.

So I tried. I tried to kiss him back. But then his unfamiliar tongue shot into my mouth and I thought of Josh. How very not-Josh this guy was. Suddenly I wanted to hurl.

“Jason, stop,” I said, pushing him gently away and sitting up. Maybe there was still a way to salvage this. Get out of this gracefully and retain Jason as a friend. It wasn’t his fault I was on the rebound, after all. He was just doing what half the other guys at this school seemed to want to do—land the Billings president. “I can’t do this right now,” I said.

“Sorry. Sorry,” he said awkwardly, tugging at his pants legs as if to de-wrinkle them. “I’m such an idiot.”

“No. It’s okay. It’s just—”

“You’re not over Hollis yet. I get it.” He was all red as he flashed me a self-deprecating smile. “I just figured that since he was already hooking up with Ivy Slade, you might be ready to, you know—”

My heart plummeted. “What?”

“What what?” Jason asked, surprised by my outburst.

“Who told you they hooked up? Did he tell you that?” I asked.

“No! I—”

“Then who told you?” I demanded.

“No one. Someone,” Jason babbled. “I don’t know! Everyone’s talking about it.”

Everyone’s talking about it. Everyone but the people around me. If there was something going on, the Billings Girls knew about it. What were they trying to do, protect me?

“I have to go to the bathroom,” I said, feeling more nauseated than ever. I had to get out of there. I had to think.

“Wait! Reed, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I mumbled. “I’ll be back.”

Then I turned and fled. Ivy and Josh, Ivy and Josh, Ivy and Josh. Suddenly the images my mind had conjured the night before took on a new and realistic clarity. His hands in her thick black hair, her short-but-toned legs wrapped around him. I had to cover my mouth to keep from throwing up as I raced down the staircase toward the bathrooms on the first floor.

Please don’t let me boot in the middle of the library. That’s the last thing I need.

At the bottom of the staircase I was about to turn toward the bathrooms when I saw him. Josh himself. He had just walked in through the front door and now stood, his curls glistening with rain, directly across from me. The length of the lobby separated us, the low glass cases displaying Easton artifacts acting as a barrier. But we might as well have been face-to-face. For a long second neither of us moved. Time stopped.

How could you? How could you hook up with someone just days after we broke up? Did I mean nothing to you?

You hooked up with Dash before we broke up, Josh’s voice replied in my mind. And don’t even try the “I thought you dumped me” line. Even if I had, what you did was still horrible.

Silent conversation over, Josh turned and walked toward the circulation desk, which was hidden from my view by the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. I forced myself to make a left and walk to the bathroom alcove, but before I went inside, I glanced down an aisle between the stacks. Glanced at the tall oak desk. Josh stood there with Ivy, her head tipped sideways against his arm in a comfortable way, as if they had been dating for years.

That was it. That was all I needed to see. From here on in, Josh Hollis was nothing to me. I would date every drop-dead-gorgeous guy at this school if that was what it took to get over him, and he would just have to watch it happen.

From now on, Reed Brennan was on a mission. Forget the bathroom. I turned on my heel and walked determinedly back upstairs to Jason. Back to my date. Back to my new life.



PRESIDENTIAL



“You do realize we’re not going to New York until next weekend,” I said to Sabine on Friday night. Her bed was covered with clothing, sorted by skirts, tops, pants, sweaters, and miscellaneous accessories, and she was systematically removing everything from her closet to add to the piles.

“I know. I just want to make sure there’s nothing else I need,” Sabine replied, studying a long-sleeved azure dress. “If Maman is to send something from home, I have to tell her tomorrow or it won’t get here in time.”

Sabine wanted to look stylish for our trip to the city. Which I understood. It was the cool capital of the world. But I had enough trouble looking of-the-moment at Easton. Trying to do the same in New York would probably make my head explode.

She took the last few things out of her closet and closed the door with a bang, which forced the door of my closet to pull back an inch. My heart caught in my throat. I hadn’t been in my closet since yesterday morning, which meant that today I had worn the same jeans and shoes as I had yesterday. So far, my fashionista friends either had not noticed or had refrained from saying anything, but that wouldn’t last long. Tomorrow I’d have to venture into my wardrobe again, but for now, I got up and closed the door without so much as a peek inside.

I didn’t want to think about those clothes. Didn’t want to think about what they meant. Avoidance was key to sanity.

“Everybody decent?” Noelle asked, striding right into our room without waiting for the answer.

She dropped down on the edge of my bed, leaning back on her hands and kicking her legs out, crossing them at the ankle. She was wearing camel-colored suede ankle boots with little silver buckles across the backs. Here was a girl who hadn’t worn the same shoes twice since she’d arrived on campus a month ago.

“So, the good news is, Dash is going to be in the city next week too,” Noelle announced.

My heart leapt through my back into my bra strap, then slingshot its way through my body into my ribs. Dash was going to be there. Dash still existed. I’d been starting to wonder, considering he had yet to respond to my e-mail. I guess talking to his current girlfriend was more important than explaining himself to the girl he’d totally led on. For some reason, the thought of Noelle and Dash whispering sweet nothings to each other over the phone as if he and I had never happened made my fists clench.

It wasn’t that I wanted Dash. Not anymore. Especially not now that he had sat on my message for so long and hadn’t bothered to call or write back. I had been enthralled by him, sure. I could admit that to myself. But that was all. And all before I realized exactly how much Josh meant to me. As for the pinch of anger, it was just that once again Noelle had won. She always, always won.

“The bad news is he wants me to have dinner with Charles and Fiona,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I would never force him to have a meal with Wallace and Claire. Mostly because my mother would probably come on to him after three glasses of pinot, but still. Ugh. Now I’m going to have to be all . . . polite.”

“I’m confused. Who are Charles and Fiona?” Sabine asked, neatly folding a cream-colored sweater.

“Dash’s parents,” Noelle said in a snotty tone, as if Sabine should have known that from birth. “The McCaffertys?” She watched Sabine with narrowed eyes as Sabine picked up another sweater and refolded it neatly. “What’s up, Frenchie? Are you dropping out? Hopping a Cessna back to island paradise?”

Sabine blushed at Noelle’s obviously hopeful tone.

“No. She’s deciding what to bring to New York next weekend,” I told Noelle, crossing over to my desk. I picked up my phone to check for messages, but there was nothing. Not from Josh. Not from Dash. “Sabine is coming with us.”

Noelle laughed as she pushed herself up from the bed, lifting her heavy hair over her shoulder. “Uh, no.”

Sabine shot me an alarmed glance.

“Uh, yeah,” I replied, matching Noelle’s tone.

Noelle looked at me, incredulous. “Reed, it’s going to be hard enough to get Cromwell to give us four passes. There’s just no way.”

My blood started to boil in my veins. Why did Noelle always have to be so bossy? Couldn’t she let me make one decision without trying to override it?

“If we can get him to give us four, we can get him to give us five,” I said coolly but firmly. “I invited Sabine, and she’s coming.”

My tongue wanted to add an “Is that okay with you?” out of habit, but I didn’t let it. Instead I bit down on it until I tasted blood. Noelle glared at me, as if waiting for me to crack, but I didn’t. I simply stared back.

“Fine, Madame President,” she said finally. Then she turned to Sabine. “Just don’t get your hopes up. I wouldn’t want you to be crushed when the Crom says no,” she said in an overly sweet tone. Then she shot me a smile before turning and striding out.

“Do you really think he’ll say no?” Sabine asked me, her voice hushed. She had a light blue T-shirt clutched in her hands like it was a lifeline.

“No. I’ll take care of it,” I said, my voice solid even though my body was quaking from the effort of standing up to Noelle. I could talk a big game, but it wasn’t easy. Noelle was still the girl who had intimidated me all last fall and kept me guessing as to where I stood every single day. I had a feeling contradicting her would never be easy.

My iPhone sang out and my heart leapt. It always leapt at the sound of the phone these days, as if it was expecting Josh. Each ring was a chance that he was calling to make up. But when I grabbed the phone, it wasn’t Josh’s photo smiling out at me, it was Hunter Braden’s. How had that even gotten in there? I could only imagine that Vienna or Portia or someone had swiped my phone and captured the pic when I wasn’t looking. I took a deep breath and picked up.

“Hello?”

“Reed Brennan.”

The way he said my name made my already weakened knees useless. I sat down on my desk chair. How did he have this kind of power over girls? Was that kind of talent learned or bred? I wasn’t even sure if I liked the guy in a casual sense, but that voice. Incredible.

“Hi, Hunter.”

“You. Me. Dinner tomorrow night. I’ll come by Billings at seven.”

There was something about his bold self-confidence that left a sour taste in my mouth, but I figured he couldn’t keep that up all the time. Somewhere under all that product and naturally won tan there had to be a real person. Plus, Vienna and the others were right: Hunter was the perfect candidate for the Billings president’s boyfriend. A smooth, sophisticated, popular, rich, Dash McCafferty type. Only better. Because he wasn’t currently dating one of my best friends.

In the end, I’d had a great time with Jason—after we’d gotten over the awkward-kiss thing and decided to just be friends. Why not give Hunter a shot as well? He was the perfect guy to help me show the world exactly how over Josh I was. I could move on, too. I could move on with the best of them.

“I’m in,” I told him.

“Of course you are,” he replied. “See you then.”

I turned the phone off but called up his picture again and considered it. A date with Hunter Braden. I was feeling more presidential by the second.



HOLIDAY



When I told Vienna that I had agreed to a date with Hunter Braden, she let out an ear-piercing shriek that definitely broke a few pairs of glasses all over campus. She spread the news quickly, and suddenly it was as if a housewide holiday had been declared. Plans were dropped. Club meetings skipped. Facials eschewed. By one o’clock on Saturday afternoon, every Billings Girl had descended upon my room, offering up color palette suggestions, wardrobe items, and some seriously dubious etiquette pointers.

“If you happen to get something caught in your throat, do not choke at the table,” Shelby told me as she laid out her collection of cocktail dresses on Sabine’s bed. “There is nothing less attractive than bug eyes and bread crumbs flying everywhere with your spittle.”

I stopped blowing on my freshly manicured nails, which Constance and Kiki had just clipped, buffed, and polished. She had to be kidding.

“She’s right. Choking will totally turn a Hunter Braden off,” Portia added, organizing several eye shadow palettes on my desk for Noelle to inspect. “It is T.V.”

I glanced at Rose for clarification. She was always translating for Portia. “Totally verboten,” Rose explained as she sifted through her own jewelry collection for something to lend me.

“You guys are too funny.” I laughed, shaking my head as I got up from Sabine’s desk chair. Everyone looked at me like I was crazy.

“This is serious, Reed,” Vienna said, placing both hands on my shoulders as Kiki and Tiffany tested perfumes on each other. “If it happens, get up and walk over to the bathroom and get one of the waiters to Heimlich you in private. You’ll thank us later.”

“Right. Unless I’m dead,” I replied.

That comment killed the chatter for a moment and I froze. But it only lasted a moment. When the Billings Girls were in a makeover zone, almost nothing could stop them.

“Okay. What are we thinking for our color scheme?” Astrid asked, holding a black silk dress under my chin, then a shimmery blue sheath.

“Watch her nails!” Lorna gasped

She and Missy—yes, even Missy was there—jumped up and held my arms out at my sides like a T so that Astrid could continue testing clothes under my face without messing up my manicure. I was starting to feel like a rag doll.

“I still say red,” Tiffany put in, stepping up to study me over Astrid’s shoulder. “Red is her color.”

“I think pink,” Shelby said, sitting on the foot of my bed. “Why don’t you ever wear pink, Reed. Don’t you own anything pink?”

My heart stopped beating. I looked at Shelby. Did she know something? Had she done something? Was that a teasing smirk in her eyes? Or was I just completely and utterly paranoid?

“Actually, she does have pink!” Sabine announced, bounding over to my closet. “What about that—”

“No!”

My mouth was open, but I hadn’t said anything. It was Noelle who had spoken and commanded the attention of the room. Sabine stopped in her tracks.

“Pink? Did you all let your Vogue subscriptions lapse? Pink is so last season and so not Reed,” Noelle said, dropping the eyelash curler she was toying with and walking over to stand next to me. “You girls can let her go now,” she told Missy and Lorna. Which they promptly did. “Look at her, ladies,” Noelle said. “She is no spring.”

“She’s right. You’re a total autumn,” London said seriously. Then her eyes lit up. “I know! Wear your Nicole Miller!”

“You have a Nicole Miller?” Noelle said, eyeing me with surprise.

“Yes!” I went over to my closet and whipped the dress out, tags and all, before anyone could see that the pink clothing hanging inside had once belonged to Cheyenne. I held it up for all to see.

“Not bad,” Noelle said, fingering the slippery fabric.

“I bought it for her,” Portia offered, happily raising her hand. She had bought it for me on the day I had been elected president of Billings. Back when I had been planning a Halloween ball in honor of Cheyenne. Before Noelle’s return and the Legacy debacle and the ten million other things that had changed in the meantime.

“Ladies, I think we have the dress!” Noelle announced. “Now, who has shoes? Because I really don’t think Chuck T.’s are going to work.”

Everyone giggled and dove into their shoe boxes. Suddenly pairs of peep-toes and pumps and stilettos and kitten heels were whipped at me from every direction. Noelle shook her head at some, wrinkled her nose at others, and finally settled on a pair of Tiffany’s Jimmy Choos. Black with delicate straps. In about two seconds I was zipped up, strapped in, and whisked off to makeup with Astrid and the Twin Cities. Just before the bathroom door shut, I glanced back at Shelby to see if she was still watching me. See if she was gauging my reaction to her pink comment. But she had simply kicked back on my bed to check her messages, eyes glued to her phone as always.

It was just a coincidence. Had to be. Shelby Wordsworth had no reason to hate me. To torture me. Right?



ATTACK



“I can’t believe this restaurant doesn’t have a valet,” Hunter said as he parallel parked his gorgeous Bentley on a side street in the town of Easton. A couple inches of snow had fallen earlier that day, which made it harder to see the lines, and I felt for him. Parallel parking was so stressful. Doing it on a first date couldn’t be easy. “But it shouldn’t be too far to walk.”

“Believe me, I don’t mind,” I told him.

Where I came from a fancy dinner out meant not wearing jeans to the Steak & Ale. Yet here I was, decked out in thousands of dollars’ worth of couture, with a guy wearing a cashmere coat and leather gloves, looking like a movie star behind the wheel. Walking a couple blocks to the restaurant was not going to kill me.

“No, no. I’ll get that,” Hunter said, stopping me as I reached for the car door.

I giggled to myself as he got out, strolled around the front of the car, and opened my door for me. Noelle said it all the time and I was starting to agree with her—there was no substitute for good breeding. He offered his hand, which I took—as awkward as it felt—and helped me out of the car.

“This is my favorite restaurant in town. It’s not easy to get a reservation here, but they always save a table for me,” Hunter said as he used his remote to lock his car.

“Must be nice,” I said as we turned up the sidewalk.

“It is,” he replied with a smile.

We walked carefully, avoiding patches of ice on the freshly shoveled walkway. I felt like I should be making conversation, but I was at a loss for the moment. The silence was just starting to feel awkward when we came around the corner onto Main Street and half a dozen flashbulbs flashed across the street.

“Oh, you have to be kidding me,” Hunter groused.

He ducked into the doorway of a children’s clothing boutique, which had already closed down for the night, and pressed his back to the brick wall.

“What? What’s going on?” I asked, looking up.

“Get in here!” he hissed.

I did as I was told, hopping up the one step and huddling next to him. “What is it?” I asked.

“Paparazzi,” Hunter said through his teeth. “Crap. Someone must have tipped them off that I was going out tonight. You date one socialite . . .”

“Seriously? You’re actually being stalked by the paparazzi?” I asked.

“Must be a slow news week for them to come all the way up to Connecticut,” Hunter said, then cursed under his breath. “My dad warned me about this. He said they were going to want to get pictures of whoever I dated after the heiress.”

“Which would be me,” I said, trying to make this sink in.

“Which would be you,” Hunter agreed. “Are they coming over here?”

Okay. This was surreal. I was being stalked by the paparazzi on a date. If the shallow chicks back home could see me now. Well, maybe they would when they opened next week’s Us Weekly. Weird.

“Reed! Are they coming over here?” Hunter sounded desperate.

I peeked around the corner. The four photogs were still hanging out across the street, probably waiting for our next move. “They look like they’re staying put.”

“Yeah, until I come out. I’m going to kill whoever did this,” Hunter said.

“Well, why don’t we get rid of them?” I asked.

Hunter scoffed. “No offense, Reed, but how? You have no idea what kind of people you’re dealing with.”

I glanced down at the pile of snow that had been shoveled up against the wall of the shop. The idea was so basic, but so deliciously evil at the same time. “Maybe not. But I do know that no one likes a face full of icy snowball. Also, water is really bad for cameras.”

Hunter followed my gaze and smiled wickedly. “I like the way you think.”

I crouched to the ground in the black designer coat I had borrowed from Shelby, and Hunter followed my lead. Together we dragged as much snow into our little alcove as possible, remaining hidden from the photographers, thanks to the cars and SUVs parked all up and down the street. Quickly, silently, we cobbled together as many snowballs as we could. When we’d used up all the snow, I gathered a few balls in my arms and stood, pressing back against the wall again.

“What’s the plan?” Hunter asked, his eyes full of mischief.

“We fire at will until there’s no ammo left, then make a break for the restaurant. Hopefully they’ll be too disoriented to follow,” I whispered.

“I like it,” Hunter said.

I felt a flutter of pride in my chest. Hunter Braden liked my idea.

“On the count of three,” I directed. “One, two, three. Fire!”

Together the two of us jumped out of our hiding space and launched our snowballs. My first hit one of the cameras right in the lens, splattering all over its owner’s face. Hunter didn’t quite have my arm, but he managed to bean a couple of guys in the shoulder before we reloaded. There were a few desperate camera flashes while we grabbed more snowballs, but when we came up again, we managed to smack two more guys directly in their faces. The cursing and sputtering across the way was utterly ridiculous, and Hunter and I laughed the entire time.

“I’m out! Let’s go!” Hunter shouted, grabbing my hand.

We raced up the sidewalk, me teetering in my high heels, Hunter leading the way through klatches of moviegoers and couples walking off their dinners. Before long he was opening the door of the restaurant for me, and with a glance over my shoulder I saw that none of the photographers had followed. Our assault had done the trick.

“That was intense,” Hunter said, catching his breath just inside the door. He looked gorgeous, all ruffled and ruddy-cheeked from the cold. So gorgeous I almost felt unworthy in his presence.

“That may have been the most fun I’ve had all week,” I replied with a grin.

Hunter shrugged out of his coat and looked me up and down with a new admiration in his eyes. “And we’re just getting started.”

Okay. This was going to be the best date ever.



NOT MY NIGHT



Or not. After five minutes alone at the table with Hunter Braden, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how anyone had ever lasted more than five minutes alone at a table with Hunter Braden. Every other sentence out of his mouth started with the word I. He couldn’t go for more than ten seconds without talking about himself, so if I was in the middle of a sentence, and more than ten seconds had gone by, he would interrupt me mid-syllable to tell me something super fascinating and totally out of context about him, like how he’d gone deep-sea diving last summer or how he’d beaten the world chess champion when he was fifteen.

But of course, no one knew about that, because Hunter didn’t want to ruin the guy’s life. Plus, he wasn’t one to brag.

Yeah, right.

At least he was nice to look at. In a perfectly cut dark blue suit and striped tie, he looked completely at ease and comfortable, like he’d been born in formal wear. I was feeling quite sophisticated and sexy as well, in all my couture. Not that Hunter had said a word about it or even appeared to notice. He did, however, check himself out in every reflective surface available, including the weathered silver platter that hung on the wall next to our table. No surprise, he always appeared pleased by his own reflection.

I had thought he was so cool when he’d gone for the snow war idea. But clearly that had just been a means to an end to him. I had helped him stay out of the tabloids for another day. And come to think of it, he hadn’t even thanked me for it.

The restaurant was a tiny French bistro with only six tables and twice as many waiters. I tried to orchestrate a short evening by skipping the appetizers and going straight for the entrée, but Hunter—shockingly—didn’t take my cue. He ordered a salad and an appetizer, then sat there and ate it in front of me while my stomach growled audibly and I sipped my ice water.

I was going to have to kill Vienna later. Or, possibly, eat her.

“So I’m definitely getting into Columbia early admission and my father has already put the down payment on the apartment I picked out,” Hunter said as he nibbled on his foie gras. “We start renovations over Christmas break, so it should be exactly the way I want it by fall.”

“Columbia. That’s great,” I said, taking a stab at enthusiasm. “How’s the campus? I’ve always wanted to check it out.”

“Who cares? It’s the only Ivy in New York,” Hunter replied with a shrug. He looked up and snapped his fingers, signaling a waiter to refill his wineglass. “There’s no point in even looking at the others. I have to be in New York.”

Oookay. “Speaking of New York, I’m going down there next weekend,” I said, attempting to turn the conversation toward myself for a moment. “We’re going to hold the fund-raiser there.”

“What fund-raiser?” he asked, taking a sip of his wine.

“The Billings fund-raiser,” I said, surprised. The whole Billings scandal had been all anyone could talk about for the past week. “You know . . . how Headmaster Cromwell challenged us to raise five million dollars to save the—”

“Five million dollars,” Hunter scoffed. “My apartment will be worth more than that once I’m done with the overhaul.”

My jaw clenched and I found myself clutching my tiny purse under the table. God, I missed Josh. Even though he hated Billings, he would have at least listened to me. If we were still together, he’d be supporting me right now, helping me with ideas, at least letting me finish a damn sentence. What I wouldn’t give to go back in time and give pre-Legacy Reed a good slap across the face. If only I could tell her to take Josh up on his offer in the woods and just stay home that night. If only I could tell her not to go up to the roof at the Legacy. If only I could impress upon her what a nightmare that whole party would be. . . .

No. I was not going to think about that. I was supposed to be on a mission here. Creating a new Reed. Unfortunately, I was starting to think that the new Reed was too good for the current Hunter.

“I’m definitely going to create my own major,” Hunter was saying. “Something not boring. Like water-sports marketing. I could definitely be a pioneer there. I know I—”

That was it. I couldn’t take it anymore. If I heard the word I one more time, I was going to break something.

“You really like talking about yourself, don’t you?” I said.

Hunter paused, looking at me across the table with interest for the first time all evening. For a moment I thought he was going to backtrack, to apologize, to ask me something about me. But then, he smirked, wiped his mouth with his linen napkin, and leaned his wrists on the table.

“If you were me, wouldn’t you?”

That was when I got up and walked out. I snagged my coat from the coat-check girl, told her to get her tip from the jackass with the permanent smirk, and headed into the cold night.

As soon as I was outside on the quaint Easton sidewalk, I tipped my head back and let out a groan, watching the cloud of steam from my breath disappear against the stars. I glanced around for lurking photographers, thinking I might tell them exactly where Hunter was and that I had just ditched him, but they were nowhere to be found. Oh, well. One thing was clear, however—it was time to take the search for the next boyfriend of the Billings president in a new direction. This particular president was not a Hunter Braden type of girl. I shoved my hands in my pockets and started walking through town toward school. It was a long trek, but that was fine by me. It was a clear, cool night and I wanted to delay my return to my room anyway. With nothing better to do, I knew I’d start obsessing about the black marbles and the pink clothing and who might have thought it would be fun to freak me out. All things I didn’t want to consider.

It occurred to me somewhere in the middle of block two that Hunter might come looking for me in his Bentley, but I doubted it. He probably had yet to notice I was gone. And if he had, I was sure he didn’t care.

At the edge of town I spotted the old-fashioned light posts with their big, round lamps that marked off the front of the Easton police station. Not my favorite place in the world. I approached it, my heart starting to beat erratically as I remembered the last time I had been there, the awful things that had occurred. I ducked my head and speed-walked past, feeling conspicuous. I wondered if Detective Hauer was inside. Wondered what that look had been about on Thursday night. My heartbeat didn’t return to normal until I was well past the bright lights of the building and had turned onto the relatively dark Hamilton Parkway, which would take me back to the Easton Academy gate.

I kept a good distance into the shoulder, knowing I was barely visible to motorists in my black coat. Cars whizzed by, tossing my hair into my face with their back drafts. The speed limit on Hamilton was forty-five, but people routinely broke it. I was just starting to wonder if this walk was the worst idea ever when a slow-moving car approached me from behind. I turned around, expecting to see Hunter and his newly discovered conscience, but instead of the Bentley, I found myself staring into the headlights of a modest, late-model Ford. The car pulled up alongside me and Detective Hauer leaned away from the steering wheel toward the passenger-side window.

You have to be kidding me.

“Need a ride?” he asked.

“No. Thanks. I’m fine.”

I started walking again, shakily. He inched forward.

“I think you need a ride,” he said.

“No, really. I’m—”

“Reed, there’s something I need to talk to you about.” He reached over and popped the door open so that it almost hit me in the legs. “Get in the car.”



A CHAT



I sat stiffly in the cold, hard chair, my bag placed on the cracked wooden table in front of me. My coat was still on. It felt colder in the interrogation room than it was outside. And besides, I wasn’t planning on being here long. No need to get comfortable.

Detective Hauer walked in through the door behind me, but didn’t shut it. He took a seat opposite me, placed a thick brown folder on the table, and folded his beefy hands on top of it. As unkempt as ever, he wore a green sweater with some kind of food stain near the hem, and one point of his white shirt collar stuck out while the other was still tucked in. His brown eyes looked heavier than I remembered. Behind me, the station was fairly quiet, aside from the occasional ringing phone. Nothing like the last time I was here, with the police force bustling around, trying to handle Thomas’s murder and failing miserably, routinely arresting the wrong people. Including Josh.

“Don’t you need my parents here or, like, someone from school if you’re going to interrogate me?” I asked, wanting to show him how very un-intimidated I was, even though I was shaking in my borrowed-from-Tiffany Jimmy Choos. “I am a minor, you know.”

His bushy eyebrows shot up. “I’m not going to interrogate you. I’m just on a fact-finding mission. I want to chat.”

“About what?” I spat.

“Cheyenne Martin.”

If I was shaking before, I was trembling now. What could he possibly want to ask me about Cheyenne after all this time? She had been dead for more than a month.

“I understand that you and Cheyenne had quite the contentious relationship,” he began.

My heart was in my throat. “So?”

He blew out a sigh and leaned back in his chair, adjusting his semi-twisted sweater over his belly before lacing his fingers together over its widest point.

“Reed, I’m going to be straight with you here,” he said. “Cheyenne’s parents have had some time to go through her things, and they’ve asked us to look into the possibility that Cheyenne’s death was not a suicide.”

All the oxygen was sucked right out of the room with those few words. Was not a suicide. Was, therefore, a murder. I knew they had checked into this in the very beginning, but I thought they had come up with nothing. They had cremated Cheyenne’s body, for God’s sake—the most important piece of evidence according to any of the ten billion police procedural dramas on TV. How could they even begin to investigate something like this now?

“So you think Cheyenne was murdered,” I heard myself say.

“Personally? No,” he replied, sitting forward. “But I believe we owe it to the family to check out every lead.”

Okay. Okay. So he didn’t think it was a murder. Only her parents did. That was better, right? If the detective was unconvinced?

Hauer flipped open his folder and slid a piece of paper toward him. “That said, I wanted to talk to you in particular because we’ve just finished going through Cheyenne’s computer files.”

Oh, shit. Oh, crap; oh, crap; oh, crap. The room was no longer cold. Quite the opposite, actually. Was that the devil breathing down my neck?

“And we found something interesting in her e-mail outbox,” he said, looking over the top of the page. “Any idea what that might be?”

He had the e-mail. He knew. He knew that Cheyenne had blamed me for her death. My worst nightmare was coming true, right here and right now. Under the table, my hands gripped the wool of Shelby’s coat and my feet slipped out of Tiffany’s shoes, too wet to hold them on any longer.

“Do I need a lawyer?” I asked,

Up went the eyebrows again. “Do you feel you need one?”

“I didn’t do anything, if that’s what you mean,” I replied quickly.

“Okay then.” He placed the page on the table, turned it to face me, and slid it across with his fingertips. “Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?”

It was a printout of the e-mail. Her address, my address, the time sent, the subject line empty. Then the lines that had become so excruciatingly familiar over the past few weeks.

Ignore the note. You did this to me. You ruined my life.

My empty stomach clenched at the sight of them and a dry heave rose up in my throat. But I swallowed it back. As terrified as I felt—what did Hauer think this meant?—I also felt a slight sense of relief. Someone else had read the e-mail. It was real. It was right in front of us. Both of us. Part of me had started to wonder if I had imagined all the Cheyenne-related oddity that had been swirling around me lately. But not this. This was real. I wasn’t going insane.

I took a deep breath and released Shelby’s coat from my sweaty palms. “You already know Cheyenne and I were fighting.” I knew this because my friends had told me the cops had been asking about us when I’d returned from a weekend in New York with Josh. They had told me that the cops knew about Cheyenne’s and my screaming argument over Josh. “I got this the day after she died.”

“Why didn’t you report it?” Detective Hauer asked, sitting up straight again.

“I didn’t think it was important,” I replied automatically.

He gave me an incredulous look. “A girl blames you for her death and you don’t think it’s important?”

“No! Not like that,” I blurted, suddenly frustrated. “Obviously I think it’s important. It’s practically all I think about, that she might have killed herself over something she thought I’d done to her. I mean, I don’t know if she blamed me because she wanted my boyfriend and she couldn’t have him, or if she blamed me because she thinks I somehow got her expelled or what, and I’m never going to know. And believe me, that is important to me. But is it really important to you? I mean, doesn’t this e-mail sort of prove that she killed herself?” I asked, holding it up. “This was just her last-ditch effort to get to me.”

“Actually, I do think this is our best piece of evidence for suicide,” Hauer said. “I just wanted to hear what you had to say about it.”

I took a deep breath. It felt good to have this out there. To have someone listen. Even if it was Detective Hauer.

“I wasn’t Cheyenne’s biggest fan and she wasn’t mine,” I said, placing the page down again, feeling a bit more in control. “But I’m sorry she’s dead, and I had nothing to do with it.”

The detective picked up the e-mail printout and placed it atop the other pages in his folder. “All right then,” he said. “There’s just one other question I have to ask. Do you know if Cheyenne had any other enemies at school? Anyone else who could help shed some light on what might have been going on in Ms. Martin’s mind?” Instantly, a name popped up in my mind. A knowing smirk. Cold blue eyes. The eyes of someone who had known Cheyenne but had grown to hate her.

“What is it?” Detective Hauer asked, clearly noting the change in me—the realization in my eyes.

“Ivy Slade,” I said, a bit too loudly. “You definitely want to talk to her.”



OFF



I speed-walked back to Billings after Hauer dropped me off on the circle, hoping that no freshmen or sophomores with big mouths saw me getting out of the detective’s car from their windows in Bradwell. If they did, the news would certainly be all over campus in the morning—Billings president leaves campus with Hunter Braden, returns with police—and that could not happen. No one was going to know about my meeting with Hauer. No one was going to know that Cheyenne’s parents had asked the police to open up a murder investigation. Not if I could help it.

I remembered all too vividly the dreary, morbid, terrified atmosphere on campus once it was revealed that Thomas had been murdered. I couldn’t go through that again. This school couldn’t go through that again. Especially considering there was still a good chance Cheyenne had taken her own life. I mean, if she hadn’t, then why had I gotten her suicide note? It made no sense. I wished Hauer had told me what kind of evidence her parents had discovered that had spurred them to reopen the case. I couldn’t imagine what it could possibly be. The girl had been found alone on her floor with pills and a note. No signs of a struggle. No one in the dorm had heard a scream. How could she possibly have been murdered?

High on nervous adrenaline, I hurried up to my room and found Sabine sitting on her bed, working on her needlepoint. Big Saturday night for my roommate. But then, maybe she had the right idea. Going out hadn’t exactly been enjoyable for me, to say the least.

“Reed! It’s so early,” she said, tucking her needlepoint ring away. She sat up and scooted forward, all ears. “How was the date?”

“Awful,” I replied. “I left early and walked myself home.”

“Oh,” she said, sounding overly disappointed.

I whipped off Shelby’s coat and started for the closet, but immediately changed my mind and tossed the coat on the foot of my bed instead.

“It’s no big deal,” I told her, running my fingers through my hair. “So the guy’s a jerk. Half the guys at this school are.”

“Maybe more than half,” Sabine said under her breath.

“What?”

I turned on my computer, more determined than ever to do a little research on Ivy Slade. Now that I had implicated her to the police, I had a sudden desire to back up my claim. To find some kind of evidence that she was, in fact, capable of very bad things.

“Nothing, it’s just . . . I was over at Coffee Carma earlier and Missy came in. . . .”

Sabine trailed off, looking squeamish. My heart thumped extra hard. “Missy came in and what?”

“She said she saw Josh and Ivy in front of Pemberly . . . kissing,” Sabine said with an apologetic look.

The floor went out from under me, but I quickly grasped at the first straw I thought of. “And you believed her?”

Sabine’s brow furrowed. “You think she lied?”

“She’s Missy. She hates me. And she would just love to spread a rumor like that.”

“Oh. Well, it didn’t seem like she was lying,” Sabine said. Then, on seeing my face, she quickly added, “But if you think she was, then I’m sure she was.”

“I’m sure she was,” I affirmed.

I hoped she was. Please, God, let her be lying. But I couldn’t believe it. I refused to believe it. He couldn’t have really moved on so fast. Despite what I’d heard from Jason, I’d thought they were just becoming friends. Close friends. Which sucked, but still. It wasn’t as bad as the alternative.

“Reed . . . what exactly happened between you and Josh?” Sabine asked. “No one knows and everyone’s speculating. . . . It might help if you talked about it.”

“I really don’t think so,” I replied.

No one was ever going to know that I’d cheated on Josh with Dash. For many, many reasons. Well, aside from the random drunk and stoned partiers in the hallway that night who had witnessed our fight—but apparently none of them had been from Easton or they were just too far gone to remember, because so far, there were no rumors flying around campus. Thank God. If the Billings Girls found out, I was sure that they would be able to forgive me for hurting Josh—they were, after all, my friends, and most of them were dedicated to instant gratification and having fun above all else. But no one would ever forgive me for betraying Noelle. And Noelle, of course, would kill me. That was reason enough.

“Did he cheat on you?” Sabine prompted, toying with her silver ring. “Did he and Ivy hook up at the Legacy or something? Because if he did, that’s just reprehensible and I’m glad you dumped him. I mean, how anyone could do that to someone they loved—”

“Sabine, I really don’t want to talk about it,” I said, cutting her off as the ever-present guilt in my gut started to expand.

“Okay. Sorry,” she said quickly, “but if you ever do—”

“I won’t. But thanks.”

I turned toward my computer and went straight to Google, trying to focus on the task at hand. Trying not to think about Sabine’s opinions—about how reprehensible she would find me if she knew the truth. I thought about taking out my disc full of info on the Billings Girls, but I didn’t want to crack that open in front of Sabine, and I wasn’t certain it would have anything on Ivy, since she had never actually been a Billings Girl. I could always check it later. For now I was going to search the old-fashioned way.

As Sabine settled in with a book, I Googled Ivy Slade. Luckily, it was not a common name. I got only thirty listings. The first, an obituary.

Victoria Slade, 89

Boston Socialite Was Groundbreaking Feminist

I scrolled through the cached article for Ivy’s name and found her listed as one of Olivia’s survivors—her granddaughter. Olivia had died over the summer, having suffered a stroke more than a year ago.

Sad. But unhelpful. I closed the obit and went back to my list. There were a couple of mentions of Ivy attending this party or that fund-raiser. Then, jackpot.

The headline: MILLIONAIRE TEEN CAUGHT STEALING . . . FROM OWN MATRIARCH.

I clicked the link, which took me to a Boston gossip site called Dish of Beantown. Okay, not the most reliable source, but I had to see what this was all about.

Sources inside the BPD have confirmed that the “minor” whose name was withheld from the Boston Globe’s front-page B&E story yesterday was in fact Boston princess Ivy Slade, 16, daughter of financier Colton Slade and former supermodel Esmeralda Lake-Slade. Apparently home for the weekend from her tony Connecticut boarding school, Easton Academy, Miss Slade got tired of inspecting her diamonds and organizing her couture and decided it might be fun to bust into Grandma’s house to snatch God knows what. That pair of Jack Kennedy’s boxers the elder Ms. Slade is rumored to have tucked in her trousseau, perhaps? Too bad the prodigal grandkid never noticed during all those Sunday teas that Grandma had a state-of-the-art security system installed. Miss Slade was pinched, and we’re all tickled pink to see what happens next. Is this the new fave pastime of the rich and semifamous? Better get out the shotguns, people, before all the kids in the outers start emulating the fabulous Miss S. We could have an inept-crime trend on our hands!

I covered my mouth to keep from laughing in shocked glee. Ivy was arrested for breaking into her own grandmother’s house? Why? What was she hoping to steal? Clearly the girl had everything she needed. But even more baffling was the fact that the police had yet to investigate her in Cheyenne’s death. Didn’t a girl with a record—one who was so intimately connected to the victim—merit a first look?

I sat back in my chair and saved the pertinent files to my hard drive. At least I had proven one thing—there was definitely something off with that girl. But was she capable of murder? I couldn’t wrap my brain around that—the idea that there was another student at Easton who was that evil, that insane. An image of Ariana’s cold, hard face flitted through my mind and a dreadful shiver raced down my spine.

No. There was no way it had happened again. Cheyenne had committed suicide. End of story.

Still, I needed a distraction. Now.

“Sabine?”

She looked up from her book. “Yeah?”

“Do you want to play, like, Spit or something?” I asked her.

“Absolument!” she answered brightly, tossing her book aside.

I took a deep breath and grabbed my deck of cards. Thank God there were still a few normal things to do around here. Maybe I should just leave the investigating of potential psychos to the cops.



SO MUCH FOR THAT



Sunday morning dawned crisp and cold. So cold that I had to huddle close to Noelle, Constance, Vienna, and London as we hurried across the leaf-strewn campus toward the dining hall. As the wind whipped my hair back from my face, I burrowed my chin into my scarf and wished I had thought to bring my wool hat. All I wanted to do was get inside again as quickly as possible. All my friends wanted to do was talk about my date.

“I can’t believe you walked out on Hunter Braden,” Vienna said, clutching London’s arm in her shearling coat. “No one walks out on Hunter Braden.”

“Reed Brennan does,” Noelle said, sounding proud.

“I’m sorry. He’s just . . . not my type,” I told them, my words muffled by my scarf. I wriggled my chin out and ducked it over the woolly fabric.

“He’s everyone’s type,” London replied.

“Until you talk to him,” I told her. “Just trust me. It was the most boring night of my life.”

London and Vienna looked at each other and rolled their eyes. “Fine. We’ll go to the next candidate,” London said, whipping the printed F.Y.R. list out of her pocket. The wind almost made off with it, but she managed to keep it clutched in her gloves. “But if Hunter Braden is boring, I don’t really know who’s going to satisfy you,” she added under her breath.

“Who’s next?” Constance asked, trying to see over London’s shoulder as we walked.

“Dominic Infante. Portia’s pick,” London replied.

“Actually, I think I’m going to ask out Marc Alberro,” I told them.

“You are?” Constance’s face lit up.

“Who?” London blurted, looking confused.

“Number fifteen,” Vienna informed her, pointing. “Reed, come on. He’s, like, a scholarship student.”

Noelle snorted a laugh at the faux pas. I stopped in my tracks just outside the door to the dining hall and they all stopped as well. I stared down the blank-faced Twin Cities until they remembered who they were talking to—another scholarship student.

“Oh! Right!” Vienna said finally, blushing. “But this is different. I mean, he’s a Dreck.”

Dreck was the not-so-positive nickname the Billings Girls had for residents of Drake Hall, the upperclassman dorm where the “unsavory” boys lived.

“Plus he’s president of the Purity Club,” London said with a shudder, sticking her tongue out like she’d just swallowed a bug.

“Easton has a Purity Club?” I asked, shocked.

“Oh, it’s, like, really small,” Vienna clarified.

Interesting. I couldn’t imagine anyone at this particularly horny school wanting to remain pure, let alone advertise the fact. Marc Alberro was looking better and better. A smart, funny, cute boy with no delusions of grandeur who was not out for sex? Count me in.

“I’m asking him out,” I said, whipping open the door and striding into the warm, hustle-bustle of the dining hall.

“Yay!” Constance cheered.

The Twin Cities protested under their breath, but I pretended not to hear. I’d done it their way. Now it was time to try it my way.

I unbuttoned my coat as I walked over to the Billings tables, feeling confident in my decision. Feeling, in fact, better than I had in days. But the feeling was short-lived. Halfway across the cafeteria I noticed people whispering. Eyeing me warily. Glancing away quickly when I looked in their direction. An eerie sense of déjà vu settled in around my shoulders. The vibe in the room was way too familiar. It felt exactly like it had after Thomas’s body had been found.

I gulped for air. Cheyenne. Had Easton somehow found out about the murder investigation?

“What’s up with the morgue vibe?” Noelle asked, flinging her coat over the back of her chair.

The Billings Girls who were already seated with their meals—Sabine, Tiff, Rose, Kiki, Astrid, and others—all exchanged nervous looks. Like there was something they didn’t want to tell us. Then Amberly Carmichael scurried over with her two sentries in tow. She grabbed my forearm with one hand and Noelle’s with the other.

“You guys, I just want you to know, I don’t believe a word of it,” she said, her eyes wide and earnest.

“A word of what?” I asked, removing her hand from my arm.

At that moment Missy arrived, dropped her tray on the next table, and turned around, her arms crossed under her sizable chest.

“You guys should know that everyone’s talking about how you conspired to murder Cheyenne,” she said bluntly, looking at me and Noelle.

I grabbed onto the back of the nearest chair to steady myself.

“What?” Noelle blurted, loud enough that most of the conversation in the airy room screeched to a halt.

“Like I said. Not a word,” Amberly repeated. Like it was so important to us that she trusted us. Please. My life was flashing before my eyes over here.

“No one believes a word of it, right, girls? It’s crazy talk,” Tiffany said, looking around the table. Everyone murmured their agreement.

“I don’t understand. How did this whole thing get started?” Noelle asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

Everyone at the Billings tables looked around at everyone else. Again, no one wanted to answer. Finally Missy stepped closer to us and lowered her voice.

“There’s a rumor going around that the police questioned someone from school last night,” she said. “That they’re going to reinvestigate Cheyenne’s death.”

What? How could anyone know that?

“Now everyone’s saying that you got Reed to off Cheyenne so that there would be a vacancy in Billings,” Missy added.

Noelle scoffed. “Total fiction. Honestly. Who comes up with this crap?”

“Exactly,” Portia added as all our friends nodded and murmured their agreement.

“Everyone’s just jealous of you guys. That’s why they want to tear you down,” Vienna said sagely.

“It’s always lonely at the top,” Shelby agreed.

“Too true,” Noelle said. She looked around the room, taking in the silence and the stares. “Well, this is unacceptable.”

She stepped out into the center of the aisle and shook her head incredulously.

“So, you all think Reed and I pulled off a murderous coup at Billings, huh? Do you even hear how ridiculous that sounds?” she announced in a loud voice. “Who would kill someone for a spot in a dorm? Even if it is Billings? Are you guys that hard up for scandal that you’re going to believe something like that? I thought that only smart people were admitted to Easton.”

There was laughter all around. Her announcement had the desired effect. People went back to their food, and I even caught a few of them rolling their eyes like it really was ridiculous. Rumor squelched, just like that. Damn, this girl had power. I wondered if everyone would have believed me if I had said the same thing, but now I’d never get the chance to find out.

“See? I told you,” Amberly said to her cohorts before ushering them away.

“You do have to admit, the timing was a tad suspect,” Missy said casually. “Cheyenne dies and you show up the following week. And after everything that happened last year, people around here think you guys are capable of pretty much anything. You can’t really blame them for being suspicious.”

“You’re going to want to stop talking now,” Noelle snapped. Missy did, and took her seat at the next table. She tried and failed to hide a smile behind a cough. The girl was loving every minute of this.

“So who was this mysterious person? Who did the police bring in for questioning?” Sabine wondered aloud, her expression concerned as I slowly unbuttoned my coat.

“Please. It probably didn’t even happen,” I said, forcing a laugh. “Someone probably made the whole thing up from start to finish.”

I glanced up at Noelle as I said this, figuring she’d chuckle and agree with me, but instead her eyes were flat as she stared back at me. My heart all but stopped. She knew. She knew it had been me. She knew I was lying. How did she do that?

“Yeah. Probably,” Noelle said calmly.

I glanced around at the rest of my friends, feeling suddenly nervous and snagged, but I could tell that Noelle was the one person at the Billings tables who saw through me. The only one who understood that I knew more than I was letting on. And sooner or later, she was going to want to know the truth.



CONTROL



How much could one person handle before totally losing it? This was a question, among many others, that started to plague me after the scene in the dining hall. Not only had I just broken up with my boyfriend, but now he was quite possibly smooching some girl who was a liar with a criminal record and who just generally gave me the creeps. I was hiding the fact that the cause of our breakup was me hooking up with my best friend’s boyfriend—though I still didn’t know if he was her boyfriend at the time. Meanwhile, someone was planting a dead girl’s stuff in my room for sport, and said dead girl might or might not have been murdered. Oh, yeah, and soon the ultra-exclusive dorm of which I was president might be closed down—a travesty for which I would be blamed for all eternity.

Yeah. That wasn’t too much to deal with. And I also had classes and calls home to my parents and a rivalry between Sabine and Noelle and my friends forcing me to date random boys.

Public school was starting to look not so bad.

Monday morning I decided that the best thing to do would be to focus on the stuff that I could actually control. Stuff like the fundraiser. So after lunch I went directly to the Crom’s office. His assistant, Ms. Lewis, was on the phone when I walked in, looking harried. I waited quietly in front of her desk, thinking of our bizarrely intimate encounters last year, back when she used to be Ms. Lewis-Hanneman. Before her husband had found out she was having an affair with Thomas Pearson’s brother Blake. I had been the one person she had confessed everything to. The only person she had managed to trust. It was so strange to think of it now.

Finally she hung up the phone and sighed. She pushed her hornrimmed glasses up on her nose and smoothed her blond hair back toward her bun, then pulled her chair closer to her desk. “What can I do for you, Miss Brennan?”

“I was hoping to see the headmaster,” I said.

She glanced at her phone. One red light was blinking. “He’s on his line right now. I can leave him a message.”

“I have a few minutes. I can wait,” I told her.

“Super,” she replied sarcastically. The phone rang again and she quickly answered it. As soon as she hung up, she typed a few words into her computer and yanked a file out of a drawer. She seemed irritated and busy, but while I was there, I did have some business with her as well.

“Ms. Lewis?” I said tentatively.

“Yes?”

She didn’t look up as she flipped through some papers in the file.

“I was wondering if you could do me a small favor,” I said.

“In all my spare time?” she said.

I laughed quickly for her benefit. “If you get a minute, I mean. I need a list of all the Easton alumni under the age of sixty-five along with their addresses and e-mails.”

Ms. Lewis stopped what she was doing and looked up at me like I’d just asked her to put an end to world hunger.

“Come on,” I wheedled. “For old times’ sake?”

Her glossy lips twisted into a semblance of a smile. “Fine.” She grabbed a pen and started to make a note on a Post-it, but there was no ink left. “Nothing is easy today,” she said, flinging the pen down and yanking open another drawer. A lockbox slammed forward as she did so. It was labeled—in old, chipped paint—DORM KEYS. Suddenly a lump rose from my chest area into my throat.

“You have keys to all the dorms?” I asked, my blood running cold.

Ms. Lewis quickly slammed the drawer. “Yes. I have to have them so I can make copies when you oh-so-responsible students lose them. Like your friend Kiki did last week.”

She gestured at a gray machine atop a filing cabinet behind her. A maker of keys.

“And that’s where you keep them? In an unlocked drawer in your desk?”

She clucked her tongue and rolled her eyes. “The lockbox is locked,” she said impatiently. “Hence the term lockbox.”

As she quickly made a note to put together the list I’d asked for, my mind started to roam free. Keys to all the dorms. Right here where anyone could get to them. It wouldn’t be that hard, if someone was determined. Dash and I had, after all, broken into this very office last year to use Ms. Lewis’s computer. Whoever was messing with me could have easily broken in and stolen the Billings key. Could even have made a copy if they figured out how to work that machine.

Anyone could have the key to Billings. Anyone.

“He’s off the phone,” Ms. Lewis announced, getting up.

I cleared my throat and attempted to, at the same time, clear my brain. I had to focus now. Cromwell. The passes. I could deal with this new discovery later. Ms. Lewis straightened her skirt and strode over to the double door that connected her office to the headmaster’s.

“Reed Brennan to see you, Headmaster,” she said as she opened the door.

“What can I do for you, Miss Brennan?” Cromwell asked, not even bothering to look up from the newspaper laid out on his sizable desk.

Ms. Lewis left the two of us alone and I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. His office was blazing hot, as always, thanks to a roaring fire in the ancient fireplace on the far side of the room. The windows were all shut tight, and there was little if any air to be had. How could the man possibly work like this? Had he only recently escaped from hell?

“I’m here to request off-campus passes for this weekend for myself and four fellow students,” I told him, hoping that maintaining a formal tone would somehow impress him. I tugged at the collar of my sweater in an attempt to get some air to my skin. It didn’t work. “We want to go to New York to finalize plans for our fund-raiser.”

“Miss Lange has already applied for, and secured, four passes for this trip,” he said, languidly turning the page.

I hesitated. Noelle had already been here? When? And why would she apply for only four when we had already discussed the fact that we needed five?

She was trying to keep Sabine out. Of course she was. How could she have gone behind my back and—

“Was there anything else?” Cromwell asked, still reading.

Okay, focus. Sabine and Noelle were not the issue right now.

“Yes, sir, I’d like one more pass,” I said firmly.

Headmaster Cromwell took a deep breath. He looked at his glowing computer screen and hit a few buttons. “Miss Lange has secured passes for you, Miss Simmons, Miss Clarke, and herself. Why, might I ask, are the four of you not enough? Are you in need of someone to carry your bags?”

He looked at me for the first time, a wry smile on his tight lips.

“No, sir,” I said patiently. “But we’d like to bring Sabine DuLac with us.”

“And why should I let Miss DuLac accompany you?” he asked.

“Because she—”

Okay. “She wants to see New York” wasn’t going to fly here. There had to be a plausible reason for Sabine to be in on this trip. Cromwell raised his eyebrows at my hesitation and I noticed the huge globe on its pedestal behind his desk. Epiphany.

“Because Sabine will bring in a lot of international donations,” I improvised. “Her family has friends and acquaintances all over the globe. She would be a true asset to the planning committee.”

I clasped my sweaty hands together behind my back and prayed my lie would do the trick. Money talked. And international money was still money.

“Fine,” Cromwell said finally. “Five passes it is. You can come and pick them up on Friday afternoon.”

Yes!

“Thank you, sir. You won’t regret this,” I said.

“I do hope this project of yours is a success,” he said with so little sincerity he was practically transparent.

“And we very much appreciate your support,” I replied sarcastically.

Then I turned and walked out of his ovenlike office before my tone had a chance to sink in, and he had a chance to change his mind.



MOOD SWING



It was unbelievable, the lengths Noelle would go to in order to get what she wanted. I knew she didn’t like Sabine, but did she hate her so much she couldn’t deal with her for one lousy weekend? That seemed so petty. And so beneath Noelle. Couldn’t she let me have just one little thing? Couldn’t she keep herself from trying to control every aspect of life in Billings?

Well, Noelle clearly didn’t realize who she was dealing with. I loved the girl, but she had to get used to the fact that she wasn’t the only person living in Billings. Things couldn’t always be the way she wanted them to be. She had been gone all spring and part of the fall. Did she really think that in all that time, nothing would have changed?

There was already someone at Easton working against me with all this Cheyenne crap—which made my knees jellify every time I thought about it. I didn’t need my best friend working against me too.

I shoved through the front door of Hell Hall and jogged down the steps, feeling triumphant and clear for the first time as the cold air hit my face. I was going to have a talk with Noelle. She couldn’t go behind my back and change things up on me. I was president of Billings. She was just going to have to get used to it.

I was so focused as I strode across the rapidly darkening campus, I barely noticed Marc sitting on one of the benches in the quad until I was right on top of him.

“Reed, hi,” he said, looking up from his French book.

“Marc! Hey,” I said, pausing.

The wind tossed my hair in front of my face and I tossed it back with smile. I hadn’t seen Marc since I had made the decision to bump him up from number fifteen to number three on the F.Y.R. list. Now I felt as if he’d been placed in my path at the perfect moment. Not only was I high on adrenaline, but I was in definite need of a distraction.

“I’m just studying for a French test,” he said. Pointing out the obvious again.

“That’s good,” I replied.

“What’re you up to?” he asked, standing. He was a couple of inches shorter than me, but still beyond cute with his dark hair and light eyes. He wore a gray wool coat with toggle buttons over a burgundy sweater and jeans. Unlike the Ketlar boys, he was not too cool to realize it was freezing out and that he could do something about it. “Have you thought more about the interview? Because I’d really love to get your thoughts on—”

“Actually, yeah. Let’s do that. Let’s set up a time to do the interview,” I replied, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder and tucking my hands underneath my arms to ward off the cold. “How’s Wednesday afternoon? Soccer’s over, so I’m free.”

Marc whipped out a BlackBerry to check his schedule, all businesslike. His brows knit as he checked it over. “Wednesday should work. Do you want to—”

“I’ll meet you at Coffee Carma at four,” I told him, feeling very in charge.

“Four it is,” he replied.

“Good. It’s a date,” I said.

Marc blushed and grinned. It was a nice grin. Real. Not at all smug.

“It’s a date,” he repeated.

“See you then!”

I turned and walked determinedly toward Billings. I’d dealt with Cromwell and the New York trip, I’d made my next F.Y.R. move. So far, so good. I was taking charge of my life. But as the dorm loomed before me, I started to feel a bit short of breath. Almost dizzy. Almost like I didn’t want to go inside.

What if there was something new and unexplained in my room? A few days had gone by since the discovery of Cheyenne’s clothing, but rather than making me feel safer, the passing time was making me more paranoid. Who was planting that stuff? What would they do next? And when? When would I open another door or drawer and find some other Cheyenne-related artifact that would knock the wind out of me all over again? All my Noelle-inspired adrenaline started to wane and my steps slowed.

I didn’t want to go in there. Didn’t want to know what was waiting for me. Billings, the only place that had felt like home in the past year and a half, had changed. All because one of my schoolmates had a very sick, cruel sense of humor. Why would someone want to do this to me? Did I really have such an enemy on campus? What had I done to deserve this?

I paused outside the door and leaned back against it. What if it was someone inside Billings? What if it was more than one person? What if everyone knew what was going on and they were all laughing at me behind my back. What if—

No. Stop. This was my dorm. I was not going to be intimidated. I was not going to be afraid to walk through the door. These were my friends. They wouldn’t do this to me. And whatever my mystery stalker wanted to throw at me next, I would just deal with it. Like I’d dealt with Cromwell. I’d deal with it like I knew I could. And whoever was doing this to me would be sorry.

Taking a deep breath, I turned around and strode inside.



TENSION



Everyone was gathered in the parlor. For a fleeting moment I considered just going in there and asking if any of them was behind the black marbles and the clothing, and maybe even how that picture of Cheyenne and me had made it out of my desk drawer and onto my bulletin board a few weeks back—which I was starting to think was part of all this. Or if any of them was helping someone on the outside. Just call them out. But then I realized that revealing what was going on to the general Billings population would be a mistake. It would make me look weak. It would bring up questions about why I was the only one being targeted. I would have to tell them about the e-mail. About my guilt. And I was not about to do that.

No, I was just going to have to figure this out on my own. Once the fund-raiser was over. Once everything started to normalize again. Then I would deal with my tormentor.

Decision made, I walked over to the parlor door and instantly my blood started to boil. Noelle was standing in front of the fireplace, addressing a rapt audience of Billings Girls. Clearly, this was a formal meeting and clearly, Noelle was in charge.

“So if your parents want to fly in anyone from the West Coast, let me know by Friday. Daddy’s going to let us use his jet for one cross-continental run, so we’ll need to make sure everyone knows where to be and when,” Noelle was saying. A few people made a note of this and Noelle glanced at the next item on her agenda. She had an agenda. “Okay, now—”

“What’s going on?” I said loudly, announcing my presence to the room.

Everyone turned around. My irritation must have been evident, because many of them looked quickly, guiltily away.

“Reed! Good. There you are. We were just going over some of the details for the fund-raiser,” Noelle said, unfazed. “I went to Cromwell about the off-campus passes and he said four is the limit, so we’re back to the original plan.” She turned to Sabine and shrugged. “Sorry, Frenchie. You’re out.”

Sabine’s face fell, which made me want to scream. Or hit something. Possibly Noelle.

“Actually, I just talked to Cromwell and secured the extra pass,” I said pointedly, my skin burning with barely suppressed ire. “So Sabine, you’re still in.”

Everyone looked from me to Noelle, as if we were volleying in a tennis match. Noelle’s lips screwed up in something that vaguely resembled a smile. “Well. I guess your powers of persuasion are improving.”

All the faces swiveled to me.

“Yeah. I guess they are,” I replied.

Silence. I had silenced Noelle. Cool. I walked into the room, dropping my bag and coat on the window seat, and joined Noelle up front. “So, has anyone had any new ideas about the theme?” I asked.

Everyone looked at everyone else. There was so much tension in the room, I was surprised any of us could breathe.

“Reed, can I talk to you for a second?” Noelle said through her teeth, but maintaining a sunny tone. “Alone?”

“Sure,” I replied, just as sunnily. “Why don’t you guys brainstorm while we’re gone? Constance, would you take notes?”

As Noelle followed me out of the room, I knew there would be no talk of the fund-raiser. All they were going to talk about was me and Noelle, and take bets on who might throw the first bitch slap.



THE TRUTH



I led Noelle right into my room and whirled on her the moment she closed the door behind us. I was so full of pent-up emotion that I was able to shove my fear of being there all the way to the back of my mind.

“What the hell was that? You’re calling meetings behind my back now?” I demanded. God, it felt good to yell. It felt like all the confusion and stress were pouring right out of me.

“This is not about the fund-raiser. Screw the fund-raiser,” Noelle replied, stepping toward me. “This is about Cheyenne.”

Instantly, my ballooned-up ego deflated to nothing. Determination, gone. Anger, gone. I glanced at my closed closet door.

“What about Cheyenne?” I asked quietly.

“I’m only going to ask you this once, Reed,” Noelle said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Did you have anything to do with Cheyenne’s death?”

My heart dropped through my body so quickly I felt faint. “What?” I breathed.

“I need to know the truth. I’m not going to go through what I went through last year,” Noelle said coolly. “Not again.”

I turned away from her accusing eyes, my mind reeling. I couldn’t focus on anything, and the details of my room seemed to circle in front of me. The window, the desk, the photo of me and Scott, my bedspread, my lamp, the window, the desk—everything swirled.

“You can’t really think . . . you can’t really think that I could do something like that.”

“That’s not an answer, Reed. I know you were the one the police brought in for questioning. Don’t even try to deny it,” she said. “So what the hell was that all about?”

“It was nothing,” I lied. My back was to her and I started to empty my bag just to give myself something to do. Give me an excuse not to look her in the eye. “It was just . . . they never interviewed me after Cheyenne was found. I left campus with Josh and they questioned everyone else in the dorm, but they never questioned me. They just wanted to make sure they had everyone’s accounts of what happened. You know, for the file.”

“And that was it,” Noelle said, sounding unconvinced. “They didn’t say anything about Cheyenne being murdered. Didn’t ask if you had anything to do with it.”

Her doubtful tone caused something to snap inside of me, and I turned around. “How could you think—”

“Allow me to quote from an e-mail you sent to a certain someone we both know,” she replied, as still as stone. “‘Cheyenne has lost it. We need to find a way to get rid of her. I need your help.’ Now what was that all about?”

Holy. Holy. Crap. Had Noelle just quoted to me from one of my e-mails to Dash? That was it. I could no longer stand. I fell back onto the edge of my bed and put my head between my knees, fighting for breath. The past few months flashed before my eyes. E-mails with Dash. Phone calls. His desperation that night at the Driscoll dinner. The longing in his brown eyes as he pulled me to him at the Legacy. Was it all lies? One big game? Had he told Noelle everything? Had he been betraying me at every turn?

“How did you . . . ?” I lifted my head. Noelle’s expression was a mask of disgust. I closed my eyes for a moment, letting an extreme head rush pass. “You know about . . . you know I e-mailed Dash?”

Suddenly I no longer cared about Noelle’s power-tripping. All I cared about was making it up to her. Explaining it to her. Keeping her from hating me.

Noelle scoffed, looking up at the ceiling like she just couldn’t figure out what to do with me. “Reed, try to remember who you’re talking to. I read every last one of your pathetic e-mails and every one of his,” Noelle replied. “Dash and I have no secrets. Even when we’re broken up, I know his every move. This isn’t just some high school crush. Dash and I are meant to be together. One little breakup is not going to derail that. And you”—she paused to laugh derisively—“you, Glass-Licker, are certainly not going to derail that.”

“So . . . what? He showed them to you?” I said, finding some indignation toward Dash in the midst of all my mind-bending panic. Did she know about the Legacy? Did she know?

“Please. No. I’ve known his password since freshman year. He never changes it,” she replied. “So while we were apart, I kept an eye on him. Had to make sure my man was staying out of trouble.”

Wow. I knew the girl liked to have her control, but wasn’t spying on her ex-boyfriend’s e-mails going a little far over the line into complete paranoia? Although, in this case she’d had every reason to be paranoid.

“So, yes. I know all about your little flirtation,” she told me with a superior glint in her eye. “You should know by now, Reed, that you can’t keep secrets from me.”

“Noelle, it didn’t mean anything,” I told her quickly, standing. “It was just stupid and—”

Noelle laughed merrily. “Please. I’m not worried about you and Dash flirting on your computers like some pathetic fourth-graders. Could you be any lamer?”

My face burned as if I’d just been slapped.

“He just missed me and you were a distraction. I know neither of you would ever have the balls to actually do anything,” she added. “Neither one of you is that stupid.”

Implication? If we had “done something,” she would have made us pay. So she didn’t know every move he made. She didn’t know what had happened at the Legacy. As relief flooded through me, so did an intense desire to tell her everything we had done—to wipe that superior certainty off her condescending face and show her that she did not know everything. But I bit my tongue. Even in all the trauma of the moment, my self-preservation instinct kicked in.

Leave well enough alone.

“Let’s get back to the point,” Noelle directed, walking over to my desk. She picked up my plastic box of paper clips and toyed with it, dumping the contents back and forth slowly, like a rattle. “You wanted to get rid of Cheyenne, so tell me . . . what did you do?”

“I wanted to get her expelled, not killed,” I replied, turning my palms out at my sides. “She was out of control . . . treating the new girls like dirt . . . trying to get them thrown out of school. I was actually e-mailing Dash to see if he could get in touch with you for help. Since you—”

I paused, not wanting to dredge up any more unpleasant memories. Noelle’s brown eyes lit with understanding.

“Since I got Leanne expelled last year,” Noelle finished, placing the box down again. “That was really more Ariana’s thing.”

“I know, but Noelle . . .” I gazed at her, on the verge of desperate tears. “Honestly, did you really think I could ever kill someone? I mean, you know me.”

She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “I knew Ariana too,” she said. “Or so I thought. I’m not making that blind-trust mistake again.”

Okay. She had a point. But it wasn’t fair that Ariana’s insanity should prejudice Noelle against me. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Well, not anything that could get me arrested, anyway.

“Cheyenne and I were not getting along toward the end. Everyone knows this,” I told her. “But I had nothing to do with her death. I mean, just look at it logically. The girl was out. She was expelled. I was never going to have to see her again. Why would I kill her?”

Noelle turned to face me fully and studied my face for a long moment. I couldn’t believe she was still doubting me. Me. Her best friend.

“Noelle, please. You have to believe me,” I said, my voice cracking. “I can’t lose you, too.”

Finally, Noelle rolled her eyes and gave me a genuine smile. “Aw, Glass-Licker, you’re such a sap,” she said, tilting her head to the side.

“Could you please stop calling me Glass-Licker?” I asked, grasping at levity.

“No,” she replied. “You flirted with my boyfriend. I get to call you whatever I want for as long as I want.”

Right. I guess I couldn’t argue with that.

“But we’re okay?” I asked uncertainly.

“We’re okay,” she replied. “Let’s go back downstairs before those girls decide on a slumber party theme without our direction.”

“Good idea.”

She walked ahead of me out of my room and I paused for a moment to collect myself. My heart was racing, my mind felt numb, and there was a cool sheen of sweat all over my skin. The only question in my mind right then was how long we would be okay. How long could a person like Noelle Lange be kept in the dark about what really happened at the Legacy? And how long would I survive if she ever found out?



THANK NOELLE



I had to focus on the task at hand. Focus. Not on Josh, not on Noelle, not on the Cheyenne investigation. On the fund-raiser. Focus on the fund-raiser. It was about all I could do to keep myself sane.

So after English lit class on Tuesday, Sabine and I speed-walked to lunch to go over our short list of theme ideas, which we had narrowed down at the meeting the night before. By the end of the day I was going to make a decision. By the end of the day something was going to be set in stone.

We grabbed sandwiches and bottled water and got to our table before any of the other Billings Girls arrived. In fact, the place was as still as the library. Only a few of the faculty and some of the foreign exchange students—who always seemed to arrive early to everything—were present, and their conversations were whispered, hushed.

“I think ‘indulgence’ is a perfect theme,” Sabine whispered as we sat down. “All those ideas London had about serving only sweets and champagne and having private massage rooms and cashmere blankets on every seat as favors—it sounded divine.”

“I like it too, but it might be too expensive to pull off. It’ll all depend on whether or not the Twin Cities can really get all that stuff for free or at cost,” I replied, opening my notebook to the theme list. “What about the green theme? The environment is so trendy right now and we—”

“Ladies! I’ve got it!”

I stopped talking as the door to the dining hall flew open and Noelle made her announcement. She strode over to our table, her cheeks flushed from the cold, tugging her camel-colored suede gloves from her fingers. Tiffany, London, Vienna, Portia, and Shelby were at her heels, looking like very excited ladies-in-waiting.

“You’ve got what?” I asked, looking up at Noelle as she paused at the end of the table.

“The most perfect fund-raiser idea ever!” She shrugged her thick hair off her shoulders and spread her fingers wide. “We are going to make so much money for this school, the Crom will not only leave Billings alone, he’ll bow down to us for the rest of our scholastic lives.”

I glanced warily at Sabine, whose expression had turned hard and cold. No surprise there. I was sure she saw this as yet another attempt by Noelle to seize control of Billings. But even if I did feel a twinge of foreboding myself, I had to ignore it. I owed Noelle that much, after last night’s conversation. Besides, I was kind of psyched to hear about this plan of hers. In my experience Noelle’s plans were generally fabulous.

“Don’t keep us in suspense,” I prompted.

“Right. So we have the big, extravagant dinner for the per-plate donation we talked about, but we also offer a special platinum ticket,” Noelle said, pulling a chair over to sit at the head of the table.

“And what do they get with a platinum ticket?” I asked.

“Patience, Reed. I was getting to that,” Noelle said with a condescending smile. “Anyone buying a platinum ticket will be invited to a salon earlier in the day to be styled by the one and only Frederica Falk, stylist to the stars.”

London and Vienna clasped hands and squealed at the sound of the name. Like Noelle had just announced that Brad Pitt was going to be teaching their afternoon art history class.

“And photographed by Tassos, world-renowned fashion photographer,” Tiffany added, grinning.

“Really? That’s amazing,” I said.

I had never heard of Frederica Falk, but all the other girls seemed beside themselves at the mention of her name. And I knew from the reverent way the Billings Girls talked about Tiffany’s father, Tassos, that landing a shoot with him was one of the most sought-after prizes of the rich and famous. We could make a killing with this.

“And Dad has offered to donate a whole slew of his old photos and cameras and equipment so that we can auction them off at the dinner,” Tiffany added, dropping into the chair next to mine. She whipped her heather gray scarf off and opened her coat. “He can’t wait. Said the studios are long overdue for a purging.”

“Are you sure he’s okay with this?” I asked, turning to her. “I know he’s usually pretty busy.”

“Yeah, but he knows how much Billings means to me, so he’s going to clear his weekend,” Tiffany said with a shrug of her slim shoulders. “He even said he’ll donate all the film and developing, so his involvement won’t cost us a thing.”

“Wow. This is amazing,” I said, dollar signs floating through my head.

“Frederica’s donating her time too,” Noelle added as the other girls took off their coats and slung them over various chairs with their bags. “Kiran had major dirt on the woman, so it wasn’t exactly difficult to convince her to go along.”

“Wait a minute. Kiran’s involved? You talked to her?” I asked, nearly breathless at the thought. Kiran Hayes had been one of my best friends last year before the whole Thomas scandal went down, and I hadn’t heard from her since. Suddenly I was practically salivating for news. “How is she?”

“She’s fine. She’s Kiran,” Noelle said with a blasé wave of her hand. “Living with some male model on the Left Bank . . . planning some psychotic birthday bash for herself in Amsterdam or something. The usual.”

My friends chuckled knowingly, but I couldn’t believe that was all I was getting. The girl had dropped off the face of the earth, except for the occasional appearance in a perfume ad or magazine spread. Had she finished school? Did she care? Was she still drinking like a fiend, or had she gotten her crap together? Info, please! “Anyway, Frederica is going to bring along five assistants to make sure everything runs smoothly, and since she owns her own makeup line, supplies won’t be a problem,” Noelle said, shrugging out of her cashmere coat. “This is going to be the event of the season.”

“Try the year,” Portia corrected.

“I don’t know what to say, you guys,” I told them, feeling awed by their abilities, their connections. “This is going to be incredible.”

“Well, thank Noelle,” Shelby said, tucking her iPhone away and shaking her blond hair back. “It was all her idea.”

I glanced at Sabine again. She could have incinerated the entire dining hall with the fire in her eyes.

“Come on. I’m starved,” Portia said, grabbing a potato chip off my plate. “Let’s motor.”

As Noelle, Tiffany, Portia, Shelby, and the Twin Cities scurried off to secure their lunches, I found myself alone with Sabine—and I didn’t relish it. I had a feeling I was in for another overly concerned lecture.

“Please don’t tell me you think Noelle is trying to oust me again,” I said, taking a bite of my sandwich. “Anyone could have come up with that idea.”

“Yes, but ‘anyone’ didn’t,” Sabine said, throwing in some air quotes. I had never seen her use air quotes before. She was really becoming Americanized. “Noelle did. And she should have at least run it past you before telling everyone how brilliant she is.”

“She had to tell Tiffany, at least, so that Tiff could ask her father right away,” I replied. “And besides, who cares who knew first? We were all going to hear it eventually.”

“It’s a matter of respect,” Sabine said firmly. “She has no respect for you.”

My mouth went dry and I took a long drink from my water bottle. Unfortunately, Sabine’s blunt comment struck a nerve. Noelle had always been my friend, but she had rarely, if ever, shown any respect for me—well, except for that night when she’d saved my life.

“Aw. Madame President is looking a tad peaked,” Ivy Slade said, stopping next to our table with her tray. “Having trouble finding people who want to help you save the Den of Evil?”

I wanted to reply, but not a single comeback came to mind. Ivy grinned at my hesitation, then laughed in my face and sauntered off toward Josh’s table. I watched her go with narrowed eyes, wishing I had some kind of telekinetic power that could send her sprawling on her ass from across the room. Clearly, Hauer hadn’t brought her in for questioning yet, or she couldn’t possibly be so smug.

Or maybe she could. Who knew? The girl was a complete enigma. Noelle had been no help, and I assumed that the rest of the Billings Girls would be mum about Ivy as well. If one member of my house thought something was big enough to keep a secret, that usually meant they all agreed. But someone else at this school had to know something more about her. Someone who would be willing to talk.



TOTALLY WRONG



“I’ve been doing a lot of research on the subject, and the residents of Billings House have always sort of pushed the envelope around here with the administration turning a blind eye. Why do you think they’re coming down so hard on you now?”

I stared at Marc’s digital recorder, which he held in front of my face. Suddenly I realized I should have given some thought to what he might ask me and what I might say in return. But how was I supposed to concentrate on such things with so much going on around me?

“Reed?” Marc prompted.

“Um . . . because the new headmaster is a repressed jackass who’s probably never experienced a single moment of unadulterated fun in his entire sad life?” I blurted.

Marc looked at me, startled, then cracked up laughing. He doubled over and I felt a laugh bubble up in my throat as well. Before long we were both laughing uncontrollably in the middle of the sunlit quad.

“Can I quote you on that?” he asked, his eyes glistening with merry tears.

“Probably not a good idea,” I replied, grabbing his recorder and turning it off.

It took a minute for us to regain our breath. It felt so good to laugh, I wanted to keep doing it all afternoon, but then I saw something that brought me up short, and my mirth died. Just like that. It was Detective Hauer, and he was striding purposefully across the quad a number of yards off. I glanced ahead, checking where he was going, and my eyes fell on Josh. Josh, who was walking toward Ketlar, completely oblivious to the heat-seeking missile coming his way. All the blood rushed out of my head.

“Reed? Are you all right?” Marc asked, concerned.

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. What did Hauer want with Josh? The detective caught Josh’s attention, and Josh looked around for a moment, as if disbelieving that the man was talking to him. He looked so skittish, so frightened in that moment, I just wanted to go over there and get between them. Protect Josh from whatever was about to happen.

Marc turned around and saw what had caught me so off guard. We both watched as Hauer led Josh back to Hell Hall. Watched until they disappeared inside.

“What’s going on? Why would the police want to talk to Josh?” I said, breathless.

“It makes sense. He and Cheyenne were involved in that whole drug-sex scandal thing right before she died,” Marc said pragmatically. “Maybe they think he was holding it against her or something.”

“You know about that?” I demanded.

Marc hesitated for a moment, as if snagged. Had he been researching me and my past as well as Billings? “Doesn’t everyone know about that?” he said finally.

I supposed it was possible. News did travel fast at Easton. Especially scandalous news. I decided to let it go. Especially considering there were more urgent matters at hand.

“So you think he’s a suspect?” I asked, my heart racing.

“I don’t,” Marc clarified. “But they might.”

“This is insane. I can’t believe they’re doing this to him again,” I said, my words coming out in a rush. “The girl committed suicide. Josh didn’t do anything. He wouldn’t. He—”

“Reed, it’s okay. You don’t know what they’re doing in there. I’m sorry I said anything,” Marc told me, turning around and straddling the bench so he could face me fully. “Don’t jump to conclusions, okay? I’m sure it’s fine.”

I had told Hauer to question Ivy. Ivy, not Josh. Had he just completely ignored everything I said?

“Reed, if you want to do this interview some other time, I completely understand,” Marc was saying.

Off to my left, I heard a familiar laugh. Gage’s laugh. I glanced over at him, hanging with some of his Ketlar boys. Gage, of course. Gage had dated Ivy last year, had been fooling around with her as recently as two weeks ago. If there was anyone on this campus who knew about Ivy, it was him.

“I’m really sorry, Marc. I have to go,” I said, standing and gathering up my book bag and coffee cup. “Rain check?”

“Sure,” he said, standing as well. “Do you want me to walk you back to your—”

But I didn’t let him finish. I was already halfway to Gage. When I reached him, I grabbed the arm of his trendy wool sweater and dragged him away from his friends.

“Backwater Brennan! What’s with the stealth attack?” he asked, yanking his arm away. At first he looked annoyed, but then his eyes lit with conceited understanding. “Oh, am I your next conquest?” he asked, rubbing his hands together as he looked me up and down. “Sweet.”

“Ew. No.”

I swallowed back the bile that was oozing its way up my throat and yanked him down next to me on an empty bench. Gage was, of course, unfazed by my response.

“I have a question about Ivy,” I told him.

“You mean Ice-Cold Bitch?” he said, clenching his jaw as he looked away. Apparently, someone was holding a grudge against his former paramour. Interesting. I hadn’t been aware that Gage was capable of feelings. Maybe he’d recently seen the Wizard about a heart. “What about her?”

“What happened to her last year?” I asked. “Why didn’t she come back to Easton for her junior year?”

“You know, jealousy doesn’t become you, Reed,” Gage told me, his blue eyes sparkling. “You want to get back at Hollis, don’t go sniffing around about his new lady friend. You have to make him jealous. And I can help with that,” he said suggestively, eyeing my legs.

God. What was with the guys around here?

“Did you not catch the ‘ew, no’?” I asked him, snapping my knees together. “Now spill.”

Gage rolled his eyes and sighed. “Fine. Whatever. I’d only be the best you ever had, but your loss. Ivy’s grandmother got sick toward the end of our sophomore year, and she and Ivy were, like, really close, so Ivy decided to go to some school in Boston to be close to her. Then this summer the old lady croaked and voilà. The prodigal bitch returns to Easton to wreak havoc on all our lives.” He opened his palms toward the sky with a wry smile. “Happy now?” he asked.

Not exactly. This did not add up at all. Ivy as caring granddaughter? Ivy giving up her whole school life to be there for a member of her family? That so didn’t track with the girl I knew. The girl who was always ready with an obnoxious comment. The girl who had tried to keep all of Easton out of the most exclusive party of the year. The girl who had allegedly broken into said grandmother’s house intending to steal something. The girl who had dropped a guy who clearly liked her and gone after my guy before I’d had even a day to mourn our relationship.

“One more question,” I said, unable to stop myself.

“Make it quick. I have to take a piss before my club meeting,” Gage said.

Charming.

“Are Ivy and Josh . . . are they, like, serious?” I asked, filleting my heart down the middle and leaving it wide open to his answer.

Gage looked at me for a moment, and for that one moment I swear I saw actual compassion in his eyes.

“Please. Ivy is never serious about anyone,” he said, standing. Then he turned and faced me and opened his arms. “Besides, the girl does have a brain. She’ll be coming back for more of this in no time.”

Gag. But still. I hoped he was right.



EVEN



“Has everyone come up with a guest list?” I asked that night. Via e-mail, I had reminded each of my Billings sisters that they were to create their own lists of invitees for the fund-raiser—friends, family, people with cash. We were getting down to the wire, so I hoped that everyone had made time to work on it between classes.

“Got it!” Portia announced, holding up her rhinestone-covered PDA as everyone else murmured their assent.

“Mine’s handwritten. Is that bad?” Constance asked, biting her lip.

“It doesn’t matter what format it’s in as long as you have one,” I replied. “Now I need someone to volunteer to compile them all and cross-reference for any duplicates. Volunteers?”

“I’ll do it!” Kiki offered. Her mouth was full of the mini éclair she’d just popped into it, but I got the gist. Vienna had ordered up a few dozen delicacies from the French bakery in town, which were now being passed around on silver platters.

“Great. Everyone get your lists to Kiki by the end of the night,” I directed. “We’ll also be inviting every Easton alumni under the age of sixty-five. Ms. Lewis e-mailed me the list today, and I’ll forward that to you as well,” I told Kiki.

“Okay,” Kiki said, taking Constance’s list. “What do I do with all the addresses once I have them?”

“Actually, I was kind of hoping that maybe you and Astrid could come up with some kind of gorgeous e-mail invite to send to everyone,” I replied. “We can mock it up now and then just add in the locations once we have them. Sound good?”

“I’m in!” Astrid announced.

“I just got this new design software from my dad that’s still in prototype. It’s killer,” Kiki added.

Noelle sat forward in her chair and cleared her throat. “E-mail? Really?” she asked, looking up at me like I had suggested finger-painting the invites. “Isn’t that sort of gauche?”

I felt my fingers start to curl. I had decided to go with her theme. Did she really have to contradict my one piece of input in front of everyone? I mean, I know I had flirted with her man and all, but did that mean I was never going to get a say in anything ever again?

No. I wouldn’t let her step all over me that way. So I’d flirted with Dash. Last year she’d helped kidnap my boyfriend and had left him for dead. I’d say we were even. Until she found out about the fact that I’d almost slept with Dash. That might tip the scales in her view. But as of now, she didn’t know about that.

“It’s the fastest and cheapest way to reach everyone,” I told her patiently. “If we have to get invitations printed and stamped and mailed, by the time the guests receive them, it will be two days before the party.”

Noelle raised her palms. “Point taken.”

I let out a breath. See? She wasn’t trying to control things. She was simply voicing an opinion. Way to overreact, Reed.

“Okay, I think that’s it for tonight,” I told the room. “If anyone has any suggestions for us before we leave for New York on Saturday, stop by my room and let me know.”

The meeting broke up with everyone gabbing happily and comparing their lists, swiping a few more treats from the platters around the room. I suddenly felt too exhausted to move. It was difficult, keeping up appearances and being a leader when my mind was on Josh and Hauer and a million other things. It took a lot out of me. Noelle stood, selected a small tart, and wrapped it in a linen napkin to bring with her upstairs. I had been hoping for a moment alone with her and was glad she had hung back from the crowd.

“I swear, with the amount of crap we’ve been consuming at these meetings, the eating disorders in this place are about to skyrocket,” she joked.

“Noelle,” I said, wiping my palms on my wool skirt, “have you heard anything about Detective Hauer meeting with Josh this afternoon?”

Noelle smiled sympathetically. “Worried about the boy who dumped you? You’re so sweet.”

The boy who dumped me? I’d never told anyone that was how it had happened. Did she know, or did she just assume? Did she know more about that night than she had let on?

“I didn’t—”

“I’m just messing with you,” Noelle said, stepping toward me. “I heard it was just a routine questioning. Because apparently she used the same stuff to off herself as she used to mess with him. There’s an obvious connection.”

Obvious. Obvious that Cheyenne was a nut job who was capable of anything. Why wouldn’t they just chalk her death up to suicide and let it go?

“Besides, didn’t you say you both left campus before they had a chance to question you?” Noelle asked, arching her brows. “Maybe they’re just now catching up with Hollis as well. If, of course, that was really the reason for your visit with the police the other night.”

My face turned warm. I felt as if she could see right into my brain. “Right. That makes sense.”

Noelle smirked, then instantly shifted gears. “Don’t worry, Reed. He’ll be fine,” she said kindly, soothingly. “He can take care of himself.”

“I know.” Or maybe Ivy was taking care of him.

“Come on. You can help me with my Spanish. You’re one of those dorks who love homework, right?” she joked, knocking me with her arm as she passed me by.

“I’ll be right up,” I told her.

I hoped she was right—I hoped Josh was fine without me—but the idea that he could be only made my heart ache worse. As much as I was trying to move on and cling to my anger with him over Ivy, I hated not knowing what was going on with him. I hated not being able to be there for him. I hated myself for doing this to us.



LIFE AFTER HOLLIS



I had never been inside a Drake Hall common room before. It was nice. Cozy. There was a fire in the old stone fireplace, big leather chairs all around the room, and the walls were paneled in dark wood. It had the feel of a mountain lodge. Not that I’d ever been to a mountain lodge, but I imagined this was how it would feel. Unlike the common room on Josh’s floor in Ketlar, there was no big-screen TV or boys shouting over a round of Guitar Hero in the corner. The few guys dotted around the room were studying, carrying on whispered debates.

This was where the real students lived.

“So, where are you from, anyway?” I asked Marc. I leaned over the open Tupperware box on the table between us, chose one of the flaky, homemade desserts his mother had sent him, and leaned back in my comfy leather chair.

“We’re supposed to be interviewing you,” Marc reminded me.

“I’m bored of me,” I replied. “Let’s talk about you for a while.”

Marc smiled and turned off the recorder, which sat next to the Tupperware. “I have one more question first, off the record,” he said.

“Sure,” I replied, licking some powdered sugar from my lower lip. Whatever I was eating was damn good.

“Is this an interview or a date?” he asked.

My heart skipped a surprised beat. “What makes you think it’s a date?”

Marc looked at the floor and rubbed his hands together shyly. He glanced up with a tentative expression. “Constance said something about a list. . . .”

I laughed and finished off my little pastry. “Trust Constance to stick her nose in. So maybe it is a date.” I didn’t want it to be a date. Not really. I didn’t want to be on a date with anyone other than Josh. But that was what this was supposed to be. So I said it. “Is that okay with you?”

His eyebrows shot up. “Very okay.”

I felt a bit guilty after that. Like I was giving him false hope. But I soldiered on.

“Good. So where are you from?” I asked again, reaching for another pastry.

“Miami,” he replied.

I paused mid-bite. When I thought of Miami, I thought of neon lights, hot pink spandex, and loud music. Marc was none of these things. His very being screamed New Englander. “Really? But you’re so—”

“Preppy? Ambitious? Sober?” he supplied.

“Okay,” I said.

“I never really fit in there,” he told me. He leaned back in his chair and laid his arms on top of the chair arms, then started to tap a beat on the front of them with both hands. “My older brother, Carlos, was born to live there. All my friends worshipped him because he, you know, raced cars and knew all the bouncers and had a different girl over every night and never seemed to actually work a day. They thought he was the coolest thing ever. I just thought it was sad. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.”

“Wow,” I said.

“Too much information?” he asked.

“No. Not at all. It just sounds familiar,” I replied.

“You have a slutty, drag-racing older brother?” Marc joked.

I laughed and reached for my coffee cup. “No. Not that part. Just the part where you couldn’t wait to get out of there.”

“Didn’t fit in out there in central Pennsylvania?” he asked.

My paranoia flared instantly. “How did you know where I was from?”

“Reed, I’m a reporter. I’m doing a story on you. Come on,” he said, turning his palms up.

“I thought the story was more about Billings.”

“Yeah, and you’re president of Billings. The girl who’s single-handedly trying to save it,” Marc said. Like, duh. “You’re kind of central to the story.”

“Oh. Right.” I laughed.

And as I laughed I realized that I only ever laughed anymore when I was with Marc. I looked at him and he looked at me and I felt nothing. Zero tingle. Zero attraction. Zero emotion. He wasn’t Josh, but I liked being with him. It made me forget the other stuff. There was a definite possibility that this guy could be a good friend.

“So. How big’s your scholarship?” he asked with a wry smile.

“Like I’d ever tell you that,” I responded, and smacked his arm lightly.

“I’ll get it out of you eventually,” he told me, reaching for one of the pastries. “It’s what I do.”

I sipped my coffee and settled in. We spent the next hour talking about how surreal it was to be at Easton without trust funds behind us. Our hopes of breaking into the Ivy League. The crazy birthday gifts our parents cobbled together during leaner years. In the end it was one of the most enjoyable nights I’d had in recent memory. And he didn’t even try to kiss me at the door.

As I strolled away from Drake Hall, I felt somehow lighter. I knew that there was definitely going to be life after Josh Hollis. Maybe not with Marc, but with someone. Someday. Maybe even soon. It was actually possible.



CRAZY



Friday night was movie night at Billings—at least, for those who didn’t have dates or visiting parents. As I approached my dorm, I saw the dim glow of the plasma screen through the front window of the parlor and knew that most of my friends were inside, riveted to whatever words of wisdom Cameron Diaz or Reese Witherspoon were imparting this week. I yanked open the outer door of the dorm and paused. The inner door was ajar, propped open with the bronze doorstopper that was only ever used on move-in day to facilitate the passage of huge suitcases and trunks. The red security light on the keycard slot was blinking and emitting a low, ineffective beep, annoyed that the door had been ajar for too long. What was it doing open? And why hadn’t anyone noticed?

I stepped inside and nudged the heavy doorstopper aside with my foot, then quietly closed the door. I could see Sabine, Constance, and Kiki sitting in the parlor with their hair spilling over the back of one of the couches. Nothing seemed amiss. Part of me wanted to go in there and ask them about the door, but if I did, I knew that Constance would pump me for the details of my date, so instead I quickly slipped upstairs.

Big mistake. The second I opened the door to my room, I froze. Literally. It was freezing inside. Something moved in the dark. Fear instantly overcame me and I slammed the door, pressing myself up against the wall outside. Someone was in there. Someone was in my room.

My heart was in my throat. Why would someone be skulking around in my room in the dark? Were they leaving another surprise for me? Or did they have something even worse planned? Whoever was in there knew I was out here now. We were playing a waiting game. Him or her in there. Me out here. Who would crack first?

Ever so slowly, I turned and pressed my ear to the door to see if I could hear the culprit moving around inside. I held my breath. There was nothing. Dead silence. Was this person on the other side of the door right now . . . listening for me?

Why were they doing this to me? What had I done to deserve this?

Down the hall, a door opened and laughing voices emerged. I looked up to find Lorna and Missy walking out of the Twin Cities’ room with a bunch of folded blankets. They stopped in their tracks at the sight of me still bundled in my coat, my gloved hands pressed into the door along with my left ear.

“What are you doing?” Missy asked with a sneer.

Freaking out. Losing my mind. Having a panic attack.

“Someone’s in my room,” I whispered.

“Sabine?” Lorna asked at full voice.

I felt so desperate I wanted to cry. But at least I had backup now. At least if I opened the door, they would see there was someone in there too. I’d have witnesses.

“No. Sabine’s downstairs,” I whispered hoarsely. “I think someone’s sneaking around my room.”

“Like who?” Missy asked. “Everyone’s in the parlor.”

I pressed my lips together. I hated that of all the people in Billings, it was Missy who had to be here for this, but she was better than no one. “I don’t know. Maybe someone from outside Billings,” I said, thinking of the open door. “Will you guys please just go in there with me?”

Lorna looked a little freaked, but she nodded resolutely. “Sure.”

“Thanks.” I turned slowly, trying not to make any noise, and silently turned the knob. “One, two, three,” I whispered. Then I flung the door open. Wide open. And braced myself for some kind of attack. I didn’t even realize I had closed my eyes until Missy shoved me aside from behind and I was startled into looking around.

“There’s no one in here,” she said, flicking on the light.

She was right. The room was deserted.

“No, but it’s freezing,” Lorna added. She dropped the blankets onto my bed and walked across to my window, which was wide open. The wind coming through the ever-present screen sent the curtains billowing into the room.

The curtains. That must have been what I had seen. The curtains moving.

As Lorna slammed and locked the window, my face burned with embarrassment. I was turning into a paranoid freak. And Missy Thurber and Lorna Gross had been there to witness it.

“There’s no one in the bathroom, either,” Lorna said, checking it.

I turned and checked both closets, now almost hoping I’d find some psycho lurking about. Anything to make me look like less of a paranoid delusional nutcase. But there was nothing.

“You don’t get enough attention around here?” Missy said with a smirk. “Now you have to create fake stalkers? Poor, poor President Reed. Always such a victim.”

“You know, you’re even uglier on the inside than you are on the outside,” I snapped.

Missy’s jaw dropped. For a split second I actually thought she was going to cry, and I didn’t even care. I was too pent up, frustrated, and embarrassed to care. And besides, why did she always have to be so rude? She had no idea what was going on in my life. No clue. And did she care? No. She just lived to attack me.

“You are such a bitch,” she said through her teeth. “You may have everyone else around here snowed, but I know the nice-girl thing is all an act, and sooner or later you’re going to get yours, Reed. Just wait.”

She stomped out of my room with her blankets, leaving Lorna hovering behind. Was that a threat? Had Missy just threatened me? And why had she used the word stalker? I hadn’t said anything about a stalker. Just that I thought someone was in my room. Did she know I had a stalker because she was the stalker?

Fab. Now my brain was starting to hurt.

“Are you okay?” Lorna asked me quietly.

“Yeah,” I said, catching my breath. “I’m fine. I’m just going to . . . get ready for bed.”

“Okay.” Lorna picked up her blankets and went after Missy.

I closed the door and rechecked everything, just to be safe. The bathroom, the closets, under the beds. Nothing seemed amiss. I took a deep breath and tossed my coat on the hook behind the door. Then I turned to my dresser for my pajamas and froze.

No. Couldn’t go in there. No drawers.

Rationally, I knew that all I had seen were the moving curtains, but I was irrationally scared anyway. I pulled my sweater off over my head and glanced at the closet.

No. Couldn’t go in there either.

Feeling childish, I folded my sweater and placed it atop my closed laptop. Suddenly, I felt exhausted. Beaten down by my own paranoia. I didn’t want to wash my face or brush my teeth or check my e-mail or do anything. My bag for tomorrow was already packed, sitting on the floor at the end of my bed. If I went to sleep, I could wake up and go to New York. Get out of here and not see this room for two whole days. Two whole days in a place that didn’t know me. Two whole days in a town where Cheyenne’s memory couldn’t haunt me. Two whole days where whoever was messing with me couldn’t reach me.

New York. The words were like a promise. I would feel less crazy there. I knew I would.

Jeans and T-shirt still on, I crawled under the covers and, leaving the overhead light blazing, attempted to get some sleep.



POWER TRIP



The lobby of the exclusive Gramercy Park Hotel was like something out of a modern-goth Alice in Wonderland, with its checkerboard floors, abstract art, ornate chandeliers, and dark stone walls. Yet it was somehow cozy. Comfortable. Welcoming.

In two words it was this:

Not Billings.

I felt myself start to breathe easier as we stepped further inside. There was a couple at the front desk surrounded by piles of buttery leather luggage, a tiny dog peeking out from the woman’s handbag. A group of men in tailored suits strode by us in heated conversation, clearly on their way to some high-powered brunch, and they all stopped talking to check us out as they went by. One even surreptitiously snapped our picture with his phone, which London and Vienna automatically posed for. This was not the kind of clientele one might find at the Super 8 in Croton. This place oozed glamour.

I wondered what our suite would be like. Imagined a sumptuous bed I could sink into and sleep in for real. For hours and hours and hours without dreams. I shook my head. I had a long day ahead of me in the most exciting city in the world, and suddenly, all I wanted to do was go to bed.

“Miss Simmons, Miss Clarke, good to see you again,” the bellboy—who was way too cute to be a bellboy—greeted them as he loaded our bags onto a cart. “I’ll take this up to your suite. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

London looked at the rest of us expectantly. “Should we lunch out, or have them bring something to our room?”

“Lunch? It’s ten-thirty in the morning,” I pointed out. “And we have appointments to keep.”

“So we’ll do brunch,” Vienna said, sinking into a red velvet chaise. She leaned back and kicked her heels off. “God, it’s so good to be home.”

“Home? But you don’t live here.” Sabine said it like a question, glancing around almost warily. Apparently, she didn’t feel as comfortable here as I did.

London and Vienna laughed. So did the bellboy. “Practically,” they said in unison.

“You can take our things up,” Noelle told the bellboy, handing him a few crisp bills from her Louis Vuitton wallet. “We’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

As the bellboy silently disappeared, Noelle sat down on the chaise near Vienna’s feet and slid her arms out of her coat. “I say we head up to Sarabeth’s for brunch, then hit Bloomingdale’s and Dylan’s. I’m definitely going to need chocolate later.”

“Omigod, totally!” London squealed, perching on the edge of a round-backed love seat. “And Sarabeth’s has that French toast with the—”

“You guys, we can’t go out for brunch right now,” I said, hovering with Sabine as the three of them got comfy. “We have an appointment to see the Regent in half an hour, then another at the studio at eleven-fifteen. I blocked out time for lunch at twelve-thirty.”

“What are you, auditioning to be a cruise director?” Vienna joked, checking out a sunglassed couple as they walked by to see if they were anyone worth seeing.

“Yeah, Reed, why don’t you just relax?” Noelle suggested. “This is a vacation. And besides, I went to a wedding at the Regent last year, and they tried to pass off this crap caviar from Maine or some godawful place as something decadent. People were spitting it out into their napkins all night.”

She, London, and Vienna all snickered like they were in on some inside joke, which just made me feel uncomfortable. Sabine as well, if I was reading her closed-off body language correctly. There was no way I was going to let Noelle completely hijack this weekend. I needed her input, definitely, but she wasn’t going to tell me how to run this whole thing

“You guys, this is not a vacation,” I said pointedly. “We’re here to plan a fund-raiser to save Billings, remember? And I don’t care about the caviar, because I wasn’t planning on serving any anyway. So get your butts in gear. We’ve got appointments to keep.”

Vienna and London looked at each other, and Vienna pushed herself up in her chaise, rolling her eyes. “God, Reed. You sound like my mother,” she said. But she grabbed her black cashmere coat and stood.

“As long as we get to Dylan’s at some point today, I’m happy,” London said with a shrug. “Now that you brought it up, I can’t stop thinking about their cappuccino gelato. Dee-vine.”

Noelle eyed me as the Twin Cities buttoned their coats and smoothed their hair. I knew she couldn’t believe she’d just been unceremoniously snubbed, and I felt a quick rush of triumph. I was in charge now. She was just going to have to get used to it.

With a heavy sigh, Noelle finally arose and picked up her coat. “All right, then. We’ll go. But it is an utter waste of time.”

“We’ll call up the car!” London announced, grabbing Vienna’s arm as they traipsed off toward the front desk.

Noelle slowly belted her black coat and looked at me with narrow-eyed interest. “You really are enjoying this power trip you’re on, aren’t you, Glass-Licker?”

“Just doing my job,” I said with a forced smile.

She smirked and strolled off after the Twin Cities, leaving me alone for the moment with Sabine. Her brows knit as she adjusted her new, very trendy white cloche hat.

“Why does she call you Glass-Licker?” she asked.

I paused, letting the memory of my first-ever conversation with Noelle wash over me for a moment. Letting myself relish the fact that even though she couldn’t give up the nickname, our positions in life had completely changed. So much so that the insulting moniker was starting to feel like a joke. An homage to times gone by. A term of endearment. Somehow, it didn’t hold the same power it used to.

“It’s a long story,” I told Sabine, looping my arm through hers the way London and Vienna were always doing. “A long, stupid story.”



SO FAR, SO PERFECT



“Oh my God, Vienna! I thought Etienne was going to die when he realized you let someone else trim your bangs!” London cried as we stepped out of the Lange family’s chauffeured limo somewhere on West Thirteenth Street. A stiff wind nearly blew me off my feet, and a pair of NYU boys eyed us with interest as they strolled by.

“I think he actually cried. I swear I saw a tear,” I added.

“Well, that’s what he gets for refusing to come up to Easton every week to shape me,” Vienna said blithely, flicking her hair away from her face. “I even offered to pay for his transportation, but no. He simply cannot be away from the city for an entire afternoon,” she added, putting on Etienne’s thick French accent. “It would mean disastre!”

We all laughed, slightly high on the triumphs of the morning. Not only had the proprietor at Tassos’s studio of choice practically bent over backward to accommodate us once we’d dropped the photographer’s name, but Vienna had guilted the owner of her salon into canceling all his appointments for next Saturday afternoon so that we could rent out the entire facility. We’d even had a chance to swing by Dylan’s Candy Bar to load up on sugar. So far I’d consumed almost half a pound of gummy bears and a Wonka Bar. I was having actual fun, and had hardly thought of Josh or Cheyenne or Ivy all day. So far, so perfect.

“He should know better,” Noelle sniffed as she looked up and down the sidewalk, trying to pinpoint our destination. “You and your sister have been his most loyal clients ever since you first sprouted hair.”

“I forgot you had a sister,” Sabine said to Vienna, hugging herself against the cold. “Will we get to meet her at the fund-raiser?”

“Are you kidding? She practically peed in her pants when I told her about Frederica Falk and the photo shoot. She already sent me her donation,” Vienna said.

“What about your sister, Sabine? Did you invite her?” I asked.

“She’s out of the country right now,” Sabine replied, her face brightening at the subject. “But she so wishes she could come. I think she—”

“Where is this place?” Noelle asked, interrupting Sabine. Quite rudely, I thought. “I can never remember which entrance . . .”

Suddenly, a plain black door right in front of us opened and out stepped the single most perfect specimen of manhood I had ever laid eyes on outside a movie theater. He was tall, with highlighted blond hair, golden stubble all along his cut cheekbones, and blue eyes that could cut steel. His suit was black, his shirt a pristine, crisp white that was opened one extra button to show the top of his tanned chest. For a moment none of us breathed.

“Reed Brennan?” he asked with an inquisitive smile.

London had to forcibly shove me forward. “That would be me,” I said to the supermodel.

His smile widened and he opened the door further. “Welcome to Suite 13.”

“I don’t care where we have this thing, we’re hiring this guy as our doorman,” I whispered to my friends.

“I second that!” Vienna offered.

Giggling like girls at a tea party, we hustled inside.

“I’m Lucas, the assistant manager of Suite 13,” Mr. Hot said as he led us down a dimly lit hallway with red-glass lamps hanging from the ceiling. He offered me his hand to shake. It was warm, strong, and very large. “Here at the suite, we pride ourselves on being one of the most versatile spaces in all of Manhattan. With our high ceilings, moveable booths, and huge square footage, we can turn our suite into anything your heart desires.”

We came out onto a balcony with two staircases on either side, descending at a curve to a large, pitlike room. There were huge bars on either side, and round, suede booths in dark jewel tones dotted the room, surrounding a gleaming black dance floor. I could just imagine the place decorated with dark floral centerpieces and swags of cloth, flashbulbs popping, and champagne flowing. It was incredible.

“Oh, no,” Noelle said under her breath.

“Yeah. I know,” Vienna replied. “Not good.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Is there a problem?” Lucas added, gripping the railing with one hand.

“No. Not at all,” Noelle replied smoothly, tossing her hair over her shoulders. “I just need to confer with my friends for a moment.”

“Take your time,” Lucas replied.

He moved a few feet off and whipped out his Treo. Noelle tugged my arm, leading all four of us into the tiny alcove outside the bathrooms.

“We can’t have it here,” she whispered.

“Why not? I like it,” I replied.

“Dash had his seventeenth birthday party here,” Noelle said, glancing over her shoulder. “I forgot about it until I saw the room.”

My shoulder muscles coiled at the mere mention of Dash’s name. At the not-so-new but still annoying realization that he and Noelle and everyone at Easton had had very full lives before I ever showed up there. That he and Noelle had a shared history I would never be a part of. I knew that hooking up with Dash had been wrong, but it still stung that he had been able to dismiss me so easily, without so much as a phone call or an explanation. All of this hit me from every angle as I stood there with Noelle, Sabine, and the Twin Cities waiting for my comment.

“So?” I said finally. “That was almost two years ago.”

“Exactly,” Sabine added, taking my side as always. “And you heard what Lucas said. The room can be anything we want it to be. We can make it look completely different.”

Noelle smirked and glanced over at Vienna, who hid a laugh behind her hand. London simply chuckled out loud. Clearly, they were all so very amused at our naiveté. Which, of course, made my blood boil.

“First of all, it doesn’t matter what Mr. Universe over there says—people will know it’s the same place,” Noelle replied in a facetious tone. “This is supposed to be the event of the season. You don’t want it to feel as if it’s been done before, do you?”

“You really don’t,” Vienna put in with a shudder.

“Like, really,” London added helpfully.

I looked at Sabine, who suddenly seemed as uncertain as I felt. These people were, after all, the experts. And we still had four more places to see. One of them had to be as good. Still, I hated kowtowing to Noelle. Especially with the sting of Dash’s name still searing my skin. But what else could I do?

“Fine,” I said through my teeth. “Let’s just go.”

As we said goodbye to an understandably confused Lucas (I think he’d noticed our collective drool), I realized that even this far away from Easton, I wasn’t completely free of my drama. Until Noelle had mentioned his name, I had forgotten that Dash was supposed to be in the city this weekend. That he and Noelle were supposed to have dinner with his parents.

Would he pick her up at our room? Would tonight be the first night I laid eyes on Dash McCafferty since the Legacy—the night he’d laid his eyes all over me?

So much for my focus.



MAYBE PRINCE



Noelle couldn’t stop checking out her own ass. As soon as we’d returned to the suite at the hotel, she’d taken a shower and then come out wearing a black dress that looked staid and conservative from the front with its high neckline, but had such a low-cut back that you could practically see the top of her butt crack. For the past fifteen minutes she’d been standing with her back to the mirror, craning her neck so that she could study the effect.

“Dash is a butt man,” she explained. “You’d think he’d be a boob man, but he’s totally not.”

She finally turned around to smooth her hair. As I sat on the edge of my double bed, all I wanted to do was grab a chunk of her brown locks and tear. She had been talking about nothing but Dash for the past hour. About how he had booked them a separate room in the hotel so they could be alone later. About how it had been so long since they’d been together that he wasn’t going to be able to keep his hands off of her. It all made me so vilely ill I was growing belligerent. I wanted Josh, not Dash. I did. But I was so sick of hearing about how much Dash wanted Noelle. So sick.

“Why would you think he’d be a boob man?” London asked, clicking off her cell phone. She looked down at her own mega-breasts, as if assessing whether they could ever grab Dash’s attention. Vienna was in the corner, trying to wheedle free champagne for the photo shoot out of some vendor who’d done her mother’s third wedding.

“Look at his father,” Noelle said. “He may act all proper and upright all the time, but he’s had several mistresses over the years and every one of them? Double-D’s. At least.”

Now I had to glance down at my own flattish chest. The fact that Dash had been attracted to me at all did kind of prove he was a butt guy. But of course, I couldn’t weigh in.

“So you think sexual preference runs in the family?” Sabine asked, holding a dress up to herself as she looked in the smaller of our two mirrors. “Like it’s genetic?”

Noelle rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t trying to be scientific, Frenchie. I was just talking.”

Sabine blushed and went into the bathroom to change her clothes. Yet another of Noelle’s pointless jabs had hit home. What was her damage?

“So, I really think we should go with Loft Blanc,” Noelle said, grabbing her lip gloss and leaning toward the mirror. “It’s the hottest new venue in town. People will be beyond impressed if they see it on the invite.”

Loft Blanc was this admittedly amazing space in the Meatpacking District with high ceilings, huge windows overlooking the Hudson, and an incredible collection of modern art adorning its otherwise stark walls. It also had outdoor, rooftop space, but considering I was 0 for 2 with rooftops in the past year, that wasn’t much of a selling point for me. Besides, it was November. Who wanted to mingle on a rooftop in New York in November?

“We’ve already been through this. There’s no way we’re having it there,” I told her, getting up and whipping my navy blue dress out of the closet. “Move on already.”

Noelle paused with her lip gloss wand on her bottom lip. She shot me an annoyed look in the mirror, then slowly closed the tube, put it down, and turned to face me.

“Okay, that’s it,” she snapped, crossing her arms over her chest. In the mirror, her dress shifted enough so that I actually could see her butt crack. If Dash’s mother was anywhere near as uptight as her reputation indicated, she was just going to love that dress. “What is your problem today?”

“I don’t have a problem,” I said, yanking my sweater off over my head. “You’re the one with the problem. We’re supposed to be making money on this thing, remember? Raising five million dollars? We can’t spend five million if we want to make five million.”

I shoved my jeans to the floor and stepped into the dress, zipping it up the side. Then I went over to the full-length mirror, subtly nudging Noelle aside, and started brushing through my hair like I was trying to bald myself. Sabine returned from the bathroom, looking simply elegant in a dark gray sheath.

“Everything okay?” she asked me.

“Fine,” I said through my teeth.

“Reed, I thought I was here to help you make the right decision. I think we can all agree I know more about these things than you do.” Noelle walked over to her dresser and selected a pair of diamond earrings from her small Hervé Léger bag.

“You don’t have to insult her,” Sabine said, irked.

“I wasn’t. I was merely stating a fact,” Noelle replied.

Sabine squared her shoulders and turned toward Noelle. “It sounded like an insult to me.”

And to me. But I didn’t say so. London got up and quietly slipped from the room, while Vienna continued to battle it out on the phone, oblivious to the rising tension.

“Reed, haven’t you ever heard that old adage, ‘You have to spend money to make money’?” Noelle asked, ignoring Sabine and training her attention on me. “Or is there so little cash where you come from, the phrase never happened to trickle down?”

“See! Another insult!” Sabine pointed out, lifting her hand.

My face was burning at this point, but I was used to that. I was used to Noelle’s barbs. I knew they didn’t really mean anything. It was just her way. Still, the fact that Sabine was so offended on my behalf made them sting a bit more than usual. “We don’t have any money to spend, Noelle,” I said, dropping my brush on the vanity with a clatter. “I say we go with the St. Sebastian. It was a beautiful space and much more traditional. The older alumni will appreciate it.”

The St. Sebastian was this ancient, converted church with an arcing ceiling and beautiful stained glass windows looking down from above. When the proprietor showed us photos of the many ways they had transformed the space for weddings, album launches, and fund-raisers, I was sold. Plus it was reasonable. As reasonable as one could get in NYC. Noelle, of course, thought it had been done.

“Fine. We’ll do it your way,” Noelle said. She spritzed a cloud of perfume, then stepped through it. “But we’re going to spend more money dressing that place up than we would if we simply went with Loft Blanc.”

At that moment the doorbell to our suite rang. My heart all but stopped.

“I’ll get it!” London shouted from her bedroom on the opposite side of the sunken living room.

“Dash is here,” Noelle said, grabbing her clutch purse and a sheer silver cardigan off the vanity. “We can talk more about this later.”

Dash was here. Dash was here. Dash was here. The moment Noelle was out of the room, I double-checked my hair and gave myself a quick powder, blush, and lip gloss makeover.

“Finally I get to meet the famous Dash McCafferty. Is he as big a bitch as his girlfriend?” Sabine asked.

I rolled my eyes, shoved my feet into my shoes, and walked unsteadily out to the living area of our suite, my ankles teetering thanks to the thick carpet and my nerves. Noelle was halfway to the door. London was just about to open it. Vienna came tearing out of my room behind me, phone closed now, and rushed to London’s side, all smiles.

What the heck were those two up to? Not that I cared much at the moment. All I could think was that Dash was behind that door. What would he say to me? What would I say to him? Would Noelle be able to tell what had happened between us?

London whipped open the door and everyone froze. The guy standing on the threshold was not Dash McCafferty. He was, in fact, Dash’s physical opposite. Tall, sure, but tan. Dark. Lean. With long black hair that just skimmed the bottom of his earlobes.

Dominic Infante. Dominic Infante and a single purple orchid in a white ceramic pot.

He glanced around at each of us, dotted as we were around the room, and stopped on me.

“Reed. You look lovely,” he said, holding out the orchid.

Whahuh?

“Look what we imported just for you!” London announced.

She and Vienna flanked the door like a pair of game-show models showing off the latest prize. Noelle glanced back at me over her shoulder, amused.

“Guess someone else has a date tonight,” Noelle said.

Realizing it was my turn to speak, I took a few steps forward. “You came all the way down here from school just for me?” I asked Dominic.

He looked me up and down, his eyes lingering on my legs, my hips, my chest, and then my face. “Wouldn’t you?”

My heart actually fluttered.

“Damn. Good answer,” Noelle said behind me.

Dominic handed the potted orchid to me, and London whisked it right out of my hands.

“Shall we?” Dominic said, stepping aside to make room in the doorway.

I looked at London and Vienna and their insane Cheshire grins and knew there was no way I could turn this down. Not without a fight. And why would I want to? Why not get out of here before the torture of seeing Dash and Noelle together could occur? Why not hit New York with a gorgeous Italian maybe-prince? This weekend was supposed to be about distraction. About getting away. I could think of no better method of escape.

I smiled and grabbed my coat. “I guess we shall.”



PART OF THE FAMILY



“This place is incredible,” I said to Dominic, laying my long, flat menu aside.

When we had arrived at the small restaurant, tucked away in the West Village, it hadn’t looked like much. Just a brick basement in someone’s brownstone. But once inside, we had been ushered through the small, cozy dining area and out onto this even cozier patio, where only a dozen intimate tables were placed among the trees that grew right out of the brick beneath our feet. There were heat lamps placed around the periphery to ward off the November chill, and white twinkle lights were strung from the tree branches overhead. I couldn’t believe places like this existed in Manhattan.

“I’ll tell my cousin you said so,” Dominic replied.

“Your cousin?”

“Yes. My cousin Antony owns this place,” Dominic said casually. His accent really was alluring. “There is usually a long wait list to get in, but when I told him of your beauty, he managed to clear a table for us.”

I blushed as I looked across the tiny table at him. Dominic had been saying things like this ever since we left the hotel, but I couldn’t tell if he was serious, or if he was just feeding me lines. But then, what did it matter? I could use the ego boost either way.

“I was thinking that after this I might take you to a couple of my usual places,” Dominic said, placing his menu down.

“Usual places?” I asked.

“Clubs. Have you done the club scene?” he asked.

“Um, no,” I replied. “And I’m not really sure I should. I have to get up kind of early in the morning.”

“Well, you could always just stay up all night,” Dominic replied with a smile. A suggestive smile? “That’s what I usually do.”

“We’ll see,” I replied. Time for a subject change. I didn’t want to know what he thought we would do if we stayed up together all night. “So, is your cousin here? I’d love to meet him.”

“He promised to bring out his special dessert for us personally.” Dominic took a sip of his white wine and smiled. “If we make it through the first four courses. The service here is truly Italian. Which means excessive.”

My stomach grumbled as a delicious-looking dish was carried past our table.

“Sounds good to me. I’m starving,” I replied.

Dominic smiled. “A girl with an appetite. Are you sure you go to Easton?”

I laughed and felt myself truly start to relax for the first time all night. Suddenly I felt grateful to London and Vienna for blindsiding me with this date. If I had gone out for dinner with the two of them and Sabine, I was sure the conversation would have centered around the fund-raiser and maybe even Cheyenne. Maybe they would even have gotten around to asking me what happened with Josh. But here I was simply being showered with compliments and attention. A much more satisfying way to spend an evening.

“Actually, you’d be surprised by how much the girls in Billings can put away,” I told him. “Just a couple of days ago we—”

My cute little anecdote died on my tongue as I heard familiar voices just on the other side of the patio door. I had about half a second to prepare before Noelle stepped out into the courtyard, with Dash’s hand on her waist. I felt as if the bricks were falling away beneath the legs of my chair. So much so that I actually gripped my armrests for support.

Dash. Dash’s lips, Dash’s hands, Dash’s eyes, Dash’s longing desperation. Suddenly every image, every feeling, everything from the night of the Legacy came rushing back, hitting me like a tidal wave to the chest. Dominic and I had scored the back corner table, and in the dim light Noelle had yet to spot us, but Dash had. He had looked right into my eyes the second he arrived, as if he had expected me to be there. But then he tripped. He braced himself on one of the tree trunks to keep from going down.

My heart was in my throat. Okay. So maybe he hadn’t entirely forgotten that night.

“Dash! Are you all right?” his mother asked. She could only be his mother. Tall. Blond. Perfectly manicured and coiffed. Then his father, the spitting image of Dash, but with salt-and-pepper hair.

“Just a couple of days ago you . . . ?” Dominic prodded, unaware that anything was amiss.

Noelle finally figured out where Dash was looking and spotted me. I endeavored to smile. She whispered something to Dash’s parents and they all looked over. Dash cleared his throat about ten times and straightened his tie. Finally, at the obvious prodding of his mother, he cleared it one last time, squared his shoulders, and walked over to us.

Omigod. Omigod, omigod, omigod.

“Is something wrong?” Dominic asked.

“Dash,” I said through my teeth.

“What?”

“Dash McCafferty is here,” I said.

Dominic looked up just as Dash arrived at our table.

“Reed. Dom. How are you guys?” Dash asked, his tone formal.

“McCafferty!” Dominic cheered, getting up to hug his former dorm mate. “How are you? How is everything at Yale?”

Thank God Dominic knew him. If I had been forced to speak first, I might have thrown up on Dash’s extremely buffed shoes. As the two of them briefly caught up, I stared at the underside of Dash’s chiseled chin, a thousand questions flooding my mind.

Why haven’t you called? What the hell happened that night? Why did you get back together with Noelle? When?

And why do you have to be So. Effing. Hot?

Not that I could have said any of those things with Dominic there and Noelle looking on. Not that I could have said any of those things without dying of mortification even if Dash and I had been alone.

“Reed,” Dash said finally, turning toward me.

I looked up at him. My many queries must have been blatantly readable in my eyes, because I stopped him cold.

“I . . .” His jaw worked. “You look . . . I mean, it’s been a while.”

“Not that long,” I heard myself say.

A pang of something crossed his face. Regret? Annoyance? It was impossible to tell. And then Noelle swooped in. Her coat had been removed, but she wore the light, open-weave cardigan over her dress, camouflaging her butt crack, apparently, until she could get Dash alone.

“Hundreds of restaurants in Manhattan and here you are!” she said gaily, taking Dash’s hand. “What are the chances?”

“I’m glad you decided on this one,” Dominic said politely. “You’re in for a wonderful meal.”

“Well. Let’s get to it then,” Noelle said. “You two have fun!” She practically dragged Dash away, but not before he was able to say one last thing over his shoulder. “See you guys at the fund-raiser.”

And that was that.

Noelle and Dash joined his parents at their table in the opposite corner. Mercifully, the two of them sat with their backs to us or I would have never made it through the meal. Still, I couldn’t help glancing over every now and then and noticing how comfortable Noelle looked with his parents. Touching his dad’s arm, making jokes with his mom. As if she was already part of the family.

Seeing Noelle and Dash together, I couldn’t help but imagine what the rest of my night would be like. Best-case scenario? I returned to the suite and Noelle came back alone to gush about her dinner with the McCaffertys. Worst-case scenario? Tomorrow at brunch I’d hear about the hours Noelle and Dash had spent in their suite, sharing their mutual admiration for the female backside.

Ew.

“You know what, Dominic? I’m in,” I said.

His eyebrows shot up. “For what?”

“The clubs,” I said, reaching for my wine. “I’d love to check out your usual places.”



UNDER THE INFLUENCE



Dominic danced with a champagne bottle gripped in one hand and the other hand locked around my waist. From the moment we stepped through the doors of Platinum—a place where nothing related to the name aside from the fact that everyone there was constantly whipping out their platinum credit cards to pay for insanely overpriced bottles of alcohol—he had not been without a bottle. Had he been working on the same one all night, or was this his second? It couldn’t be his third. No one could consume that much without regurging. Although from the way his brown eyes swam in their sockets, I wouldn’t have been totally shocked if that was the case.

“Having fun?” he asked, his face looming ever so close to mine. Even with that proximity, it was difficult to hear him over the deafening music.

“Absolutely!”

The DJ was amazing, after all. And the dancing was a release, as long as Dominic wasn’t breathing in my face. Everywhere I looked I saw vaguely familiar faces. Models, rap artists, rock stars, young socialites. Champagne flowed, diamonds flashed, girls squealed and posed for pictures. I wondered how many of these moments would end up eternalized in the tabloids the next morning.

“Reed! I love this place!” Sabine shouted, throwing her arms around my neck from behind. She tugged me away from Dominic, and I felt as if I could breathe again. “Thanks for inviting us!”

“You’re welcome!” I shouted.

The moment we left the restaurant I had speed-dialed Sabine and the Twin Cities, hoping they would (a) make this part of the night more fun, and (b) give me an excuse to avoid kissing Dominic and/or going back to wherever he was staying. From the way he’d been looking at me all night, I had a feeling he had one or both in mind. Thank God Platinum had turned out to be a Twin Cities–approved destination.

I turned around to dance with Sabine. Dominic moved right in behind me, grinding against my back. I tried to ignore the invasion.

“Where are London and Vienna?” I asked.

“They saw some guys they knew, so they’re bringing them over,” Sabine shouted in reply. She glanced over my shoulder at Dominic and made a disgusted face. I was feeling a little disgusted myself. “I’m taking her to the bathroom!” Sabine yelled at him. Then she grabbed my arm and pulled me away. I had never been more grateful.

“I will be here!” Dominic shouted after us.

We got to a less crowded corner of the dance floor and Sabine stopped. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Thank you for getting me out of there, though,” I said, leaning toward her ear. “He was totally fine until he started drinking like a sponge. Now all of a sudden he’s Mr. Inappropriate Touching.”

“There you guys are!” London sang, holding Vienna’s hand aloft as she wove toward us.

They both had full martini glasses, the liquid sloshing over the sides as they walked. The guys they had brought along looked like two Abercrombie models, one with dark skin and a white shirt, the other with light skin and a black shirt. Both ridiculously hot.

“Let’s dance!” Vienna said, throwing her arm over my shoulder.

I glanced behind me, but couldn’t spot Dominic in the crowd. Who cared where he was, anyway? A few minutes without his paws all over me felt like a good idea. Plus this place was so jam-packed there was a decent chance he’d never find us again. Might not be the most polite way in the world to end a date, but at least it would be easy. And this weekend I was all about easy.

“Don’t worry about him,” Sabine told me, clearly noticing that I was in crowd-scan mode. “I’m sure he’s already molesting some other girl. Hopefully one who feels like being molested.”

I laughed and decided to just live in the moment. And so I did. I danced with my friends, letting go of everything. Letting the music move through me. Letting it shove out all thoughts of the guys I wanted and the girls they apparently wanted instead of me. Letting thoughts of Billings and its possible closing and of the strange, Cheyenne-related happenings fade. I just let it all go and had fun with my friends. Eventually white-shirted Abercrombie boy moved from Vienna to me and we danced together for a good half hour. Unlike Dominic, any touching he did was appropriate. He had incredible rhythm and an even more incredible smile.

Hmmm. Maybe the next boyfriend of the Billings president could be a wild card. Someone from outside Easton’s walls . . .

Now all I had to do was find out who the heck he was.

“What’s your name?” I shouted, leaning toward him.

“Fine!” he replied, smiling and nodding to the beat.

Yeah. Communication was not so easy inside Platinum. Whatever. I decided to let it go and just dance. Which was what I was doing when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned around and had to peel my hair from my sweaty cheeks. Dominic stood in front of me, his face gleaming, the champagne bottle still in hand.

“You never came back from the bathroom,” he said.

“I couldn’t find you,” I lied.

He grinned. “Well, good that I found you, then.” He took a slug from the bottle, then offered it to me. “Drink?” he asked me for about the millionth time that night.

“No, thanks.” I wrinkled my nose. I had already downed one glass of wine at the restaurant and I did not want to get drunk. I had learned my lesson at the Legacy and the day after. Being hungover again was not in my immediate plans.

“You have had nothing to drink since we got here,” he accused.

“So?” I replied.

“So you should lighten up. Look around. It’s a party.” He spread his arms wide and clunked a Hollywood starlet in the head with his bottle.

“Hey! Watch it!” she shouted, shoving him.

Dominic merely laughed.

“I know it’s a party, and I’m having fun,” I shouted at him. I glanced back at Abercrombie boy, but he had moved on to some chick in a pink wig, damn it. “I don’t need to drink to have fun!” I told Dominic.

Dominic snorted a laugh, wavering slightly in place, then took another slug from the bottle. “Cheyenne was right about you,” he said.

My blood seemed to freeze in my veins. I looked over my shoulder at Sabine and the Twin Cities. Apparently they had heard it too, because they had all stopped dancing.

“Excuse me?” I said.

“She was always saying how you had this stick up your butt. Which made sense, since you were from the sticks,” he said with another snort.

“Shut it, Infante!” Vienna snapped, coming over to stand next to me. London and Sabine gathered around as well. “Just because you’re a pseudo prince doesn’t mean you can talk to my girl like that.”

Dominic sniffed and took another drink.

“Wait. You and Cheyenne talked about me?” I demanded, my heart pounding a mile a minute. “When? Why?”

“Cheyenne was an old friend,” he said. “A very close friend,” he added suggestively. “She liked to cuddle afterward. And talk.”

Vienna and I looked at one another, skeeved.

“You hooked up with Cheyenne? When?” Vienna demanded.

“All the time,” Dominic replied, standing up straight. “Girl really made her way through Ketlar. But Hollis was her ultimate conquest, and now I can see why he went for her, even though he was with you. Cheyenne was hot behind closed doors. But you . . .” He looked me up and down with disdain, a complete one-eighty from the way he’d checked me out at our hotel suite. “You are kind of a frigid bitch, aren’t you?”

I felt as if all the wind had just been knocked out of me. I wanted to slap him, but before I could regain my senses, London did it for me. And Dominic was so drunk, he went down like a house of cards right there in the middle of the dance floor.

“Ow. That hurt,” London said, pouting as she shook her hand.

“Wow, London. Thanks,” I replied.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here,” Sabine said, putting her arm around me.

“I don’t get it,” I said as we shoved our way through the crowd of curious onlookers who were now surrounding Dominic. “He was so nice earlier.”

“Bad drunk,” Vienna theorized, giving me a squeeze from the opposite side. “I’m sure he didn’t mean any of that.”

“Right.”

She had a point. I knew from experience that people could turn into monsters when they were under the influence. Look at Thomas. My mother. Even me. Would I have hooked up with Dash that night if it hadn’t been for all those drinks? I hoped not. I hoped that my sober self was better than that.

“So. Guess we’re scratching Dominic off the list,” Vienna said, placing our coat-check tags down at the counter near the front of the club. “Unless you can keep him sober.”

“Not likely,” I replied, forcing a laugh. Besides, I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to forget the things he’d just said, drunk or not. Dominic might have been the perfect arm candy of a Billings president on the surface, but he was clearly not for me. Besides, I didn’t want any of Cheyenne Martin’s sloppy seconds, which apparently meant most of Ketlar was off the table.

It was amazing how these boys kept reinforcing what a catch Josh had been. Amazing and really, really annoying.



AGAIN



The moment we walked through the doors of Barneys New York the next morning, the Twin Cities took off like a pair of sugar addicts who’d just been let loose at a chocolate factory. I glanced at Noelle and Sabine and laughed.

“Looks like we’re on our own.”

Now please just don’t kill each other.

That morning over an early brunch, we called the St. Sebastian and booked it for the fund-raiser dinner and auction. Noelle hadn’t been all that happy about it, but she had agreed with me in the end. Then we had called Kiki and Astrid to give them the dates and told them to send out the e-mail invites ASAP. Now, everything in place, it was time for a little retail therapy. The Billings Girls’ therapy of choice.

We strolled through the main floor with its wide walkways and gleaming glass counters, and then down the stairs to the beauty department. Noelle wandered off toward the makeup counters to check out a few things, and I was hit with a whiff of perfume. I paused and looked over at an anorexic-looking woman dressed in a formfitting black suit who was offering samples of some new scent. The cash I’d been given by the Billings alumni was currently burning a hole in my Chloé bag, and I had never bought myself perfume before. Could I possibly spend my green on something so decadent?

Why not? This was my weekend of freedom. I could do whatever I wanted.

“I’m going to go try out some perfume,” I told Sabine.

“I’ll come with you,” she replied.

As if I ever thought she was going to go after Noelle.

After assaulting my senses with fifteen ridiculously strong scents, I chose a clean, invigorating perfume called, appropriately, Free, and barely broke a sweat handing over the many bills I need to shell out for the tiny bottle. The moment the transaction was done, my iPhone rang, and Vienna’s picture came up.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Max out your credit already?”

She ignored my joke. “Where are you bitches? We’re trying on dresses. Get your butts up here!” she shouted.

“Guess we’re going to try on dresses,” I told Sabine and Noelle, who had just joined us with a small bag from La Mer.

“Sounds like a plan,” she said. She glanced at my bag.

“I can’t believe I’m actually in Barneys,” Sabine breathed, looking around as we ascended the escalator.

I glanced at Noelle, knowing some obnoxious comment was right on the tip of her tongue. She caught my look, and instead of saying whatever she wanted to say, she looked away. Huh. Maybe Noelle was starting to get bored of teasing Sabine. Or maybe whatever she and Dash had done last night had left her in such a good mood that her heart wasn’t in it. She hadn’t returned to our suite until this morning.

Clench.

Okay. Not thinking about that.

We found London and Vienna in the spacious dressing room off the couture section on five, being waited on by two very eager assistants. From the looks of their rooms, they had already tried on several dresses and sorted them into racks of “yes’s” and “no’s.”

“Oooh! What’d you get?” London asked, grabbing at me and Noelle and our little Barneys bags.

“Perfume,” I said, as she pulled out the bottle so she and Vienna could inspect it.

Vienna spritzed it and smiled. “Nice. Very bold. Very you.”

“Thanks,” I said, beaming as I reclaimed the expensive bottle. They seemed much less interested in Noelle’s face cream. “Have you guys found anything yet?”

“We found something for you!” London announced, shoving a gold minidress at me. “You have to try this one on! With your legs and butt, the guys will go catatonic when they see you.”

At the mention of my butt I froze. I saw Noelle check it out in the mirror. Was she thinking of Dash? Wondering if he’d ever noticed it? Wondering if she’d been wrong about our flirtation being so very innocent?

“She’s right. You’ll look hot in that,” Noelle said finally. She slipped out of her coat and glanced at one of the hovering workers. “Bring me something sophisticated and black. Only black,” she told them.

“Right away, Miss Lange,” the girl said. Of course she knew Noelle’s name. “We have some fabulous new things you’ll just adore.”

“I’m sure I will,” Noelle replied, taking a seat on the velvet chair in the corner.

And adore them she did, considering she bought five of them. After trying on practically everything in the store, London and Vienna went home with two new dresses each. I bought the gold one, which basically made me look runway-worthy. It put another dent in my cash, but it was totally worth it. Noelle kept urging me to use the Billings Alumni Fund instead, since the dress was for the fund-raiser, but I didn’t feel right about it. Sabine, meanwhile, snapped up a Marc Jacobs on sale. Even though she came from money like the rest of the Billings Girls, her family had actually taught her frugality. Go figure.

Afterward, we hit the CO-OP on the top floor, where the Twin Cities stocked up on more pairs of jeans than any two people could ever wear in a lifetime, and I splurged on a funky BCBG sweater that cost more than my mother brought home each week from her new job at Target. I could get used to this having-money thing. Although the wad was rapidly dwindling at this point. Perhaps I’d receive a new stash at Christmas or something. I’d have to hold out hope.

By the time we returned to our waiting limo, we were so loaded down with bags, they didn’t all fit in the trunk. We had to squeeze a few in between us on the seats. I let out a sigh as I dropped back against the cool leather, feeling tired, but in a very self-satisfied way.

“That was a productive weekend,” Noelle said as the chauffeur closed the door behind us.

“Yeah, for American Express!” Vienna joked, shoving some bags into the corner near the partition.

“Back to Easton, then?” I said with a smile, happy to discover that I was actually looking forward to getting back there. This weekend really had been like a vacation. I felt so much more relaxed and happy. Like everything was going to be all right. That retail therapy always did the trick.

“Back to Easton,” Noelle replied. “Drew! We’re ready!” she shouted at her driver.

“Noelle, whip out those Prada boots you got again so I can drool over them,” London said, scooting forward in her seat as Drew edged into traffic.

“If you insist,” Noelle said smugly, pulling the box out.

London delicately lifted one of the black leather boots from the tissue inside the box and hugged it. “Omigod. I want to marry these boots!”

“I don’t know why you didn’t just get a pair for yourself,” Noelle said.

London scowled and handed the coveted boot back. “I tried them on, but they pinched my feet.”

“Of course they did, Ms. Big Foot. You totally need that surgery where they pare down your tootsies,” Vienna said.

“Ew! Vienna!” I exclaimed.

“What? Her feet are as wide as a duck’s. Seriously! Have you not noticed? Here! I’ll show you!” Vienna exclaimed, grabbing one of London’s legs and lifting it onto her lap. She tugged at the lace of one of London’s Coach booties and tried to pry it off.

“Leave my monster feet alone!” London squealed, giggling as she tried to squirm from Vienna’s grasp.

“No! The world needs to know about your deformity!” Vienna said with a faux cackle.

We were all laughing as Drew pulled the car out onto the FDR. Then, suddenly, all five of our phones beeped and sang in near unison. Everyone scrambled in their bags, but my phone was hidden somewhere at the bottom of my Chloé. Vienna was the first to unearth her cell.

“Omigod!” London and Vienna blurted in unison. They were both gaping down at Vienna’s screen, looking ashen, London’s legs still hooked over Vienna’s.

“What?” I asked, sitting up straight again. “What’s wrong?”

“The cops just dragged Ivy off for questioning!” London said, her eyes wide.

My heart started to pound. They had come for her. They had finally come for her.

“About Cheyenne?” Sabine asked, glancing at me with concern.

Vienna swallowed and nodded. “There must be new evidence or something. They’ve actually reopened the case as a possible murder.”

Everything inside of me deflated. We sat there in stunned silence, letting the true meaning of this sink in. Possible murder. Another murder. There could very well be a killer somewhere on campus. Again. Even though I had known this was a possibility, I still felt as if I was hearing the news for the first time. I guess I had been hoping it would all just go away. Now that hope had been dashed.

I looked up at Noelle, my skin cold. She stared grimly back. We were going to have to go through this. Again.



GOING DOWN



Later that night Constance, Rose, Tiffany, and I walked into the solarium together. I hadn’t seen the place so dead in months, not since Coffee Carma opened. But that night the place was so hushed it could have been a museum. People were talking—of course they were talking—but they were talking in whispers. Paranoid, frightened whispers.

It was all too familiar. Too eerily, skin-tinglingly familiar. Cheyenne’s death was bad enough. But Cheyenne’s possible murder? It had left the place grim. I wanted to tell them all what I knew—that Cheyenne’s grieving parents had asked for the investigation and that the police weren’t 100 percent behind it—but I couldn’t. Not without everyone knowing that I had been the one to visit with the cops last week. I glanced right and saw Josh alone at a table with a book open in front of him. He was looking at me but quickly looked away. What did that mean?

“I really don’t believe this is happening,” Constance said under her breath, clinging to the sleeves of her white sweater. As we wove our way around the café tables and couches, every eye in the room was on us. The Billings Girls. Once again we were at the center of a murder investigation.

“How could it have been murder?” Tiffany whispered. “We were all there. We all saw her. She took pills. There was no violence, no struggle. She wrote a note. I don’t understand.”

Two notes, actually. But there was no need for them to know that.

“Well, clearly the police have something or they wouldn’t be questioning all these people,” Rose said. Her normally healthy skin looked waxy under her red ringlets. “I just can’t imagine it. She must have been so scared. Why didn’t she call for help? Why didn’t she—”

Rose’s voice broke and she covered her face with her sleeve, which was pulled down over her hand. Tiffany put her arm around her and shot me a sad look.

“We’ll go get a table,” she said.

My insides quaked as Constance and I joined the short line at the counter. I wanted to squirm to try to make this awful feeling go away, but I knew it wouldn’t work. This feeling wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. No point in letting half the school see me fidgety and nervous and scared in the meantime.

“I hate this. I hate it,” Constance said, hugging herself tighter. She leaned closer to me as the worker behind the counter fired up the foam maker. “Do you realize that someone in this room might have killed her? Might have snuck right into our dorm while we were all asleep and killed Cheyenne? I can’t handle this.”

I was about to respond when the already quiet vibe went deathly still. As if someone had just hit the mute button on the sound track of our lives. Startled by the sudden silence, I turned around. Ivy stood in the doorway, looking like a rabid pit bull ready to strike.

No one moved. They had let her go. The police had let her go. Her blue eyes found me in the crowd.

“You,” she said under her breath.

She stormed across the room. Everyone turned to look at me now. To see what I would do. They must have been disappointed, because I could think of nothing. Like a deer in headlights, I just let her come.

“Ivy.” Josh stood as she passed before him, but she flinched away. In two seconds her hand was on my arm. Grip like a vice. She dragged me away from Constance, who let out a gasp.

“What are you—”

“Back off,” Ivy snapped at her.

Ivy pulled me into the corner near the emergency exit where we were partially hidden from view by a large potted plant. I couldn’t see anyone from this vantage point, which meant they couldn’t see me either. My pulse started to race. Suddenly the airy room was full of murmurs. What was Ivy doing? No one treated the president of Billings this way. The thought finally woke me up from my stunned stupor and I snatched my arm back, sure her grip was going to leave finger-shaped bruises.

“What is wrong with you, you—”

“I know you were in my room at the Legacy,” Ivy said, cutting me off. She stepped right up in my face, her dark hair like two blankets around those eerie blue eyes. I took an instinctive step back, then hated myself for it. “You found my albums. You left them all over the floor, so I know that you know.”

“Know what?” I said, stalling for time.

“Don’t play dumb. It’s beneath you,” Ivy said.

Weird. Was that a compliment?

“Did you tell the police about me and Cheyenne?” she asked. She was all accusatory. Indignant. As if I had done something wrong. I lifted my chin and looked her dead in the eye.

“Yes, I did. You’ve got to admit, it’s all a little suspect,” I said firmly. “You guys are best friends all the way up through sophomore year, but now you hate each other out of nowhere? Put it all together with your shady criminal past and whatever this deal was with your grandmother and you start to look like a suspect to me.”

“Shut up,” Ivy said venomously. She didn’t even register surprise at the revelation that I knew about her family and her indiscretions. “Do not talk about things you will never understand.”

“So make me understand them,” I replied, growing warm from all the adrenaline. “What the hell happened between you guys?”

“I don’t have to explain myself,” Ivy said with a sneer. “Least of all to you.”

That sneer got right under my already taut skin.

“You think you’re so superior, don’t you? You people with your rituals and your sisterhood crap and your blackball ceremonies,” Ivy said, her eyes narrowing. “Well, guess what, Reed? It’s your turn now. Your turn to find out what it feels like to be blackballed. We’re going to see how you like it.”

I couldn’t breathe. All I could see were those black marbles in my desk drawer. She had put them there. She had to have put them there. Why else would she be saying these things to me? Ivy was my stalker. She had somehow gotten her hands on a key to Billings, whether by stealing Kiki’s or getting one in the office or finding one some other way—it didn’t matter. However she had done it, she was guilty. There was no other explanation.

“I’ve never done anything to you,” I said through my teeth, trembling from head to toe. “I barely even know you. Why are you doing this to me?”

Ivy smiled evilly. “Haven’t done anything. Yet.”

She turned to go and I instinctively reached out and grabbed her. “Stop lying, you freak.”

Her eyes went wide as she looked at my fingers on her arm. “You little—”

“Ivy!”

Josh came up behind her and touched her shoulder just as she made a move to attack. To hit me, push me, scratch me? I had no idea. But the touch of his fingers stopped her.

“Come on,” he said in her ear. Right in her ear. Their cheeks touching. Josh’s skin against hers. I was going to throw up. “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” he said in that soothing voice I knew so well. It sent shivers of regret and longing and pain down my spine. “You don’t need this. Let’s just go.”

Ivy bent her head forward. Leaned her shoulder into him. “Fine. I’ll go.”

Josh turned away, his hand now on her back. He never looked at me. Not once.

“But this isn’t over,” Ivy said to me as he tugged her along. Said loud enough for every salivating student in the solarium to hear. “You just sealed it, Reed. Billings is going down. And I’m taking down every last one of you with it.”



NOT HAPPENING



Ivy. It was her. I was sure of it now. She hated Billings. She hated me. Maybe she even had some sort of sick, twisted, leftover loyalty to Cheyenne. She was the one messing with me. She had to be.

As I walked back to Billings with my friends, my hands shoved deep inside my pockets, the cold air clearing out my senses, it all made perfect sense. Maybe Cheyenne was the one who had ended their friendship. If what Noelle had said was true—that Ivy had turned down the invite to Billings—then Cheyenne might very well have cut the girl off. Nothing meant more to her than Billings. She never would have been able to accept the fact that someone didn’t want to be there as much as she did. So maybe Cheyenne had ended their friendship, but Ivy still loved her. Maybe Ivy felt as if Billings had been responsible for the end of her friendship, for the end of her best friend’s life. And now . . . now she was taking it out on me.

“Reed? Reed, where are you right now?” Tiffany asked, leaning forward to get into my line of sight as we reached the front door.

“Just thinking,” I replied. Oddly enough, I actually felt relieved. Happy. Safe. There was a theory that made sense. One that even exonerated all my friends. I couldn’t believe that I had ever suspected any of them. Astrid, Shelby, even Missy. I hated Ivy for making me into a paranoid freak who thought her friends were plotting against her. But at the same time, I was ecstatic to know that I was safe among my friends. Everything was going to be fine.

“Don’t waste any of your brain space on Ivy,” Tiffany said, rolling her eyes. “The girl has completely lost it.”

She yanked open the first door and used her electronic key to get through the second.

“You guys want to hang out for a while?” Rose asked as we all shed our coats in the foyer.

“Actually, I think I’m just going to go check my e-mail and go to bed,” I replied. “It’s been a long weekend.”

I trudged up the stairs to my room, Constance and Sabine trailing behind me, gabbing about Ivy and whether she could possibly be a killer. I tried to tune them out, but they were far too loud.

“I never liked the girl. The way she walks around here acting like she runs the place,” Sabine said.

“And she looks like a witch. With that pointy face and the dark hair and all the black clothes,” Constance added. “Honestly? It’s like The Wizard of Oz. Cheyenne was the good blond witch all in pink, and Ivy’s the scary, psycho witch all in black.”

Sabine paused for a moment. “But in that story, the good witch survived and the bad witch melted.”

“Maybe we should go throw some water on her and see what happens,” Constance said flatly as they followed me into our room.

As they continued to gab over on Sabine’s side, I opened my computer with a sigh and brought up my e-mail. Instantly, my heart stopped beating. I had an e-mail from Dash. Right there at the top of the page. It was titled “Long overdue,” and it had been sent from a new e-mail address. Apparently he had wised up about his girlfriend’s e-mail know-how.

Finally. Finally something. The guy sure took his dear, sweet time. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the girls were occupied, then started to sit down in my chair. I was about halfway to seated, when the chair and the whole world dropped out from under me.

Right beneath Dash’s e-mail was an e-mail from Cheyenne. And beneath that another. And beneath that another. I shakily reached for the mouse and scrolled down. Her name filled the whole page. It filled the entire page after that. And another. And another. The more I clicked, the more my eyes stung, watering until I couldn’t focus anymore.

I had blocked Cheyenne’s address. Changed my own. I had stopped this. How had these e-mails gotten through. How? Was it Ivy? Was she some kind of computer hacker? Was she trying to show me that she could get to me no matter where I was?A bubble rose up in my throat and before I could stop it, a strangled sound came right out. I slapped my hand over my mouth, shut the browser, and quickly powered down the computer. But it was too late. Sabine and Constance had stopped talking.

“Reed? Are you all right?”

“M’just . . . sick,” I mumbled. And it was true. The second I spoke I felt dinner coming back up. I raced past them into the bathroom, slammed the door, and fell to my knees in front of the toilet. After retching for what felt like an eternity, I flushed and put my butt on the floor, shoving myself back against the wall, wondering if I’d ever really feel safe again.



SNAFU



The morning was always better. By the light of day everything seemed fine. Nightmares seemed impossible. Still, I didn’t go near my computer. As much as I wanted to know what Dash’s e-mail was all about, I couldn’t handle Cheyenne’s name staring me in the face like that. That was no way to start a day.

At breakfast everyone was discussing the upcoming fund-raiser, whom they might bring as dates, what they were going to wear, where they would stay in the city that night, when Portia came whirling in with a copy of the New York Post.

“O. M. G.!” she said dramatically, whipping the paper open and slapping it down in front of me. “Look at this!”

It was the infamous Page Six gossip column, and staring out at me was a large, full-color photo of Kiran Hayes in a hot pink dress, draped all over some Adonis and smiling seductively at the camera. She had grown her dark hair out, and it fell in perfect waves over her tan shoulders and back. Gorgeous as always.

“What is this?” I asked, pulling it closer as Noelle, Tiffany, and Astrid rose out of their seats to better see.

“Check the cap!” Portia instructed, pointing a manicured nail at the text beneath.

“‘International It Girl Kiran Hayes celebrates her eighteenth birthday in style at the Ritz in Amsterdam,’” I read aloud. “‘But don’t fret, kiddies. Word is Miss Hayes will be bringing the party stateside next month. Think you’re a VIP? You’ll know if you receive an invite.’”

“Sweet!” Tiffany said, sitting down again. “There’s nothing like one of Kiran’s birthday parties.”

“She didn’t have one last year,” I pointed out.

“That was because of all the . . . unpleasantness,” Noelle said dismissively.

“Did you guys know she was planning a party here?” Vienna asked from the other end of the table.

“No,” I replied.

“Of course,” Noelle said at the same time, digging out a spoonful of yogurt and berries from her bowl.

She looked at me from across the table and smirked. Of course she knew and I didn’t. Of course. But did that mean I wasn’t going to be invited? That I didn’t rate as one of Kiran’s VIPs?

“So, Reed. Have you thought about who you’re going to bring to the fund-raiser?” Noelle asked, smoothly changing the subject as she took another bite of breakfast.

“Do I really need a date?” I asked. “I’m going to be busy enough as it is without babysitting some guy.”

“Are you kidding? Of course you need a date,” Portia said as she slid into a chair at the other end of the table. “How would it look if the chairwoman of the event didn’t have a date? Answer? N.G.”

Great. I had no idea people cared about such things. I glanced over at a small table near the corner, where Josh and Ivy sat together and alone, talking urgently over their untouched meals. Suddenly I felt hollow inside. Were the rumors that Josh and Ivy were together true, or did it just look that way? Part of me wished I knew for sure, but a larger part of me wanted to know nothing—wanted to be able to keep living in my own little world. A world in which he was still pining over me. He couldn’t have started up with someone else so fast. Especially not a girl like her. And he certainly couldn’t have been kissing Ivy in front of Pemberly. He was Josh. A gentleman. A thoughtful, caring, sensitive person. He just couldn’t.

As I watched, Josh leaned even closer to Ivy and hot anger shot through me. Did he really have to be so public about it? Did he really have to rub my face in whatever he and Ivy had? I was going to find a date who would put Josh to shame. I would do it if it killed me. And I was also going to find some way to prove that Ivy had been stalking me. He could never be with her if he knew that. Right?

My phone trilled, knocking me out of my daze. I fished it out of my bag quickly and checked the screen. The call was coming from the manager of the St. Sebastian.

“It’s Cheryl Wallace,” I told Noelle.

Her brows knit as I answered it, which gave me a thump of foreboding. Did this mean that something was wrong?

“Hello?” I answered.

“Hello, Miss Brennan. This is Cheryl Wallace from the Saint Sebastian,” a woman’s voice said pleasantly. “How are you this morning?”

“Fine. How are you?” I asked, confused.

“Well, I have some bad news, unfortunately,” she said.

I automatically turned away from my friends, swinging my legs into the aisle between tables. “Bad news?” I repeated, lowering my voice.

“Yes. I’m afraid there was some sort of snafu with our scheduling program,” Cheryl said. “It seems your date has been booked for weeks.”

“What?” I blurted loudly. “No. That’s not possible.”

Everyone at the two Billings tables fell silent, as did half the dining hall. I placed my hand on my forehead as my heart began a panicked dance inside my chest.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Brennan, but there’s nothing I can do.”

“No. There must be something. The fund-raiser is less than a week away,” I said desperately, closing my eyes against the curious stares. “We signed a contract. We . . . we put down a deposit.”

“Which will be refunded in full, of course,” she said politely.

“You’re not getting it,” I replied, my voice so tense I barely recognized it. “The invitations have already been sent. You can’t—”

“Again, Miss Brennan. I’m very sorry. But—”

“Don’t tell me there’s nothing you can do!” I shouted. “Who booked the place? Maybe I can call them and convince them to—”

“I’m afraid I can’t share that information,” Cheryl said, clucking her tongue.

“But you have to! There has to be something I can—”

“Please accept my apologies, Miss Brennan. I’ll put your check in the mail today.”

With that, she hung up and I started to hyperventilate. I placed my phone on the table and slowly turned around, resting my elbows on either side of it. I stared down at the screen, willing it to ring again. Willing Cheryl to call back and tell me it was all a joke. A misunderstanding. But the phone lay still and silent.

“Reed, what is it? What’s going on?” Tiffany asked.

“She said . . . she said the place had already been booked. They messed up,” I replied, looking up at all of them desperately. “She says there’s nothing she can do.”

The Billings Girls stared back at me, shocked. I had let them down. I had let them all down.

“There goes the fund-raiser,” Missy said finally.

“And Billings,” Rose added, looking ill.

Tears stung my eyes. What were we going to do? I had let them all down. Every one of them. I was going to go down in history as the president who killed Billings.

“All right, all right. Everyone calm down,” Noelle said loudly. “I happen to have a backup plan.”

“You do?” Vienna asked.

“You do?” I echoed, feeling a rush of hope.

Noelle looked at me and folded her arms in front of her on the table. “I booked Loft Blanc,” she told me. There was something approaching an apology in her eyes. “Just in case.”

“You what?” I blurted, my relief turning to anger. “Why would you—”

“Just in case,” she repeated. “When you throw together an event this fast, it’s always good to have a backup.”

My skin started a slow burn. All day Sunday she had acted as if she had come around to my way of thinking. That the St. Sebastian was the best venue for our event. But all the while, she had already gone behind my back and booked the place she had wanted. She had been hoping something like this would happen. I could see it in her eyes.

“Noelle! You are a genius!” London cried, getting up and hugging Noelle from behind.

“What would we do without you?” Vienna added.

Suddenly everyone was getting up, congratulating Noelle. A few people even golf clapped for her achievement. And I had to sit there and watch it all. Watch them thank her for saving my ass. Watch her preen at the attention.

No matter what I did, no matter how hard I worked, it was always Noelle who saved the day. Always Noelle who got the credit.



DIABOLICAL



“I am so glad Noelle had a backup plan,” Constance gushed as she slid into the seat next to mine in calc class that afternoon. “I swear, when you said that place had been booked already, I saw my life flash before my eyes. I mean, to get into Billings and then have it shut down? That would be so not fair.”

“Yeah. Thank God for Noelle,” I grumbled halfheartedly, taking out my heavy calculus tome.

Sabine and Missy looked at each other as they took their own seats nearby, and both scoffed in unison. That was interesting. I was pretty sure I’d never seen those two connect on anything. Ever.

“What?” I asked warily. The rest of the classroom started to fill in around us, but Mr. Crandle hadn’t arrived yet.

“You know that Noelle booked the St. Sebastian herself,” Sabine said, perching on the edge of her chair. “Who else has the money to pay for the venue and bribe them to lie to you?”

My heart tumbled down along my rib cage. “What are you talking about? What do you mean, lie?”

Missy laughed and shook her head as she opened her notebook. It was all I could do to keep from elbowing her in the face.

“We were there, Reed. We all saw their schedule. There was nothing booked for this Saturday,” Sabine said in a soothing tone, like she was explaining a deathly diagnosis to a delicate cancer patient. “The only way this could have happened would be if someone called up after we booked it and offered them more money.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head, even as my cheeks turned pink with irritation. “She wouldn’t do that.”

I might have been irritated that Noelle always seemed to manage to save the day, but I couldn’t believe she’d actually plot against me. That she would set up a situation just so that she would have to swoop in and fix things.

“Yeah. No way,” Constance agreed.

“Oh, please. Would you wake up already?” Missy said incredulously. “Did you not go to school here last year? What would Noelle not do to get her way?”

“Nothing,” Sabine agreed. “She couldn’t handle the fact that you made all the decisions this weekend, so she set up a problem so that she could fix it. Now she looks like the hero.”

“It’s perfect, really,” Missy added as Mr. Crandle entered the room, dropping his leather briefcase on his desk. “Diabolical, but perfect.”

“No. I can’t believe she would orchestrate something like this,” I said. “I just—”

“You’re clouded by your friendship,” Sabine whispered, leaning toward me. “But I can see her for what she really is, and trust me, that girl doesn’t care about anyone but herself.”

Before I could respond, she turned and resolutely faced the front of the room, unwilling to hear more. I glanced at Constance, who simply shrugged.

“Everyone kindly open your books to page one hundred fifteen,” Mr. Crandle announced as he started writing an equation on the board. “I hope you’re all ready to concentrate, because this is going to be an intense day.”

Tell me about it.

I sighed and opened my book, trying to put thoughts of Noelle and the fund-raiser out of my mind, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t stop thinking about Sabine’s last words. That Noelle didn’t care about anyone but herself.

I was starting to think she might be right.



INVITATIONS



After classes I walked slowly across the quad, taking my time on my way back to Billings. I thought about stopping for coffee, but didn’t want to feel more jittery than I already did. I thought about going to the library, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on studying. Besides, I was supposed to be helping my friends with the fund-raiser. There was no avoiding it. I had to go home.

But maybe I would just stop for my mail first. And read it all in front of my P.O. box. Even the catalogs. Anything to avoid Billings. Avoid the merriment. And, of course, my room.

Even though there was a murder investigation going on, Billings had suddenly become the most animated space south of the North Pole. My friends, it seemed, had chosen to ignore the morbid and throw themselves into the fund-raiser. To deal with the problem they could actually solve. I should have been happy to see them rushing home to put together gift bags and make place cards and schedule makeover appointments. I should have felt gratified that everyone was behind my plan. But I wasn’t. I was depressed.

It no longer felt like my plan—it felt like Noelle’s. It no longer felt like my night, considering I couldn’t even bring the guy I wanted to bring. At least I knew that Ivy and Josh wouldn’t be attending the event. No one was more anti-Billings than those two, so I couldn’t imagine either one of them putting up the funds for admission. Luckily, I wouldn’t have to watch them canoodling all night. Of course, that also meant they’d be back here at Easton, with practically the whole campus to themselves. They could canoodle all over the place if they wanted to.

Great. Now I was even more depressed.

Part of me was actually looking forward to going home for Thanksgiving next week. Go figure.

I shoved open the post office door and walked over to my mailbox, quickly working the lock. Inside there was only one envelope—large, red, and square—with my name and address printed in gold. Intrigued, I tore right into it. The lining of the envelope was purple, and the invitation inside was round and black.

An invitation to Kiran Hayes’s eighteenth birthday party.

My heart leapt as if I’d just been accepted to Harvard. Kiran remembered me. She had actually included me in her plans.

I went to shove the invite back in the envelope and noticed a piece of heavy white card stock nestled inside. The initials K. H. were stamped at the top. Underneath was a handwritten note from Kiran.

Reed,

It’s been TOO long. Please come. Would love to catch up.

x’s,

Kiran

Okay. So maybe things were finally starting to look up. Grinning from ear to ear, I walked back to the doors. Standing at the counter near the exit was Marc, picking up a rather large package. His face lit up when he saw me. Which was nice.

“Hey!” he said, sliding the box off the counter and wrapping both arms around it in front of him. His fingers barely made it around the sides. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Just picked up my mail,” I replied. “That’s a big box.”

“My grandmother. She thinks I’m going to freeze to death up here, so every winter she sends me a whole mess of homemade sweaters. She even took a knitting class so she could make them look more professional, since I go to school with all those, quote, ‘fashion plates.’”

God, he was so normal. And sweet, actually appreciating his grandmother and all. If I couldn’t go to the fund-raiser with Josh, this was the person I wanted to go with. Someone who wouldn’t spend all night seeking my attention or looking down my dress or getting drunk off his ass and being an embarrassment. And so I just said it.

“Marc, do you want to be my date for the fund-raiser?” I asked.

His eyebrows shot up and he readjusted the box, tossing it up to get a better grip near the bottom. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“I’d be honored,” he replied with a grin. “Escorting the woman of the hour. It would be my extreme pleasure.”

I laughed. It was nice to hear that someone I actually respected thought of me that way. “Thanks. I’ll, um . . . I’ll give you all the info tomorrow.”

I would have e-mailed it to him, but I had that whole computer-avoidance issue.

“Sounds good,” Marc replied, starting past me, awkwardly managing the box and his hefty backpack, which had slid down and now hung from his elbow. “Thanks for asking me.”

“Thanks for saying yes,” I replied with a smile.

As Marc hobbled out, I felt about ten times better. I was invited to Kiran’s party, and I had a date for the fund-raiser, with someone I might actually want to talk to, at that. I knew the Billings Girls wouldn’t approve—they would have preferred a Hunter Braden, even if he was a jackass—but at that moment I didn’t care. Maybe it was time for this Billings president to start doing things her own way.



SAFE



When I walked into Billings, Noelle was standing near the fireplace in the foyer with Tiffany and the Twin Cities while Sabine, Constance, Kiki, and Astrid pored over a printout of the guest list. Noelle turned and her eyes went right to the invitation, which was still clutched in my hand.

“Oh, good. You got one. I thought I was going to have to text Kiran and remind her to invite you,” she said.

All the blood in my body rushed right to my head and started to boil. Like I needed her help to land an invite. Like I would be nowhere without her.

“So, Reed,” Noelle continued, as if she hadn’t just insulted me, “since the whole night is about glamour, we were talking about maybe hiring some models to just circulate around the room and look hot. What do you think of—”

Without a word, I turned and stormed up the stairs, taking them two at a time. I could practically feel the hushed surprise at my rudeness following me all the way up to my room, but I didn’t care. I was so sick of Noelle. So sick of her constantly trying to put me in my place. As if she could define what my place was. Maybe last year. Maybe last year I had let her do that. But not anymore.

The door opened behind me and I whirled around, expecting to find Noelle walking in without a knock as always. But it was Sabine. A very timid-looking Sabine.

“What was that?” she half-whispered. “Are you okay?”

“Actually, no. I’m not,” I blurted, throwing my coat down on my bed. “I’m starting to think you’re right about Noelle. I mean, I always just figured that her little digs and stuff were just part of her personality, and I let them roll off my back or whatever, but now I’m starting to wonder why I need to be friends with a person who treats people like that. When does it stop? When do we become good enough friends that she stops wanting to make me feel like shit?”

I had no idea there was so much venom inside of me until it started spewing out. I took a deep breath and looked at the floor.

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe the only person she cares about is herself.”

“Well, have you ever seen her be consistently nice to any of her friends?” Sabine asked.

I thought back to last year. Back to her random jabs at Taylor and that whole incident with Kiran and her Dreck boy. She certainly hadn’t treated either of those so-called BFFs with much respect. But then there was the other.

“Ariana,” I said bitterly. “She’s the only one Noelle never put down.”

Sabine stared at me. I knew the name didn’t hold as much power with her as it did with me, but she had heard the story. She knew enough to know that Ariana was an interesting choice when it came to showing loyalty.

“If one of your friends has you paranoid . . . constantly walking around wondering when she’s going to choose to backstab you . . . then that person isn’t much of a friend,” Sabine said finally, biting her lip.

And she had a very good point. Last year I had needed Noelle and the other Billings Girls. Their friendship had seemed so important to me—to helping me leave my old life behind and become the person I wanted to be here at Easton. But now I was that person. I was Billings president. And all those other girls were gone. Everyone but Noelle. Did I really need her hanging around, constantly reminding me of how lucky I was to know her?

Definitely not.

The door opened.

“Reed, we have to talk,” Noelle said.

I looked at her. Looked at Sabine. My chest was heaving from all my running and ranting. My heart pounded in my ears. What to say? How to handle this?

“Do you mind?” Noelle said to Sabine.

“She can stay,” I snapped. “This is her room, not yours. This house is not yours. I may have thought it was once, but I was wrong. It doesn’t all belong to you. We don’t all belong to you.”

Noelle took a deep breath. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked at me “Okay. So obviously you’re pissed off about something.”

My skin tingled as I faced off with her. I felt like I was about to go into battle. Like I was Russell Crowe in that gladiator movie my brother was so obsessed with, standing just outside the gates of the Colosseum, listening to the crowd that was salivating for my blood.

“Try a lot of things,” I replied.

“You still think I’m trying to take over,” Noelle theorized. Sabine quietly moved away and sat down on the edge of her desk chair from the side, watching us.

“You’re not?”

Noelle rolled her eyes and tipped her head back. “Reed, we both have the same goal here. We’re both just trying to save Billings. God, this is more for you than me. You’re still going to be here next year. Do you want to spend your senior year in Pemberly?”

“That’s not what this is about. This is about you trying to sabotage me,” I replied, crossing my arms as well.

“Sabotage you?” Noelle’s face screwed up in confusion. “What are you smoking?”

“Did you or did you not call back Cheryl after we left and convince her to say the place was booked?” I demanded, my face hot at my own audacity.

Noelle appeared shocked. But was she? “What?”

“I think you did. I think you knew all along that the St. Sebastian was going to fall through and that’s why you booked Loft Blanc,” I told her. “It’s vintage Noelle. Not only do you get your way, but you get to swoop in and look like the hero to everyone in the process.”

“You’re cracked!” Noelle said sharply. “I would never do something like that.”

“Oh, wouldn’t you?” I shot back.

Noelle took a deep breath and pushed her hands through her hair, lifting it back from her face. “Okay. Don’t get me wrong. There’s a lot I’d do to get my way, but do you have any idea what a huge waste that would have been? My family may have a lot of money, Reed, but we didn’t get where we are by burning huge piles of it for no apparent reason.”

“Yeah. Right.”

“Look, I only booked Loft Blanc because I’ve been through this before,” Noelle told me, lifting a hand. “Two summers ago, my cousin’s wedding got canceled the week before the ceremony because the place she booked went under. It was a total nightmare. Ever since then my mother has booked two venues for every important party we’ve hosted. And I think you know that this is one hell of an important party.”

I stared at Noelle’s face. For once her expression was completely without guile. She looked almost desperate. Desperate for me to believe her. And, to be honest, I’d never heard her try to explain herself so vehemently in my life.

“Swear you didn’t book the St. Sebastian,” I demanded.

Sabine shifted in her seat, and I knew she was annoyed that I was caving, but I ignored her.

“Reed, I swear,” Noelle said.

I tipped my head forward and covered my face with my hands. Crap. I believed her. I so wanted to be all indignant and right, but I believed her.

“So are we okay?” Noelle asked.

“No,” I blurted. “No. We’re not.”

Her brow creased as I looked up at her again. “Why not?”

“You have to stop, Noelle,” I said, rounding my shoulders. “You have to stop treating me like I’m some moronic little peon to be mocked. I’m not Glass-Licker anymore. I’m the president of this house. And I’m supposed to be your friend. You have to stop . . . picking on me. As lame as that sounds.”

I expected her to smirk. To say something condescending about how cute I was or something. But she merely looked stricken.

“I’m not going to take it anymore,” I told her. “We’re either friends . . . equals . . . or we’re not. So which is it gonna be?”

Noelle blew out a sigh. She walked past me and sat on the edge of my bed. She looked so confused and displaced. Like she was going through an out-of-body experience. Which maybe she was. There was a good chance no one had ever called her on her behavior before.

“Noelle?” I prompted.

“We’re friends,” she said, looking up at me, her eyes huge. “Equals.”

“You’re sure about that.”

“Reed, you and I . . . we’ve been through so much together. Thomas and Ariana and all that crap around the Legacy last year and this thing with Dash . . . ”

I glanced over at Sabine, who looked at me curiously. Yeah. That was the first time she’d ever heard about any “thing with Dash.”

“Honestly? I would have annihilated anyone else who pulled what you pulled, but I forgave you without a blink. Think about that,” Noelle said firmly. “How could you ever doubt that we’re friends?”

My heart expanded so quickly I thought it might fill up my chest and crack my ribs. I had never heard Noelle sound so sincere. So vulnerable. I was starting to regret having let Sabine stay. I knew that in the light of day, Noelle was going to hate the fact that anyone other than me had seen her like this.

“So . . . why do you treat me the way you do? What’s with all the backhanded comments and put-downs?” I asked.

Noelle stood up again and hugged herself, as if she’d just gotten a chill. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because you’re kind of like the little sister I never had. You’re supposed to mess with your little sister, right?” she joked halfheartedly.

“True,” I said, thinking of Scott. “Or in the case of my family, torture them, steal their tooth fairy money, and blame them for everything.”

Noelle chuckled. “I really have to meet your brother sometime.”

Now that would be interesting.

She took a deep breath. “But anyway, I’ll stop if you want me to stop. Or at least I’ll try. I can’t guarantee a total personality overhaul.”

“Thanks.”

We both stood there for a moment awkwardly, not knowing what to do. I felt deflated. Exhausted. All that adrenaline and anger had been sucked right out of me so fast I was almost light-headed.

“So, should we hug or something?” Noelle suggested finally.

“Sure.”

So we did. And for the first time in a long time, I felt safe. I still had Noelle on my side. I hadn’t realized how uncertain the threat of breaking free of her had made me feel. If there was anyone at Easton I needed, it was her. The girl who had taken me under her wing. The girl who had saved my life. The girl who had convinced me to come back after I’d decided to drop out. I could never let myself forget that again.



BECAUSE OF ME



The rest of the week passed in a whirlwind of phone calls from florists and caterers and drivers and alumni. There was some insanity when we discovered that London and Vienna had taken it upon themselves to run with the models-as-moving-art idea and had each hired twenty guys—and no girls—by luring them into working for free with the promise of the amazing contacts they could make. Luckily we managed to fix the problem in time and hire twenty girls. Somehow in there I managed to write a paper for Spanish and ace a history test. Apparently, I was a good multitasker.

The best part of the whole week was that the stalking had stopped. Maybe Ivy had gotten bored or busy or scared after her trip to the police station, but whatever the reason, the whole week passed without another incident. On Wednesday, I went to the administration office and changed my e-mail address for the second time, promising myself that I would give this one only to teachers and family. My friends could text my phone if they wanted to—I didn’t care. All that mattered to me was never seeing Cheyenne’s name in my in-box again.

As for Dash’s e-mail, it was just going to have to go unread. And so what? He was Noelle’s boyfriend now. If she was going to try to change for me, the least I could do was quit her man cold turkey.

By the time Saturday morning rolled around and we were all piling our luggage and makeup cases and garment bags outside the front door of Billings for our chauffeurs to take to the cars, I was feeling pretty damn good about myself and about the house. I gathered everyone into the foyer, climbed to the third step of the staircase, and shouted for everyone’s attention. They fell silent instantly. Fifteen pairs of interested eyes looked up at me, riveted. This was power.

“I just wanted to thank everyone for all your hard work these past couple of weeks,” I announced, gripping the banister. I lifted my blue folder, which contained the guest list and all the spreadsheets breaking down received donations and pledged donations. “And although my father always says, ‘Never count a chicken before it’s hatched,’ I think it’s safe to say that with all the money we’ve already made, and all the money we stand to make at Tassos’s silent auction tonight, we will more than reach our goal.”

Everyone cheered and hugged and congratulated one another. I watched it all from my perch, feeling like I’d really done it. I’d saved our home. This was all because of me.

As I watched my friends giddily trail out the door to head for our waiting limousines, I even had a stray thought of Cheyenne and how proud she would be. I felt warmed by the idea.

“Reed! Reed!” Rose jogged back inside with a vase full of white roses. “These were just delivered for you!”

Vienna, London, Rose, and Noelle all gathered around while I read the card.

“They’re from Marc,” I said happily. “He says good luck and he’ll see me tonight.”

“I think we underestimated Scholarship Boy,” London said, earning a pointed glare from Noelle. Was it a good thing or a bad thing that my friends kept forgetting that I was on scholarship?

“White roses. A smart choice,” Vienna mused. “Red would be too pushy, pink would be too babyish, but white . . . white is . . .”

“Elegant. Refined,” Noelle said, taking the vase from my hands and placing it in the center of the mantel. “The kid’s good.”

I smiled, glad they were coming around. Even if I didn’t intend to seriously date the guy, it was nice to know my friends had some depth.

“We should get out of here. We have to beat the traffic,” I said, hustling the stragglers out.

Everyone rushed ahead into the cold as I paused to close the door behind us. The two chauffeurs were just gathering up the last of our things and I was about to thank them when I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. Ivy . Speed-walking away from Billings toward Pemberly. My heart stopped at the sight of her. What had she been doing over here? And why was she in such a rush? She was moving so quickly and was so oblivious to her surroundings that she practically mowed over Amberly Carmichael and her group of followers, who had paused for a chat on one of the paths.

“See you tonight, Reed! We can’t wait!” Amberly called out to me, waving a mittened hand.

I took a deep breath and told myself to forget about Ivy. Right now I had to get through tonight and declare a Billings victory. Then I could deal with her.

“See you there!” I shouted back.

I jogged across the quad to catch up with my friends, past Bradwell to the circle, where the limos idled near the curb. Everyone randomly piled into the cars, intent on getting out of the cold. As I settled in and looked around, I found that I had ended up with most of the seniors. Noelle, Tiffany, London, Vienna, Rose, Portia, and Shelby. Tiffany reached into a vat of ice built into the door and extracted a bottle of champagne.

“Let’s get this celebration started!” she announced, popping it open.

Everyone cheered as foam washed over the side of the bottle onto the floor. We squealed and pulled our feet back, out of the line of fire. As the car pulled away from the curb, Rose passed around champagne flutes and Tiffany clumsily poured.

“I would like to propose a toast!” Noelle announced, lifting her glass once everyone had been served. “To Reed!”

“To Reed!” everyone chorused, lifting their glasses.

“No, ladies. I wasn’t finished,” Noelle admonished with a sly look.

Champagne sloshed everywhere as the limo hit the speed bump near the bottom of the hill, and we all laughed.

“This girl has saved Billings, she’s landed herself an adorable boy and has half a dozen more pursuing her, and she looks simply fabulous,” Noelle continued.

I blushed and my friends cracked up laughing.

“What I’m trying to say is, you clearly chose wisely when you chose our president,” Noelle said, looking me in the eye. Everyone murmured their agreement. My heart was about to burst. “To Reed.”

“To Reed!”

It was one of the best moments of my life.



BEST FRIENDS



I loved that I was sipping champagne in a salon on Park Avenue with a sign on the door that read CLOSED FOR PRIVATE EVENT. I loved that people kept stopping on the street and peeking in, trying to get a glimpse of what fabulousness might be occurring inside. I loved the way it felt to be on the inside looking out, instead of the outside looking in.

It was one of those moments when I realized absolutely and unequivocally how lucky I was. How the hell did I, Reed Brennan from Croton, Pennsylvania, end up here, talking to a U.S. senator about which eye shadow she should go with while Frederica Falk lined the lips of a famous morning news anchor, and twin fashion heiresses swapped nightmare customs stories with my friends over in the corner?

Unreal.

“So. This is going well,” Noelle said, sidling up to me as the senator politely took her leave. But not before pressing a check into my hand.

I unfolded the check and my eyes widened at the number. I held it up for Noelle to see. “I’ll say.”

She smiled. “That’s nothing. Check out the wad that Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dumber over there handed to Tiffany so they could have a closed set during their shoot with Tassos.”

She turned around, her back to the crowd, and pulled out a rolled-up stack of bills that was so thick it could have been used as a paperweight.

I laughed and swigged my champagne. “I hate to be vulgar, but Cromwell is going to shit.”

“Can I be there when it happens?” Noelle asked, tucking the money away again.

“Absolutely.”

We both smiled, enjoying the warmth of the moment. This was going to work out. The fund-raiser, our friendship, everything. It was all going to work out.

“There! Perfection!” Frederica announced as she finished with the anchorwoman. All afternoon this had been her signal that she was done with a client, and the entire room fell silent at the sound of her pinched, heavily accented voice. Frederica was a diminutive German woman with platinum blond hair and tiny horn-rimmed glasses, who—even though she couldn’t have been taller than five feet—had a commanding presence. When she spoke, people listened.

“And now, for the organizer of our event,” Frederica said. She marched over to me, all bones and black turtleneck and slicked-back hair, and grabbed my shoulders. “I must do you!”

“What? Me? No,” I protested. “This event is for our donors—”

“Nonsense! None of them would be here if not for you!” she said, forcibly turning me toward her chair. “And I must work on this flawless face,” she added, tapping my cheeks with her cold hands from behind as we looked in the mirror. “You cannot say no.”

“She’s right, Reed,” Noelle said, taking my champagne glass from me. “It’s a once-in-a-lifetime type of thing to have Frederica work her magic.”

My friends and their guests and all the alumni in the salon were either eyeing me enviously for being singled out, or encouraging me to seize the opportunity.

“Sit,” Fredericka ordered, forcibly pushing me into the chair. She was stronger than her scrawny body let on. “We do this now.”

“All right, then,” I said, looking in the mirror at the waiting clientele, the women getting their blowouts and the others in black smocks, still waiting their turns. “If no one else minds.”

No one said a word. Apparently, in a room full of luminaries and debutantes and zillionaires, I was the one person allowed to cut the line.

“I’ll go refill your champagne,” Noelle said, squeezing my shoulder before disappearing into the crowd.

I smiled and settled back in the chair. All day Noelle had been by my side and not once had she hit me with a derisive comment or a sneer or even a slightly condescending look. And now she was running off to get me champagne like it was no big deal. Like she didn’t covet the position I was in. Like she didn’t mind doing things for me at all.

Maybe we really were best friends.



FLEUR



I had been inside a few Manhattan dwellings in the past two years. The first two—Thomas Pearson’s apartment and the Legacy locale from last October—I didn’t remember much about. I had been dizzy with grief and confusion when I’d visited the Pearson home, and it wasn’t as if his parents had given everyone the grand tour during their son’s wake. All I recalled was that it seemed large and cold and overly furnished. The Legacy penthouse was even more of a blur, considering how drunk I’d gotten and how dark it had been. I remembered thinking it was huge, and that the view of Central Park was amazing. The third, Josh Hollis’s downtown brownstone, was nice. Cozy. Tricked out with all the modern amenities, but with a feeling like a real family home. And I didn’t want to think about it any further than that.

Noelle’s house, however, was astonishing. It was like a full-blown mansion nestled in the middle of an otherwise unassuming block. From the outside it looked like a posh apartment building with its grand staircase and big, red door complete with a gold knocker. It looked large enough to be divided into eight or ten units. But it wasn’t. It was one unit. One, huge, gorgeous, pristine, divine unit.

Sabine and I must have looked like awed tourists at Versailles as Noelle led us through the foyer toward the back of the house and the elevator. We all shed our coats as we went, and handed them to one of three waiting maids, who followed after us silently. I almost tripped peeking into the rooms that lined the long entryway—a library with more books than the Croton library could ever hope to own, a conservatory with a grand piano, a sitting room like something out of an Austen novel. This place was sick.

But no one else seemed to notice. Not even Constance. Which made me wonder what their houses were like.

Noelle’s room, where we would all be staying that night, was situated on the fourth of five floors. In fact, her room was the fourth floor. It was more of a suite, with an enormous bedroom, a sitting room with a TV the size of a movie screen, a walk-in closet with rows and rows of clothes, and a pink-marble bathroom I could have gotten lost in. It also had a mini kitchen stocked with snacks and a state-of-the art espresso machine, and its own outdoor patio overlooking the park. My whole family could have lived in Noelle’s suite comfortably.

“All right, make yourselves pretty!” Noelle announced, tossing her bag and dress on her four-poster bed. “Use whatever you need. Except the stuff in my special cosmetics cabinet. Oh, but I had a lock put on that anyway. Since I don’t trust any of you,” she joked.

Everyone laughed and went about unpacking their things. We didn’t have much time before the start of the dinner and silent auction, so we dressed quickly, all sixteen of us in the same room—zipping each other’s dresses, clasping necklaces, buckling straps on shoes. As soon as everyone was clothed, there was a race for the bathroom and dressing rooms with their well-lit mirrors. I stayed behind with Noelle. My makeup had already been done by a professional.

“Noelle, this place is amazing,” I said, walking over to the glass sliders that led to the patio. The short hem of my gold dress skimmed my thighs and the smooth fabric made me feel decadent. “Not what I would have imagined, though.”

“No?” she asked, fastening a sparking sapphire necklace around her neck as she joined me. “Why not?”

“Because it’s not a huge mess,” I replied with a smirk.

She smiled in return. “I have my own staff, Reed. Believe me, this place did not look like this when last I left.”

She turned to an oak cabinet and slid open the doors. “Music?”

Inside was a sleek stereo system surrounded by shelves and shelves of CDs and old-school records. An iPod was hooked up to the system, but there was also a CD player and a record player standing by.

“Wow. I had no idea you were so into music,” I said, running my fingers along the spines of the albums. A lot of my dad’s favorite classics were represented. Everything from the Beatles to the Doors to the Clash to U2 and hundreds of bands in between.

“It’s my obsession,” Noelle said, shrugging. She selected a CD and popped it in. “Concerts are my anti-drug,” she said with a wry smile.

As music poured through speakers in every corner and Noelle disappeared into her closet for shoes, I realized there was a lot I didn’t know about her. Did she like to read? If so, what? What did she like to watch on that huge TV screen of hers? And I knew she liked to travel, but where? What did she and Dash do together for fun? Maybe we weren’t as good friends as I had started to believe we were. But I could remedy that. Starting now.

I reached into my bag for my new perfume and popped off the cap. “So, what was the last concert you saw?” I shouted to be heard in the depths of her closet.

I spritzed the perfume just as Portia, Rose, Tiffany, and Sabine returned from the bathroom, gabbing away. The scent filled my senses and I instantly gagged.

Cheyenne. It smelled like Cheyenne. The scent was in my nose, on my clothes, in my hair, floating in the air all around me. Cheyenne’s scent. Cheyenne’s signature sweet, flowery scent. The other girls froze in their tracks.

“Did you just spray Fleur?” Rose asked, confused.

“That’s a little weird, Reed. Cheyenne’s perfume?” Portia said.

“No! I—”

I glanced down at the bottle. It was a small round atomizer with the word FLEUR printed across it in smoky white letters. Where had this come from? I hadn’t packed this. I checked the bag I’d extracted it from to make sure it was mine, and it was. My pajamas, my book, my makeup bag.

“I didn’t bring this,” I said, feeling dizzy. The scent was in my head now. Making me foggy even as my heartbeat pounded against my chest. “I packed the bottle I bought at Barneys last weekend. I swear. It was called Free, remember?” I said, looking to Sabine for confirmation.

“Well, maybe you picked up this one instead when you were packing,” Sabine replied, looking a little concerned.

“No. I don’t own any other perfume,” I snapped, feeling like a caged dog. “That was the first bottle I’ve ever bought.”

Noelle emerged from the closet at that moment and saw everyone staring at me. “Reed? What’s wrong?”

I took a couple shaky steps back and dropped onto the edge of her bed. “This isn’t mine. I didn’t bring this. I didn’t buy it. I would never . . . I’d never want to smell like . . . Somebody must have put it in my bag.”

I looked up at all of them, wide-eyed, my pulse visible in my wrists, and they simply stared back, disturbed. Disturbed and confused and worried.

“Reed, why would anyone put Cheyenne’s perfume in your bag?” Tiffany asked.

“I don’t know!” I wailed, shaking and on the verge of tears. Her scent was all over me. Choking me. “Why would anyone do any of the things they’re doing? Why would anyone—”

I stopped abruptly, realizing I’d said too much. A few of the other girls had joined us now and everyone was watching me as if I were an escaped lunatic.

“What things?” Rose asked, hugging herself.

I glanced around the room. I couldn’t tell them. They were going to think I was insane. And maybe I was. Maybe I was losing my mind.

“I have to get out of this dress,” I said, standing and grabbing for the zipper behind my neck. My hands were so slippery with sweat they couldn’t grasp the zipper. “Get me out of it. Somebody unzip it!” I demanded.

Constance rushed forward and undid the zip. Cool air rushed all over my skin and I let it fall to the floor, kicking it aside. “I can’t wear that. It smells like her,” I rambled, standing in front of all of them in my one and only set of lacy underwear. Goose bumps covered my bare skin, and I was starting to lose my breath. “I can’t wear that. I have to wear something else.”

“Reed, calm down.” Noelle broke through my line of horrified onlookers and grasped my arm. “You can wear something of mine. It’s all good.”

“Are you okay?” Sabine asked, as Noelle led me back through the crowd toward her closet. “Do you need anything?”

“Just get rid of that bottle. I don’t care what you do with it,” I said, gasping for air. I glanced at the offending bottle that I’d left on Noelle’s bedspread. “Just get rid of it.”

As soon as we were inside the closet, Noelle closed the door and sat me down on a suede bench between racks of clothes. Tears stung my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. I braced my hands on the bench at my sides and squirmed, gasping for air. The photo and the black marbles and the clothing and the e-mails and now this. It was all too much.

“Reed, you have to breathe,” Noelle told me, kneeling in her black dress in front of me. “You’re freaking me out here. Please breathe.”

I gulped for air, but it stopped at my throat. It wouldn’t go through to my lungs.

“Put your head between your legs.”

She forced my head down and I saw spots, but the next breath hit home. My lungs burned as I sucked in air and coughed, tears of pain now coursing down my face, dropping onto the thick white carpet at my feet.

“That’s it. Breathe,” Noelle told me in a soothing voice. “Breathe.”

When I finally started to return to normal, I sat up and took in a nice, long breath of air. I wiped my eyes and came away with black streaks. So much for my professional makeover.

“Better?” she asked.

I managed to nod.

“What is going on?” She got up from the floor and sat next to me. “What was that all about?”

I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t. I had just earned her respect. I couldn’t tell her that someone at Easton was screwing with me. Or that I was quite possibly losing my mind. I couldn’t show her just how vulnerable I was. Not now.

Suddenly, now that my head was clear, I remembered. Remembered seeing Ivy just before we left Easton, beating a hasty retreat away from Billings. All our bags had been stacked outside for at least fifteen minutes. She could have done this. She could have switched out my bottle of Free for a bottle of Fleur. After all, she could have easily figured out which bag was mine—my initials were embroidered on it. It had to have been her. It was the only explanation that made any sense.

“Reed?” Noelle prompted.

I looked up at my friend, at her concerned face, but I knew I couldn’t tell her. Not yet. Not until I was sure. So I did something I’d found myself doing a lot lately. I lied.

“I don’t know. I don’t . . . I don’t know how that perfume got in my bag, but the second I sprayed it, I guess it just all came rushing back,” I replied. “Cheyenne always wore that perfume. I guess it just brought it all back so vividly—finding her body, how awful that day was. . . . I don’t know.”

Noelle pushed my hair behind my shoulder and ran her hand down the length of it in a comforting way. “Are you sure that’s it? There’s nothing else you want to tell me?”

“No,” I said, sniffling. “I just lost it for a second there. I’m sorry.” I stood up and squared my shoulders, trying to show her I was okay. “Are you sure you don’t mind me borrowing a dress?” Noelle stood as well and turned toward the section of her closet where little black dresses hung in neat rows. “Take your pick. As long as you’re sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” I lied. “I have to be. I have a fund-raiser to run.”

Noelle smiled in a proud way. “That’s my little—I mean, good for you,” she said with a nod, correcting herself. “I’ll go tell them you’re okay. You just get dressed and clean yourself up.” She picked up a Charles David shoe box and extracted a small gold key from the toe of a stiletto heel inside. “You can even use the special cosmetics.”

“Thanks.”

I smiled as she slipped out and closed the door behind her. The moment she was gone, I sat down at the dressing table and stared at myself in the mirror. Eyeliner dripped down my face, and the cream blush that had been so carefully applied was all but gone. I looked like a sad clown who’d been caught in a rainstorm. Scary. Freakish. Insane.

How was I going to do this? How was I going to pull this night off while feeling like I was about to lose my mind?

I stared into my puffy eyes and took a deep breath. Outside, the Billings Girls were chatting happily, my frantic moment clearly forgotten.

“You have to do this, Reed. For them. For Billings,” I told myself, even as my heartbeat pounded in my ears. “You can get fitted for your straitjacket later.”



MINE



Noelle had been right all along. Loft Blanc was the perfect location for this event. It was simple. Minimal. Clean. Glamorous. And with the champagne flowing, the chatter filling the room, and the Twin Cities’ model brigade circulating in skimpy clothes with their placid expressions, it was all like one decadent work of moving art.

I saw all this. Processed it. But couldn’t appreciate it. All I could think about was the perfume.

The next time I saw Ivy I was going to make her confess. And then I was going to kick her ass. Enough was enough.

“Reed! Congratulations! This event is a smash hit!” Susan Llewelyn said, stopping by to double air-kiss me. Susan was one of the few Billings alumnae I actually knew.

“Thanks,” I said, surprised to see her. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course!” she said, taking a sip of her champagne and tossing her short blond hair back.

“Where were you the day the board met to go over our case?” I asked. “We could have used a friend on the other side.”

Susan blinked and her ever-present smile briefly faltered. I got the distinct feeling she thought I had just overstepped my bounds. And maybe I had. But didn’t I deserve to know?

“The board felt that my presence would be a conflict of interest,” she said smoothly. “And to be honest, I thought it might be a good idea for me to lie low, considering my part in the whole Gwendolyn mess.”

“I see.”

In other words, she hadn’t wanted to be forced to take responsibility for telling us how to get off campus—for leading us to the Gwendolyn secret passageway in the first place. Suddenly, the level of respect I’d always felt for Suzel dropped a notch.

“Oh! I see an old friend! Gotta go!” she said gaily.

As she hastily scurried off, I wondered if anyone was ever what they seemed. So far, most of the people I had met at Easton had turned out to have at least two faces. Some many more.

“Champagne?” Marc asked, suddenly arriving at my side.

He pressed the cool flute against my bare shoulder and I smiled. For a November night, it was rather warm in here, and I was happy I had chosen something skimpy from Noelle’s collection. It was a black, halter-style swing dress with subtle pleats that fell a few inches above the knee.

“Thanks,” I said, smiling as I took the champagne flute from him.

“Have I told you how amazing you look tonight?” Marc asked.

He looked pretty amazing himself in his rented tux with its long, cocoa brown tie.

“You don’t have to say that,” I told him, downing half the champagne in one gulp.

“I know I don’t. I wanted to,” Marc said with a genuine smile.

“Reed. There you are! We’ve been looking all over for you,” Hunter Braden said, appearing before me. He reached out and squeezed my elbow as if he hadn’t been the rudest date in history and I hadn’t walked out on him. Hunter had gone with a tux and an open-collared shirt, and blond scruff lined his cheeks and chin. Very rogue millionaire. “My mother was dying to meet you. Harper Braden, this is Reed Brennan. She organized this event.”

“Mrs. Braden,” I said, trying to be warm even though her son basically sucked. “Always a pleasure to meet a Billings alum.”

Her blue eyes widened, though I wasn’t sure how that was possible, considering she looked as if she had just been shot up with ten vials of Botox in the past hour. Her face was a puffy mask, stretched to its limits around full lips and heavily lined eyes.

“You know your ancient history!” she exclaimed. “Glad to hear it. It’s so good to finally meet you.” She shook my hand, unsnapped her vintage clutch purse, and extracted a small envelope, which she discreetly handed to me. “For the cause,” she said

“Thank you,” I replied. Luckily, Cromwell had only said we couldn’t accept money from Billings alums for preparations, not for the fund-raising itself.

“Good luck tonight. Not that you’ll need it,” she added; then she looked past me. “Oh! Is that Rinnan Hearst? I must go say hello!”

The mention of the familiar name caused my heart to stop. I whipped around and there was the famous actress Rinnan Hearst, Cheyenne’s stepmother, standing near the wall holding court with Cheyenne’s father. One look at his handsome face, his sad eyes, the mournful lines permanently etched around them, and the room started to spin.

“Wow. You really are the woman of the evening,” Marc said as a few more people stopped by to congratulate me. People to whom I couldn’t even respond. The heavy perfume and sweaty palms assaulted me, and my body temperature skyrocketed. Cheyenne’s dad was here. Cheyenne’s devastated father. One of the two people who had insisted on reopening her case. Memories assaulted me from every angle. Memories of the way he had barely been able to speak to us on the day of her funeral. Of how he’d fallen to his knees when they released her ashes. He had loved her so much. I could only imagine what it must be like for him, standing in a room full of his daughter’s friends, knowing that by all rights she should be there too, chatting and laughing and flirting. Was he wondering who among us might have murdered his daughter? Who might have taken his one and only child from him?

“I have to get out of here,” I heard myself say. “I need some air.”

“Reed—”

I took one step toward the door and froze. Josh had just walked in. Josh. My savior. My rock. Looking gorgeous in his tux with his curls all askew. Just the sight of him made my heart leap. Why was he here? He hated Billings. Had he come for me? To support me?

Marc was saying something. Had his hand on my wrist as if to calm me. But I couldn’t even hear him or feel him or see him. All I saw was Josh. What I wouldn’t give to have him back. To feel him hold me. To hear him tell me everything was going to be okay. I felt the longing in my gut, my heart, my skin. So acute it was painful. Suddenly I knew that was what I needed. Not to find someone else to replace him. Not to pick out the perfect specimen to make him jealous. That had all been so petty. So stupid. So vindictive. No. More than anything, I needed him. Josh was all that mattered. He would make it all right.

All I wanted was to hear his voice.

“Josh!” I shouted, not caring that half the room could hear me. “Josh!”

He smiled, but not at me. Smiled at someone coming toward him from his left. The crowd shifted and I saw her. Ivy Slade. Dressed in pure, ironic white. Smiling as Josh took her hand. And the walls crashed in around me.

“What is she doing here?” I snapped venomously.

“Who?” Marc was thoroughly confused at this point.

“After everything she’s done . . .”

I was shaking from head to foot from unadulterated anger. How dare she come here tonight? How dare she?

“Reed? Who are you talking about?” He followed my gaze and must have spotted Ivy. “Oh. Yeah. That’s not good,” he said, knowing Ivy was the leader of the anti-Billings brigade.

“She. Cannot. Be here.” I started forward, my eyes trained on Ivy. I was going to throw her out. I didn’t care if she’d paid to get in. She was the enemy.

“If I can have your attention, please?” Tiffany said into the microphone on our small, makeshift stage.

People started to quiet, to turn. I stayed my course. I was on a mission.

“My name is Tiffany Goulbourne, and I’d just like to start out by thanking everyone for coming out tonight.”

I was ten steps away. Ten steps away from vindication. From revenge. And then, Josh pulled Ivy to him—pulled her whole body into his—ran his hand over her cheek, and leaned in to kiss her like there was no one else in the room.

I stopped moving. Stopped breathing. Stopped being.

Her eyes fluttered closed. He deepened the kiss, his fingertips now resting lightly on her shoulder. So it was true. They were together. I had been so hoping it was all a lie. Some out-of-control rumor with a life of its own. So much for hope.

My heart took over. Took over my whole body. Pounding and slamming and panicking. Those were my hands. My lips. My fingertips. My tongue. My body. He was mine. Mine, mine, mine.

And yet there he was right in front of me, giving himself to her.

“And now I’d like to bring up the person who is responsible for this fabulous event!” Tiffany’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, Reed Brennan!”



AND THE WINNER IS



I couldn’t move. Could not make my limbs bend. Josh and Ivy pulled apart and looked into each other’s eyes, their mutual affection blatant, and all I could do was watch.

My head swam. The floor heaved beneath my feet. I was going to faint. Actually going to faint.

“Reed? Where are you, Reed? I know you’re out there somewhere!” Tiffany chided, earning polite laughter from the crowd.

Marc stepped up behind me and nudged my arm. “Reed, you have to go. They’re waiting for you.”

Then Ivy turned and looked up at the stage. She whispered something to Josh and was off, weaving her way with determination through the maze of waiters and guests and models. Where was she going? But wait, who cared? Josh was alone now. All that mattered was—

“Reed! Let’s go!”

Suddenly the Twin Cities had me by either arm and were walking me toward Tiffany. The moment I moved, my knees gave out and they had to hold me up for a few steps. The people right around us stared, probably thinking I was drunk. But all I could think about was Josh and Ivy. Josh and Ivy. Josh and Ivy.

How could he kiss her? How could he look at her like that? And at my event. He was supposed to love me. How could he ever look at anyone else that way? It wasn’t fair. Didn’t he know how evil she was? What she was capable of? He couldn’t have known. Would never be with her if he did. I had to tell him the truth about her. I had to tell him that I needed him. I needed—

“Hello, everyone! My name is Ivy Slade and I’m here to tell you all, well, why you’re really here.”

The Twin Cities stopped abruptly and we all gaped up at the stage. Somehow Ivy had gotten the microphone away from Tiffany and was now addressing the rapt crowd.

“This is not a fund-raiser for Easton Academy,” Ivy said quickly, vehemently. “It’s a PR job for Billings House. You remember Billings House. That tall dorm on the edge of campus where lived the most awful girls at the academy?”

There were a few chuckles. The rest of the Billings Girls, who were dotted throughout the room, started to mobilize. Tiffany, who until now had been standing aside looking baffled, reached for the microphone, but Ivy dodged her and slid away.

“You know those girls who always seemed to get away with everything that no one else could get away with? The girls who wielded their power and money over the school as if they were running the place?” Ivy continued, pacing. “Well, guess what? This year they were finally caught. They were finally going to be brought to justice. But shocker of all shockers, they wrangled a deal. If they make five million dollars tonight, their precious house will not be dissolved, as it should have been long ago. See, they’re using people again to get what they want. More specifically, they’re using you and your hard-earned money to save their own skins. Is that what you want? Haven’t the Billings Girls done enough damage already?”

My heart was in my toes. First Josh and now this. I looked wildly around at the esteemed guests and tried to find Josh. Tried to see his reaction to this, to see if he’d known this was coming, but I was unable to focus on any one face. All I could see was a lot of nodding and pinched expressions. All I could hear were knowing whispers. Her words were hitting home. This was working. Her evil plan was working.

“Reed! Do something!” Vienna said through her teeth.

“You have to get up there. Stop her,” London added, letting go of my arm.

But I was frozen. My throat was dry. My head a complete fog. “I . . . I can’t. I can’t.”

This was it. This was the beginning of my nervous breakdown. Ivy had won. She had won Josh. She had destroyed Billings. Destroyed me. And I was so shaken, so broken, so crushed, that I couldn’t think of a single word to stop her.

“For years, the women of Billings have been making our lives a living hell,” Ivy continued, “but we can end this now. Don’t give them your money! Don’t support the hypocrisy!”

“Omigod, enough. Reed! You have to shut her up,” Vienna said.

Then she shoved me forward so hard I almost tripped into the stairs that led to the stage. Tiffany couldn’t have looked more relieved to see me, but Ivy simply smirked.

“Oh, look, it’s Reed Brennan, president of Billings,” she said as she sneered down her nose at me. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m dying to hear what she has to say in her defense.”

Hundreds of pairs of eyes turned to me. I was frozen in terror.

“Come on up, Reed! What are you waiting for?”

Ivy descended two steps, grabbed my arm, and dragged me up next to her, practically dislocating my shoulder. She shoved the microphone into my hand and stepped back. A cold sweat broke out all over my body. I stared out at the crowd, but all I could see were Josh’s lips on Ivy’s, Cheyenne’s dead body on the floor, her name in my in-box ten thousand times over, the note, the black marbles, the perfume bottle, the stain on the sleeve of the pink sweater. All of it. All of it reeled through my mind at a sickening speed. I was so dizzy, so disoriented, so confused, I actually reached for Ivy for support, but she flinched away and I almost went down.

“Oops. I think our hostess might be a little buzzed,” Ivy shouted, amused.

Somehow I righted myself, but the laughter her comment elicited stung every inch of my skin. What was I doing here? Why were all these people looking to me? I didn’t belong here. I was nobody. I was just a loser from Pennsylvania who had been dumped and stalked and nearly driven out of my mind.

This was it. This was where it all fell apart.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out of nowhere. “I’m sorry, I—”

And then a strong hand came down on my shoulder. I sensed it was Noelle before I even saw her. She reached around me, slipped the microphone right out of my hand, and stepped to the front of the stage.

“Thank you, Ivy, for the unplanned entertainment,” she began with a smile, coaxing out a few laughs from the crowd. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Noelle Lange, and I am a senior at Easton Academy and at Billings House. I just want to go on the record as saying that almost everything Ivy has just told you . . . is true.”

There were a few gasps and some stunned silence. No one was expecting that. I stepped back and hugged my now freezing-cold arms. Watched her as if I was watching a film, a play—something from which I was completely detached.

“Our living arrangements were put in jeopardy due to some unfortunate incidents earlier this year, true, and it is also true that we asked Headmaster Cromwell for a second chance,” Noelle continued. “He agreed that the best way for us to prove our loyalty to Easton would be for us to throw a fund-raiser for the school and so, here we are. Just to clear things up, you should know that any money you donate this evening will be going directly to the Easton Academy board of trustees, to be used at their discretion. Billings will have no further involvement with the funds.”

She glanced at Ivy, who looked angry enough to spit. But she stayed where she was, as if waiting for her next opening. Not that Noelle was about to give her one.

“Now, as for the accusations about the behavior of the Billings Girls, all I can say is, Ivy is right,” Noelle continued. “We have, in the past, used our power and position on campus to get the things we wanted, but all that has changed this year. This year’s new house members were chosen by the administration, not by the residents of Billings. They were chosen for their academic merit, their service to the school, their morals and standards. They are the best of what Easton has to offer.”

She looked down at our friends, who had now gathered in front of the stage, like a mother hen looking down at her freshly hatched chicks.

“They deserve a chance to make Billings what it should be,” Noelle continued. “They shouldn’t have to pay for the crimes, whether real or perceived,” she said, pointedly looking at Ivy, “of those of us who came before.

“They are the new Billings, and the new Billings is about sisterhood, about strength, about doing what’s right and putting forth the best image we can for Easton,” Noelle continued. “That’s where your hard-earned money is going tonight. To building a better Billings, a better Easton, a better future.” She paused and looked around the room, driving her message home to each and every member of her audience. “Are you really going to let one misguided party crasher get in the way of all that?” she asked, lifting a blithe hand toward Ivy.

The laughter and applause filled the room this time, and we all knew. We all knew that Noelle had won. She handed the microphone to Tiffany, who quickly squirreled it away. Ivy simply stood there, arms crossed in an indignant pose, until she finally shook her head and made her retreat. The cheers were still echoing in my head when Noelle turned to me. There was no way to express the force of gratitude that was surging through my weakened body.

“Noelle, thank you so much,” I gushed, a tear spilling down my cheek. “I didn’t know what to do. I—”

“Well, Glass-Licker. Looks like I’ve saved your little fund-raiser twice now,” Noelle interrupted, her eyes flashing. “I guess you were right all along. This is my house.”

I felt like she had just slapped me across the face. “What?” I gasped.

Noelle looked me up and down like I was some pile of dog doo she’d just stepped in, and strode right past me. What was going on? Had she planned this all along? Had she booked the St. Sebastian behind my back? Did she have the makeover and photo shoot plan up her sleeve from the beginning? Sabine was right. Noelle had been working against me. And I had let her in. I had let myself believe she cared about me—that we were friends. But Noelle had no idea what it meant to be a friend. All she cared about was herself.

“How could you?” I blurted, whirling around. “How could you do this to me?”

Noelle paused and half turned. She had her iPhone in her hand and shook her head, laughing as she looked down at it. “Funny. I was about to ask you the same thing,” she spat.

She thrust the phone in my face and the entire world screeched to a stop.

Me and Dash. Me and Dash in streaming video on the tiny screen. Kissing. Touching. Falling down on a red mattress together. My hands groping for his waistband. His fingers unzipping my dress. It was all there. All of it. My night at the Legacy. She had seen it all.



ON THE OUTSIDE



Noelle headed for the door, but for the first time all night I knew what I had to do. I had to stop her. I had to make her understand.

“Noelle, please! Please, stop. Let me explain!”

I chased her down, grabbed her arm. She yanked it away with so much force she almost knocked me off my feet.

“This is the Legacy!” she snapped, her hands shaking as she held up the phone. “This is the night Dash and I got back together.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the video. It had been taken from the entrance to the tent. Who had done this? How? Was it Ivy? Was it someone spreading gossip? Why? And why had they sent it to her now?

“Don’t you have anything to say, Miss Trust-Me? Miss I-Can’t-Lose-You-Too?” Noelle demanded, trembling with anger. “God, to think I called you my sister!” she spat. “You’re nothing but a backstabbing, lying slut!”

A few people around us gasped, reminding me that we weren’t alone. Reminding me of where we were.

“Noelle, I am so, so sorry,” I choked out, approaching her with tears streaming down my face.

“Hell, yeah, you’re sorry,” Noelle replied under her breath, getting as close to me as possible. Clearly she didn’t want any members of the audience she had just won over to hear what she had to say. “You’re done at Billings, Reed. Done at Easton. You may as well pack your shit up and hop the next train back to Croton, because you are not going to want to be around to find out what I can do to you.”

I looked around, desperate . . . for what? An ally? Someone to swoop in and save me? Someone to take my side? Where was Sabine? Where were Constance and Tiffany and Rose? As my eyes searched, I saw that half the people in the vicinity were watching us, while the other half were looking at their phones. Looking and laughing. Gasping. Pointing at me. Whoever had sent the video had sent it not only to Noelle, they had sent it to all of Easton. Scorching humiliation rushed through me, burning me from the inside out. My life was over.

I had to get out of here. Now.

Stumbling like I was inebriated, I groped my way blearily toward the exit. There were a few people near the door, getting their coats, and they all shied away from me as if I were somehow contagious. I fumbled through my purse for my ticket, grabbed my coat, and turned to go. That was when I spotted Constance, standing in the hallway, talking to Marc, their heads bent together.

Relief rushed through me. Constance. Yes. She was my friend. She had always been loyal. She would help me now. Listen. Understand.

“Constance, thank God,” I said, walking over to them. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

When she looked up at me, her face was pale. “I can’t believe you did this,” she said, her voice weak, her eyes betrayed. “You and Noelle are supposed to be friends. And you and Josh were still together that night, weren’t you? How could you do this to him? To them? What kind of person are you?”

“Wh-what?” I gasped.

“Reed, I think you should go,” Marc told me firmly.

“But, Marc, I—”

“Seriously, before this gets any uglier than it already has,” he said, a look of disgust in his normally kind eyes.

They weren’t going to forgive me. Two of the kindest people I knew had no interest in hearing my side. That was when I knew for sure that I had no one. It really was over. Just like that. From this moment on I would once again be on the outside, looking in.



IVY TALKS



Outside, the air was frigid. My tears froze to my face and my skin tightened. My head pounded as if someone was using a sledgehammer to find their way through my skull to my brain. I caught the disturbed glances of a few passersby and tried to breathe. I had to focus. Had to figure out my next move. But I couldn’t even remember what street I was on. All my things were back in Noelle’s room. Where was I going to stay tonight? How would I get back to Easton?

A yellow cab pulled up at the curb and out stepped Dash McCafferty. I stared at him like he was some kind of mirage as he paid the driver and turned around. He wore a black coat over his tux, making him appear even broader than usual, and his hands were ensconced in black leather gloves. It took a moment for him to see me, but when he did, he hustled right over.

“Reed, what are you doing out here?” he asked, glancing past me at the door. “I’m so sorry I’m late. There was this whole thing with my sister and her husband and . . .”

He finally looked at my face. “Crap. Is Noelle really pissed?” Um, there was the understatement of the millennium.

“Dash, she knows,” I said shakily.

A shadow crossed his face, and I was certain he understood me completely. Yet he asked, “Knows what?”

“About us. About the Legacy,” I said, my voice growing louder and shriller with each word. “They all know.” I threw my hand out toward the door. “Someone videotaped it and just sent it to the entire student body.”

“What?”

He looked at the door again, his face growing ashen. He started to compulsively grip his hands together. He was contemplating whether or not to go inside. I could tell. Did he want to face Noelle and her wrath, or would she be even more furious if he never showed? I almost felt sorry for him, having to face such a dilemma.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” I heard myself say.

“Come on.” He turned and took my upper arm in his hand, his grip firm and steadying. “I’m going to get you home.”

The words were like music to my ears. Someone was on my side. Someone was willing to help me. But it was the wrong someone. The only someone whose help I could not accept. It took every ounce of willpower left in my wrecked body to pull away from his comforting warmth.

“No. You can’t. I can’t be seen with you. Especially not now,” I said. “You’d better just go. If anyone sees us out here talking like this, it’ll just make things worse.”

Dash’s jaw clenched. He so wanted to do the chivalrous thing, I knew. That was who he was.

“Reed, I’m so sorry,” he said quickly, quietly. “Did you get my e-mail? You never responded.”

His e-mail. Right. For the first time in days I wondered what he had said. But then the door behind him opened and out poured a few familiar people from school, all laughing and carefree.

“You have to go, Dash. Please,” I begged.

Dash glanced at the Easton crowd and rolled his shoulders back. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“Yes. Just go.”

Reluctantly, he turned. My heart panged at the sight of his back, knowing I was letting one of my last friends leave.

“And Dash?” I said.

He paused.

“Good luck. With her, I mean,” I said.

His jaw clenched as he turned his head slightly so that I could see his profile. “You too.”

He ducked his head and hurried off down the sidewalk. A stiff wind nearly blew me over and I lifted the collar of my jacket. I should have taken Dash’s cab. Not that I would have known how to pay for it. I’d left my cash back at Easton, thinking I’d have no use for it this weekend. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

“Guess now you know how it feels.”

My blood curdled at the sound of Ivy’s voice. I turned around and found her standing behind me, bundled into a puffy white fur jacket. God, I could have strangled her. Could have just taken out everything on that skinny neck of hers.

“How what feels?” I said through my teeth.

“The dark side of Billings,” she said with a knowing smile. Slowly, she walked toward me, her high heels crunching on the sidewalk. “I know you’ve been asking around about me. Ever heard of the saying ‘Curiosity killed the cat’?”

Suddenly a rush of realization warmed my face. Ivy had taken that video. I knew now for sure. She hadn’t wanted me to attend the Legacy, had been pissed when I’d let her know I was there. This was her revenge. It had to be. It had to have been her.

Her light blue eyes, so much like Ariana’s, bored into mine and I was chilled to the core. What else was this girl capable of? And why did the city street suddenly seem so very deserted?

“You want to know about me and Billings, Reed? Fine. I’ll tell you about me and Billings,” she said, placing her hands in her pockets. “Back when we were sophomores, Cheyenne and I were best friends—had been since we were little—but you knew that already, didn’t you? Snoop that you are.”

My teeth clenched. I wanted to call her out so badly. How dare she act like my snooping was so offensive when she’d been in my room half a dozen times? When she’d been stalking me, torturing me, making me feel trapped in my own dorm. But I kept my mouth shut. I wanted to hear this. Had to hear this.

“She knew she was getting into Billings as a legacy, and even though I couldn’t have cared less, when I got my invite she told me I had to join. We would room together, be Billings Girls together. She was so excited about it I couldn’t say no.”

Ivy wandered over to an evergreen tree in a planter in front of the building and reached out to toy with its needles.

“So I went through their stupid hazing rituals for her, stole tests and snuck into the guys’ dorms and all that crap, all for her,” she continued, her eyes losing focus as she stared at the tree. “Back then one of their tasks was to break into a house and steal a pre-selected artifact. Cheyenne was a legacy, so they gave her an easy task—go to her own house in Litchfield and bring back Rinnan’s Golden Globe. Simple. So we did it. All the sophomores together. Me and Cheyenne, Rose, Portia, Taylor, Kiran, et cetera, et cetera. We basically walked right in through the front door and when we came out the juniors and seniors were waiting to congratulate us. But my task wasn’t so simple.” She looked at me then. “My task was to break into my grandmother’s house with its state-of-the-art security system and steal a family heirloom. To this day I don’t know how they knew about that stupid box, but that was what they wanted.”

So it had been a Billings test. That story I’d found had all been the result of hazing. “Were they trying to keep you out?” I heard myself ask, before I even realized I was going to speak. But I had to know. It was, after all, what Cheyenne had tried to do to Sabine, Constance, and Lorna earlier this year.

“I don’t think so,” she conceded. “They didn’t know about the security. But I knew it was going to be impossible and I told Cheyenne that. But she wouldn’t let me back out. Billings was too important. So we did it. We broke in. And even though I tried to plan it carefully, we tripped an alarm.” She snorted derisively. “That place was like Fort Knox. My father had insisted on it, since my grandmother had insisted on living alone. I was in my grandmother’s room when the alarm went off. Had that stupid box in my hand and everything when she woke up terrified and keeled over onto the floor, right at my feet.”

She had spaced again, looking off into the distance.

“All my supposed sisters came in and tried to drag me out of there, but at that point I was on the floor trying to help my grandmother,” she continued. “They were all panicked, so one by one they all fled. Then suddenly Noelle and Ariana were there, and Ariana was telling me we had to go. The cops were coming. That we were screwed if we stayed. And Cheyenne was behind them bawling, begging me to go with them. But what was I supposed to do? Leave my grandmother alone there to die? When it was my fault?”

Ivy’s eyes shone with unshed tears and she glared at me as if I had been there too. As if I had been playing Ariana’s role, telling her to save her own skin. To save Billings instead of her grandmother.

“Noelle kept telling me that my grandmother would be fine. That the police were already on their way and that they would take care of her. Like she cared,” Ivy said with a scoff. “But I knew better. I knew she didn’t care about anyone but herself. So I told her to go. To get the hell out and leave me there with my grandma. And you know what? That’s exactly what she and the others did. Even Cheyenne.”

“She did care,” I said flatly, automatically defending Noelle. “She was trying to make sure you didn’t get in trouble on top of everything else. It wasn’t just about saving herself.”

“She really has you under her thumb, doesn’t she?” Ivy said with an almost sad smirk. “Did you even hear what I just said? They left me there. Alone. To potentially watch my grandmother die. Cheyenne even grabbed the silver jewelry box they wanted me to get. It was all about completing the task. All about impressing Billings.”

I had a sudden flash in my mind of that box I had found in Cheyenne’s room. The silver box with the engraving on the top of the initials V.M.S. That must have been the box. Ivy’s family heirloom. S for Slade. Cheyenne had actually kept it all this time. How had she lived with that thing in her sight? How had the guilt of what she’d done to her best friend not torn her apart?

“So I was the only one who got arrested that night, though my father had the charges dropped later,” Ivy continued, standing up straight and facing me again. “And last year I went to school in Boston so I could help care for my grandmother, but she was never the same again. The whole family was relieved when she finally passed on this summer, saying she had gone to a better place, but at the funeral no one could even look at me. They all blame me, and they should. It’s my fault she’s gone. Billings’s fault.”

In spite of myself my heart actually went out to her right then. I couldn’t imagine the pain of what she’d been through. How it must have felt to know what she had done. How awful. How incredibly awful.

“So that, Reed, is why I hate Billings. Why I hate Ariana. Why I hated Cheyenne. Why I still hate Noelle,” she said, stepping closer to me, getting right in my face. “Ariana, she made her own bed, but Noelle . . . Noelle is still there. Still walking around like she’s God’s gift, lording her power over everyone. But I know what she really is. What she’s capable of. That’s why I’ll do anything to see the ivory tower fall. Anything.”

A blast of cold shot through me, even though the air was now still. Any sympathy I’d felt for her a second ago was blown away.

Ivy had killed Cheyenne. Cheyenne’s parents were right. Their daughter hadn’t committed suicide. She had been murdered. By her former best friend.

Suddenly, it all made sense. I already knew Ivy had figured out a way to get into Billings, since she’d been torturing me for weeks. She must have sneaked in that night and somehow orchestrated Cheyenne’s suicide in order to get back at her for choosing Billings over her, for leaving her there all alone with her ailing grandmother. Then Ivy had decided to release her venom on me—the house’s other leader, the new symbol of Billings. She hated us. Hated all of us. And if that look in her eye was any indication, she was capable of murder.

And now she had singled out Noelle. What did that mean? Was Noelle her next victim? Was that how she was going to make the so-called ivory tower fall?

The door behind Ivy opened and Josh stepped through, buttoning up the last button on his coat. He glanced at me quickly, but then looked away, as if it pained him to look me in the eye.

“There you are,” he said, slipping his hand into Ivy’s. “You ready to get out of here?”

I stared at their entwined fingers. He was holding the hand of a murderer. My Josh. My love. Holding hands with evil.

Ivy looked at me triumphantly, smiled, and said, “Definitely.”

Josh shot me one last look as they turned to go, but in my state of miserable panic, I couldn’t read it. Was he disappointed? Angry? Sad? Indifferent? I had no idea. All I knew was that I had to get him away from her. I had to save him. But how? I opened my mouth to speak, to shout some kind of warning, but they were already ten paces away, and before I could get a word out, Ivy turned her head and looked back at me. She looked back at me with a flicker in her eye that stopped me dead. A look that scared me so badly it took the breath right out of me. And then they turned at the corner and were gone.

Traffic whizzed by me on the avenue and a cold rain started to fall. Josh was gone. Dash was gone. There was no one left. No one to tell what I now knew about Ivy. No one to help me figure out what to do.

I was in this alone.
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NOT AGAIN


The dread was like smoldering black embers right in the pit of my stomach. I knew the sensation well. Used to feel it every day after school as I approached my house in Croton, Pennsylvania, not knowing what might be going on inside. Never knowing in what condition I might find my mother. Passed out with a bottle of pills spilled on the floor? Manically cleaning the kitchen in her pajamas? Angrily waiting to scold me for something I hadn’t done? Yes, I knew dread all too well. I had just never felt dread like this upon my return to Easton Academy.

It was the Sunday of Thanksgiving weekend, and, thanks to my Billings House fund money, it was the first time I’d flown back to Easton. When I had said good-bye to my parents that morning at the airport I had actually felt a pull to stay. It was so ironic. Now that my mother was better, leaving home was the hard part, and it was coming back to school that was giving me the dry heaves. But who could blame me, considering the pariah I had become at Easton?

The cab driver pulled up in front of Bradwell, the freshman and sophomore girls’ dorm. I paid him and struggled out of the car with my backpack, duffel bag, and laptop. It was frigid outside, and a cold wind whipped through the trees along the drive. I had expected the campus to feel more alive since all the students were supposed to be returning from break. But though there were a few lit windows dotting the brick facades of the three girls’ dorms on the circle, there wasn’t a soul in sight. I took a deep breath and started along the cobblestone walk between Bradwell and Pemberly, my heart pounding with each heavy step as I drew closer to the quad.

I didn’t want to go back to Billings House. I so wasn’t ready.

When I reached the far side of Bradwell, I paused and gazed across the quad at Billings, the tallest dorm on campus. Instantly, the embers of dread burned brighter. It had been just over a week since the Billings fund-raiser in New York City—the event that should have been the most amazing night of my life. Instead it had been the most humiliating. It had been the night when a video of me and Dash McCafferty getting all gropey at the Legacy had been sent out to every cell phone and BlackBerry at school. Everyone had seen me and Dash—my best friend Noelle Lange’s boyfriend—kissing. Touching. Taking off each other’s clothes. Everyone knew what I had done. And no one had talked to me since.

Except Sabine DuLac, my roommate in Billings.

Where Noelle had all but banned me from the Billings table in the dining hall, where Portia Ahronian had organized a Billings shopping trip and excluded me, and where even Kiki Rosen had switched seats in the library so she wouldn’t have to acknowledge me—Sabine had remained loyal. At least I had one true friend left. One person who had been willing to listen to my explanation. Although, she had always hated Noelle. She probably would have taken my side if I’d shot the girl dead. But maybe now that a few days had passed, some of the others would come around as well. Maybe I could even get Noelle to listen to me.

It was a stretch, I knew. But I was going to have to try.

Halfway across the snow-covered quad, lit only by the quaint, ground-level lamps lining the pathways, I stopped and took a deep breath to steel myself. I was going to march into Billings and I was going to make Noelle listen to me. I didn’t care if I had to scream the whole apology to her through her closed dorm-room door. She was going to hear my side.

My life at Easton depended on it.

A bitter gust of wind whipped my dark hair back from my face and got me moving again. Knees quaking—not from nerves, I told myself, but from the cold and the weight of my bags—I turned up the walk to Billings. That was when I saw a dark figure move toward me. I froze.

“Reed. Good. I’m glad I caught you.”

It was Detective Hauer. The King of Bad News. Just what I needed.

“Detective,” I said. He was all bundled up in a dark wool coat that seemed one size too small for his stocky frame, a tweed hat pulled low over his brow, hiding his dark, usually unkempt hair. His wide nose was red from the cold, and there were visible bags under his brown eyes. The way he looked at me—like a doctor probably looks at a patient right before he diagnoses inoperable cancer—made me want to run inside, even though I dreaded facing my friends.

“What?” I said finally.

“I just wanted to give you the heads up,” he said, holding his hat as another gust of wind nearly knocked me off my feet. “Since you’ve been so cooperative during this . . . uh . . . tragedy.” Hauer hesitated, his eyes darting away from my face.

What was with this guy? He was an adult and a police officer. He was not supposed to feel nervous when talking to me.

“We’ve found new evidence,” he said. “Your friend Cheyenne Martin . . . She was definitely murdered.”

His words sucked all the air from my lungs and I clutched the handle on my duffel bag, as if that would keep me from fainting dead away. This wasn’t possible. Not again. Not another murder. Cheyenne had OD’d. We had all been there to find her. We had all read her suicide note. She had even sent me an e-mail saying I was the reason she killed herself—an e-mail that had haunted me for months now. Plus, no one had heard a struggle. There’d been no blood, no bruises, nothing broken in her room. How could this be possible?

“What?” I heard myself say as the wind whistled overhead. “You can’t be serious.”

A couple of weeks back Detective Hauer had told me the case was going to be reopened at Cheyenne’s parents’ request, but at the time even he still thought it was a clear-cut suicide.

“Unfortunately, I am,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“I don’t understand,” I said, my mind racing. “What new evidence? How can there be new evidence now? She died months ago. She was cremated. Her room’s not even a crime scene—Noelle’s been living there for weeks. What could you have possibly found?”

The detective cleared his throat. “I’m afraid that information is classified.”

“Classified? Is this a government conspiracy now?” I blurted, frustrated.

He leveled me with an admonishing glare. “It’s not for public consumption,” he clarified sternly. “But you should know we’re going to be reinterviewing everyone of interest,” he added, standing up straight. He sounded surer of himself now, and fixed me with a steady-eyed gaze. “If there’s anything else you want to tell me, now is the time.”

“Anything else?” I stood there, unable to think. Unable to breathe. Unable to move. Cheyenne had been murdered. I was going to have to tell the rest of Billings about this. Yeah, right. If they’d even stay in the same room with me for five seconds.

“Yes. Anything at all,” he said.

Behind Hauer, I saw a group of girls walking in a huddle toward Pemberly. One of them noticed us and lifted her chin, and another girl turned.

Ivy Slade.

Her coal-black eyes fixed on me, and a cold bolt of ice slammed into my heart. She looked at Hauer and a sly smile lit her pointy face. Clearly she was already calculating how quickly she could spread the news that the cops were talking to me, but I didn’t care. All I could think about was her story. Her hatred of Billings. Her promise that she would bring us all down.

After the Billings fund-raiser she had told me everything. How the Billings Girls had forced her and the other Billings hopefuls to break into her grandmother’s house her sophomore year to steal a family heirloom. How they had tripped the alarm, which had caused her grandmother to have a stroke that ultimately killed her. How Noelle, Ariana, Cheyenne, and the other Billings Girls had left Ivy there to cope with the tragedy herself.

If Cheyenne had definitely been murdered, then Ivy was, in my opinion, suspect number one. The girl had motive seeping out her pores. She had practically told me straight out that she was going to get revenge on Noelle as well as destroy Billings. Plus, I already knew she was capable of very bad things. Ever since Cheyenne had died, someone had been stalking me. Leaving artifacts from Cheyenne’s life tucked around my room for me to find. Taking that video of me and Dash and sending it to the entire student body. It was Ivy. I was sure of it. My certainty, of course, had nothing to do with the fact that she’d stolen the love of my life, Josh Hollis.

“Ivy Slade,” I said under my breath, as the girls turned and continued on their merry way.

“What was that?” Detective Hauer asked, curving his shoulders against the wind.

“Ivy Slade,” I said more loudly.

The detective sighed and blew on his chapped hands. “Reed, we already talked to her,” he said finally. “She’s not our girl.”

“Talk to her again,” I told him through my teeth.

“Reed, we can’t waste our time on—”

“I’m telling you, Detective, it’s not a waste of time,” I said, my blood racing now. “That girl is capable of murder. I know she is. And she hated Cheyenne. Last week she even threatened Noelle.”

This caught his attention. “Threatened to kill her?”

“Well, no. Not in those words, but—”

Suddenly, the detective looked extremely tired. “Look, unless you have some real evidence against the girl, there’s nothing I can do.”

His tone was condescending and impatient. Like I was just some stupid kid spreading rumors. I retightened my fingers around the strap of my duffel bag.

“You haven’t gotten the whole story,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “Believe me.”

Hauer blew out a sigh and looked up at the starless night. “How about we start with your story?” he suggested. “I know we already talked about the . . . uh, letter, you received from Ms. Martin’s e-mail account the night she died and your contentious friendship with her. But I need your official statement. Where you were at the time of Ms. Martin’s death . . . who you were with. . . .”

I felt fire burning from my eyes. He needed my statement when a psycho like Ivy was strolling around campus free and clear?

“You want my statement? Fine. Here it is,” I said, drawing myself up straight. “At the time of the murder I was asleep in my bed while my roommate was asleep in hers. I woke up to the sound of screaming and ran down the hall to find the president of my dorm dead on the floor of her room. That’s all I know. Now why don’t you go interview someone with, oh, I don’t know, a motive?”

Hauer gave me an exasperated look, but I no longer cared to humor him. I turned around and stormed up to Billings, suddenly feeling more confident than ever that I could take on Noelle and the rest of my friends. Had to love a good adrenaline rush.

At least Detective Hauer was good for something.

     
OUT



I was all confident bravado until I walked into the Billings foyer and got that eerie, sickening feeling that I had just caused an abrupt silence. Slowly, I turned toward the parlor. From my vantage point I could see a few of my Billings sisters crowded onto the gold brocade love seat. Astrid Chou glanced over at me and quickly slouched down, drawing her hand up to her cheek as if to hide her face.

Dead silence. Aside from the cozy crackling of the fire, there was nothing. My mouth was dryer than a sandbox.

Move, Reed. Move.

I placed my bags on the floor and walked toward the parlor, stripping off my coat, scarf, and gloves as I went, since my inner thermometer was now registering about four thousand degrees. With each inch I could see a bit more of the room, and by the time I reached the door, my suspicions were confirmed.

Every last Billings Girl was gathered around the parlor. Portia Ahronian, Shelby Wordsworth, London Simmons, and Vienna Clark were on the couch, all avoiding my gaze. Kiki Thorpe, Missy Thurber, and Lorna Gross were crowded onto the love seat next to Astrid. Tiffany Goulbourne and Rose Sakowitz sat in the straight-backed chairs in front of the flat-screen TV. Even Constance Talbot and Sabine DuLac were there, sitting on the floor with their legs curled under the coffee table. And at the head of the room, perched in the wingback chair near the fireplace, was Noelle Lange. Her thick dark hair was pulled back in a bun and she wore a black turtleneck sweater and a black and gray plaid skirt. Huge diamonds sparkled in her ears. Her full lips twisted into a semblance of a smile as she looked me in the eye—the only person able to do so.

“What’s going on?” I said tentatively. The sound of my voice made a few of the girls squirm. Cleary this was a scheduled meeting. Clearly they had all known to get back to campus early for this. And clearly, Noelle was at the heart of it.

I stared at Sabine, who stared down at her knee-high leather booths. Why hadn’t she warned me about this?

“Perfect timing, Reed,” Noelle said, leaning back. Her elbows casually perched on the chair’s armrests as she coolly looked me over. She lifted both hands, palms up, and her dark eyes sparkled merrily. “We just voted you out.”

The earth tilted beneath my feet. She couldn’t have said what I thought I’d heard. Not so cavalierly. She couldn’t. But no one was laughing like it was a joke. No one even moved. I gripped the back of the love seat, my sweaty fingers pulling on Lorna’s wavy brown hair.

“Ow!” Lorna protested loudly, sitting forward to free herself.

“What do you mean, you voted me out?” I breathed. Suddenly everything in the room was distorted. The faces, the furniture, the flames leaping in the fireplace. It wasn’t real. This couldn’t be real.

“You have an hour to pack your things,” Noelle said, standing and smoothing her skirt. “There’s a single waiting for you in Pemberly.”

My mind reeled, making me feel dizzy, unsteady. Grappling to stay focused, I looked around at my so-called friends. At the people with whom I had shared so much. At the girls who had voted me president just two months ago. Unanimously voted me president. We studied together, shopped together, gossiped together, got over hangovers together, bitched about parents and boyfriends and teachers together. They were my friends. The first real girlfriends I had ever had. The first real family I’d ever had. They couldn’t do this to me. They wouldn’t.

“No. You guys. You can’t just—”

“Sure we can,” Noelle said with a smirk, stepping over outstretched legs and designer shoes to stand before me. “The residents of Billings decide who lives in Billings, remember? And we decided we don’t want a backstabbing bitch living here.”

My grip on the love seat tightened. I couldn’t breathe. I stared into Noelle’s cool brown eyes, searching for the punch line. Waiting for her to laugh and tell me she was just messing with me like she had so many times in the past. We were friends. Practically sisters. And yeah, I had messed up, but didn’t a person even get a chance to beg for forgiveness before . . . this?

“No,” I said finally. “No. I don’t believe you.”

I tore my eyes from Noelle and looked around again. I looked at Tiffany, who had always been so levelheaded and good-natured. Who had always been a voice of reason. She simply turned her face to the side, giving me a view of her perfect cheekbone and smooth cocoa skin. I glanced at Rose—sweet, don’t-rock-the-boat Rose—but her eyes were trained on her lap, her red curls hiding her face. Portia rolled her big green eyes when I looked her way, and the Twin Cities studied their perfectly manicured nails. Only Constance and Sabine looked at me, silently begging for forgiveness.

The reality washed over me. It was true. They had all turned on me. They had voted to kick me out of the dorm I had just saved for them—the dorm I had raised five million dollars for in order to keep Headmaster Cromwell from shutting us down. The dorm I had lived in all last year—longer than many of them. This was my home. And they were taking it away from me.

“Who voted me out?” I asked, my voice clear as a bell.

I was angry and desperate and grasping at straws, but I needed to know. I needed to know exactly who had turned on me. And I couldn’t just surrender and slink out of there with my tail between my legs. I refused.

Noelle scoffed at my question. Everyone else exchanged troubled glances. Disbelieving glances. Like asking them to tell me which of them were traitors was so very gauche. As if I cared about gauche right then.

“Who voted me out?” I said again. “I want to know.”

Missy Thurber’s hand was the first to go up. Shocker. Girl and her Chunnel-size nostrils had always hated my guts. But then, ever so slowly, more hands started to rise. Lorna’s, Shelby’s, Portia’s. Even Kiki, Rose, Tiffany, and the Twin Cities had voted against me. People who a week ago I would have counted among my good friends. Only three sets of hands stayed firmly planted in their owners’ laps.

Sabine, Constance, and Astrid had taken my side. That was it. That was all I had. Three real friends.

The burning dread in my gut slowly hardened into heavy, cold, sorrow.

“Sorry, Glass-Licker,” Noelle said with a tilt of her head. “Looks like you’re going back to where you’ve always belonged.”

Back to where I always belonged? Was she kidding? She was the one who had always told me that I belonged here. She was the one who had insisted that Billings House needed me. How could she possibly look me in the eye and say that?

Noelle started by me, brushing my shoulder with hers. Indignant anger flared beneath my shock, and I heard myself speak.

“I don’t think so.”

Everyone in the room sucked in a breath. I wasn’t even sure that I still wanted to live there, knowing they had all turned against me. But I wasn’t about to give Noelle the satisfaction of seeing me go down without a fight. Not a chance.

“Excuse me?” Noelle said incredulously, swinging around to face me.

“That whole ‘Billings decides who lives in Billings’ rule doesn’t apply anymore, remember?” I said, summoning all my courage to square off with her. “Not since Headmaster Cromwell overruled it at the beginning of the year. I’m not going anywhere.”

Noelle’s eyes cut through me like tiny little knives. She didn’t even have to speak for me to know she’d already found a way around this.

“You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?” she said, looking down her nose at me. “But when I single-handedly delivered the Crom a check for more than five million dollars to use as he pleases, he pretty much intimated that I can do whatever I want around here.”

Single-handedly? As if I hadn’t worked my ass off on that fund-raiser.

“And what I want is you out,” she finished, her lips curving into a smirk. “Don’t make it worse by getting all pathetic and whiny about it.”

My face burned like I’d been in the sun for four days straight. She was loving every minute of this. Loved humiliating me in front of everyone. Loved seeing me suffer. I hated her so much in that moment, I wanted to tear her hair out. And yet, I still wanted her to change her mind. Still wanted her to put her arm around me and tell me everything was going to be fine. I still wanted her approval. The fact that I had potentially lost it forever might have been the most devastating realization of all.

“Come on, ladies,” Noelle said to the room. “I brought back some gifties from the city.”

Just like that, everyone was out of their seats, happily bustling for the door. They all slipped around me as if I were a muddy puddle they were trying to avoid. I just stood there. I couldn’t have moved if I wanted to. And after what they had done to me, I wasn’t about to get out of their way. It was a small defiance, but it was all I had.

“Noelle, please don’t do this,” I said under my breath, stepping up to her once the room was all but empty. I didn’t want to beg. I didn’t want to explain myself while my blood was still hot with anger. But I sensed this could be my last chance. “I was drunk. I thought you guys were broken up. I am so, so sorry.”

For a split second I saw the depth of the hurt Noelle was feeling reflected in her eyes and it stopped my heart. I had destroyed her. My best friend. The person who had been there for me through some of the worst moments of my life. I had hurt her beyond all repair. All of this, this huge scene, was just her way of protecting herself. Her way of saving face. My guilt compounded exponentially. I deserved her punishment. I did. But did it have to be this?

Suddenly, she turned her head to the side and blinked. When she looked at me again, the imperious stare was back.

“It doesn’t matter what you thought,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Dash was and is mine. And even if we had been broken up, you don’t go there. Not with a friend’s ex.”

I blinked and Noelle smirked.

“Yes, Reed. I know you’re dying for an update, so here it is. Dash and I are still together and we’re always going to be together,” she said. “One moment of weakness on his part is not going to change that. Especially when you so clearly threw yourself at him.”

That was beyond untrue. Dash had been the one to invite me to one of the secluded tents on the roof at the Legacy. Dash had been the one to initiate things once I got there. But clearly either he or Noelle had decided to rewrite history so they could move on with their life together. Somehow, all the blame was being laid squarely on my shoulders.

“But don’t worry. Fair is fair,” she told me, lifting her chin. “You’re not the only one being punished. He will be groveling for a long, long time.”

“Noelle, I’m sorry for what happened,” I said, wiping my sweaty hands on my jeans. “You’re right. I stepped over the line. And I’ll do anything to make it up to you. But Noelle, come on. This is between you and me. You didn’t have to drag the whole dorm into it.”

A smile slowly twisted its way across Noelle’s face. “I didn’t. The vote wasn’t even my idea.”

I blinked, stunned. “What?”

“Have you forgotten everything, Reed? This is what Billings is all about. We take care of each other,” she said lightly. “Even when it means deciding between two sisters and turning our backs on the one in the wrong.”

My heart felt sick. Sick and black and sour. How many times had she told me this in the past? That she would always take care of me, always watch out for me, because that was what Billings was all about. But now I no longer had a right to that privilege. Now she was taking that all away.

“One hour,” Noelle said, tapping her gold watch once. Her tone was so final it weakened my knees. “The clock’s ticking.”

Then she turned her back on me and was gone.

     
PUSH BACK



Packing. I was packing up my room. I was no longer welcome in Billings, the only place I had ever really wanted to live. As I shakily removed my clothes from the dresser and placed them in my larger suitcase, I realized my heart had never felt this heavy. It might as well have been made out of lead.

“We tried to talk them out of it, but they wouldn’t hear of it,” Astrid said in her thick British accent. She was slowly, reluctantly, folding up my bedding and stashing it in a large green garbage bag someone had fished out of a supply closet. This was how low I had sunk. Garbage bags as luggage. “It’s a bunch of bollocks if you ask me. Everyone trips up now and again, right? We’re only human.”

“I think a lot of the girls wanted to vote for you to stay, but everyone’s afraid of Noelle,” Constance added. Hovering by the closet, she tugged on a lock of her red hair over and over and over again, eyeing me nervously like I might be on the verge of a breakdown. At least Constance was speaking to me again. After the fund-raiser she hadn’t even been able to look at me, unable to believe I had backstabbed Noelle. Apparently the thought of me getting booted for it, however, had seemed unfair punishment to her. Neither she nor Sabine had done anything to speed along the process of moving me out. Clearly they were still having as hard a time with this as I was.

“Is there anything we can do?” Sabine asked, sitting on the end of her bed, her green eyes probing mine.

Anything they could do. Like what? Plead my case to Noelle for me? Tie her down and make her listen? Build me a time machine so I could go back to the Legacy and not hook up with Dash?

“Help me pack?” I suggested with a sad smile.

Sabine and Constance looked at each other and seemed to come to a grim agreement. Constance turned toward the closet and Sabine got up to help her take the sweaters off the top shelf.

“God, I hate Noelle,” Sabine said. “Someone should really give her a nice kick in the—”

At that moment the door to our room swung open and Noelle strode in. Sabine’s mouth snapped shut and we all froze. Had she heard what Sabine had been saying? If so, she showed no sign. Her attention was focused on me.

“I want all your Billings things back,” she said, her arms crossed over her chest.

I blinked. “Billings things? What Billings things?”

Noelle rolled her eyes. “The Chloé bag, to start. And any other gifts the alumni stashed inside of it. What did they give you? Cash? A credit card? Whatever it is, I’ll take it now.” She held out a hand and flicked her fingers, like I was just going to drop it all in her palm.

This was a test. I could feel it. Noelle was trying to see just how far she could push me. I knew from experience that I had to push right back.

“No,” I said, lifting my chin defiantly.

“Excuse me?” Noelle replied, her eyes narrowing.

“No. I’m not giving you the bag or anything else,” I told her. I couldn’t give in to her. Couldn’t show weakness. Not if I ever hoped to win back her respect. “Those gifts were given to me. They’re mine.”

“They were gifts given to you when you were president of Billings,” Noelle said, taking a menacing step toward me. “You no longer live here. You have no right to—”

“Sorry, but I think I have every right to keep the things that were given to me as gifts,” I said, trying to be blithe even as my heart pounded in my temples. “They didn’t come with a disclaimer.”

To punctuate my point, I picked up the gorgeous leather Chloé bag and dumped it into Astrid’s garbage bag along with my bedding. Noelle glared at me for a long moment, then sighed, like I was just so juvenile.

“Fine. But I will be taking back the disc,” she said. “That cannot remain in the possession of a nonresident.”

My face prickled with heat. No one else in the room knew about the disc.

“Disc? What disc?” Sabine asked, her green eyes suddenly curious.

“Noelle,” I said through my teeth. “I haven’t told anyone about the—”

“It’s this disc that was given to Reed by the alums,” Noelle said loudly, addressing Sabine. “It’s chock-full of inside info on all of us—on anyone who has ever lived in Billings. She’s had it all semester, Sabine. I’m surprised she didn’t share it with you, of all people.”

Bitch. Total bitch. It wasn’t enough she was throwing me out. Now she was trying to drive a wedge between me and Sabine.

“Inside info?” Astrid asked tentatively. “What kind of inside info?”

“Like stuff about our families and stuff?” Constance said, wide-eyed.

“Like stuff about our past?” Sabine added.

The tension in the room was palpable. All three of them were completely freaked by the idea that I might know their secrets. Noelle, meanwhile, smiled like the Cheshire cat.

“I haven’t read any of your files,” I said, looking around at Sabine, Constance, and Astrid. “I wouldn’t do that.” Then I paused and glanced at Noelle. “To you guys, at least,” I added in a leading way.

I had never looked at Noelle’s file, either, but why not let her think I had? She deserved a touch of paranoia considering what she was putting me through. But of course her smile didn’t falter.

“The disc, Reed,” she said. “You know you have no right to it now.”

There was no point in arguing this. I could tell she wasn’t about to give up. And now more than anything I just wanted to get her out of my room. I turned around and grabbed my portable CD case, then flipped to the John Mayer CD in the back. From behind it, I extracted the Billings disc, which I’d placed there after looking at my own file last month. As I turned around, Sabine, Constance, and Astrid all stared at the disc as if it were a nuclear bomb. I looked down at it. This tiny thing held so much power. Did I really want to give it to Noelle right in front of them? Was I really going to sell out the only people who had been faithful to me in this whole mess?

Answer? No.

I placed the disc along the edge of my desk and lifted my fist.

Noelle stepped forward. “What are you—”

But she was too late. I brought my hand down on the side that was hanging over the edge of the desk. The thing split right in half with a satisfying crack.

“Huh. I can’t believe that worked,” I said. I turned and Frisbeed the two halves at Noelle’s feet. “There you go. There’s your precious disc.”

Everyone just stared down at the broken pieces.

“That’s fine,” Noelle said finally. “They’ll send me a new one.” She checked her watch. “Reed, you have thirty-three minutes.”

She slammed the door on her way out, and everyone let out a breath. Astrid dropped to the ground to pick up the pieces of the disc.

“How bad was it, really?” she asked me, her dark eyes nervous as she held up the remnants.

“I really only looked at mine, but it was bad,” I told her. “It listed my parents’ income, how much I made last summer, all my exes. . . . There was even stuff on my brother on there.”

“Scary,” Astrid said, launching the pieces into Sabine’s plastic garbage can.

“Do you really think she can just get another one?” Sabine asked.

“Probably,” I said with a shrug. “But you guys are all pretty normal,” I joked. “You have nothing to worry about, right?”

“Right,” they all chorused, looking at one another in a snagged way.

Then we all cracked up laughing. I couldn’t imagine that the secrets in their files were anything all that awful. Maybe to them they were, but considering some of the secrets people like Ariana and Cheyenne had kept, how bad could they be?

“Come on. You heard her,” I said flatly. “We only have thirty-three minutes.”

“I can’t believe this is really happening,” Sabine said, getting back to work. She shook her long black hair back from her shoulders and her ever-present shell earrings clicked and swung. “Maybe I can put in for a transfer!” she said excitedly. “We can room together in Pemberly.”

I was touched at the offer. Clearly Sabine cared more about me than Billings, which was unprecedented. But I couldn’t do that to her.

“You heard what Noelle said. It’s a single,” I told her. “There’s no way we’d ever fit. But thanks for the offer.”

Sabine’s face fell. “Well, then, we should just talk to everyone. Get them to vote again . . .”

“No. I don’t want to be all ‘pathetic and whiny about it,’” I said, quoting Noelle.

“You’re right,” Astrid said, shoving a throw pillow into the now bulging garbage bag. “Chin up. Screw her. That’s the only way to deal with this.”

“Maybe if you just go and live in Pemberly for a while she’ll cool down,” Constance suggested, chewing on her bottom lip. “Maybe . . . I don’t know . . . maybe they’ll all come around.”

Pemberly. The very thought of the old, gray dorm with its tiny little windows, paint-chipped door, and ancient, abused furniture made my skin crawl. I wasn’t meant for Pemberly. I was meant for Billings.

But I couldn’t argue with Constance’s logic. I might be better off trying to fix this thing from afar.

“This is so unfair,” Sabine said. “You are Billings.”

The words hung in the air like a funeral dirge. They all looked at me mournfully and I felt as if my heart was breaking. From my angle I could still see the two halves of the broken disc shining in the garbage can.

“Not anymore,” I said.

     
NEIGHBORS



The Pemberly single was one of the most depressing things I’d ever seen. The old wood floors were scratched and gouged, and a crusty stain seeped out from beneath the single bed. All the old, dingy furniture was shoved up against the walls—bed to my left, desk straight across, dresser to my right—leaving just enough space in the center of the room to walk through. Above the bed was one tall, skinny window with peeling paint all around the pane, and the whole thing looked like it might fall off if I tried to open it. I turned to check out the closet right next to the door. It was one-tenth the size of the one in Billings and closed over by a folding accordion door in faux wood.

Compared to my room in Billings, this was a prison cell—a really, really cold prison cell. Maybe the Crom should use some of that five mil to renovate Pemberly. These girls’ parents were paying ridiculous amounts of money for them to live like inmates.

I shoved open the closet’s accordion door, which instantly came off its top runner, and threw my bags inside on the floor. A dust bunny skittered across the room and I felt tears well up in my eyes. How had this happened? I had made one mistake. One big mistake, but still. That meant my whole life was over?

Okay. No crying. No crying allowed. I will not let Noelle get the better of me.

I sat down on the bed, which creaked loudly beneath my weight, and pulled my coat closer to me, wondering if the heater was working at all or if I’d have to complain to maintenance tomorrow. Through the open door I could hear laughter and music and voices from down the hall. Unfamiliar sounds. Unfamiliar people. And suddenly I was overcome with grief.

I missed my room. I missed the space and the cleanliness and the private, connected bathroom. I missed my view and my closet and the frosted lights in the ceiling and the warmth. And I missed Sabine. I missed everyone, actually. Even though they had turned on me—maybe because they had turned on me—I missed them so much it hurt. Couldn’t they have at least given me a chance to explain? Couldn’t they have given me a chance to win them back?

I pulled my knees up under my chin and was about to give in to tears when I stopped myself and stood up.

“No. I am not going to cry,” I said under my breath, splaying my fingers out at my sides. “No crying allowed.”

Instead, I turned and snatched up the pink sheet of paper that was propped up on something in the center of the desk. The words PEMBERLY HALL RULES AND REGULATIONS were printed at the top above a list of ten items. Rules and regulations. Yes. I could distract myself with this for about ten seconds. I was just about to start reading when I noticed the items that had been propping up the page. Both my hand and the paper fell.

A small white place card with my name handwritten in pink calligraphy sat in the center of the desk. It was my place card from Cheyenne’s last official meeting as president of Billings. And in front of that was a tiny velvet bag with pills spilling out of it. White pills with a blue dot design. The pills that Cheyenne had OD’d on. No—the pills that someone had used to kill her.

I staggered back a few steps and slammed into the bit of wall between the closet and the doorway. Pain radiated up my spine, but I barely felt it. My heart was going ballistic, pounding in my ears. Who had done this? And what did it mean? Did it mean I was next? Cheyenne had died the night she was kicked out of Easton. I had just been kicked out of Billings. Had the person who had killed Cheyenne left these here for me as a warning? Did this mean I was going to die? Tonight?

I wildly checked the room as if someone was going to pop out of nowhere horror-movie style, but there was nowhere for anyone to hide. Still, my mind reeled as I clutched the pink paper in my sweaty palm. No one had known I was moving into Pemberly aside from the Billings Girls. Had someone in my old dorm left these here for me? And if so, who? Why? Why was this happening? Why couldn’t whoever was doing these things just leave me alone?

“Well, well. Look who’s slumming it.”

A cold chill raced through me. I whirled around to find Ivy Slade leaning against my open doorway, a satisfied smirk on her witchy face. Instinctively, I backed up until I was blocking her view of the place card and pills. The very sight of her on top of what I’d just found was not good. I suddenly felt light-headed and had to clutch the desk chair behind me to keep from trembling.

“I am just so psyched we’re going to be neighbors!” Ivy said with false exuberance.

“What . . . what’re you talking about?” I said, somehow finding my voice.

Ivy took a couple of steps into the room, which left about three feet between us. At least she was toothpick-thin in her skinny jeans and flowy black top, so she didn’t take up much room. As I stood there paralyzed, she looked around, her raven ponytail swinging.

“All year I’ve been pissed off that there was an empty single next door,” she said. “I asked Cromwell to let me have it, like, a dozen times, but he refused.” She paused and her black-eyed gaze flicked over me. “Maybe he knew all along that you’d end up here.”

Inside, I fumed at the comment, but I couldn’t seem to find a comeback nestled among my paranoia and confusion and fear.

“Actually, now that I see it, I’m glad he didn’t give it to me,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “It looks like no one’s cleaned this place in forever. And what’s that smell?” She sniffed and looked me in the eye, her own as black as pitch. “It smells like something died in here.”

I almost choked on my own tongue.

Died. Died, died, died. Her eyes continued to bore into mine. Was it her? Had she left the pills? Was Ivy Slade going to try to kill me just like she’d killed Cheyenne?

“Well, sweet dreams!” she said merrily.

Then she turned and strode out of the room, giving me one last amused look before slamming the door behind her. I couldn’t move. Could hardly even breathe. About two seconds later, loud rock music shook the wall right next to my new bed. The bitch lived right next door. Right. Next. Door. The girl who had committed herself to making my life a living hell. The girl who had snagged the love of my life. The girl who might have just subtly threatened to murder me. Right. Next. Door.

Spurred by a sudden rush of fear-tinged adrenaline, I grabbed my desk chair and shoved it under the doorknob as I had seen done in so many movies. Then I backed away, wiping my sweaty palms together, wondering if there was anything else I could do to protect myself. Even if I was wrong—even if Ivy hadn’t just threatened me and her comment had been a coincidental insult—there was still a killer on campus. A killer who had just left their murder weapon in my room. There was no way I was going to sleep tonight. No way in hell.

Why was this happening to me? Why couldn’t I be safely tucked into my bed in Billings right now, with Sabine just a few feet away? There was safety in numbers, right? And suddenly, I was completely alone.

Finally, the unfairness of it all overcame me. The sadistic unfairness of it all. I sat down on the cold floor, my back up against the side of my bed. Ivy’s loud, angry music jolted my senses and forced the tears right out of me. I pulled my knees up and buried my face between them, clinging to my legs with both arms as I sobbed. At least with the music on, Ivy couldn’t hear me. At least she wouldn’t know that she’d won.

     
WISHES



As predicted, there was no sleep that night. Earlier I had sneaked out of the room for all of one minute to flush the pills and the place card in one of the toilets in the communal bathroom (after all, if the police were going to be investigating a murder, I didn’t want to be caught with the cause of death), but they still haunted me. Every noise I heard—every creak, every whistle of wind, every footfall—brought my heart to a screeching halt and my eyes to the door. And between these excruciating moments, there were too many thoughts swirling in my mind. Too many humiliating memories popping up to replay themselves and make my heart and stomach clench. Too much to regret. Too much to wish away.

I wished I had never started e-mailing with Dash at the beginning of the school year.

I wished I hadn’t had all those drinks at the Legacy.

I wished I had never gone up on that roof.

I wished Josh had never found us.

I wished I had told Noelle the truth from the beginning.

I wished I had seen Ivy taking that stupid video so that I could have bitch-slapped her right then and there and nipped this whole thing in the bud.

I pulled my pillow over my face and groaned into it. At that moment Ivy’s laugh, clear as day, filled my room. I tossed the pillow aside. It wasn’t just that the walls in Pemberly were paper thin—which they were—but there was a vent right beneath my bed, through which I could hear almost everything Ivy and her roommate, Jillian Crane, said to each other. At least, that is, when they were being loud and I was listening. I glanced at the clock on my desk. It was after midnight. What the hell was Ivy laughing about over there?

Her laugh was followed by a giggle and some quietly murmured words. My hands curled into fists. I recognized that tone. She was talking to a guy. Flirting. And not with just any guy—with my guy. Josh was, right now, whispering sweet nothings to cold, evil Ivy.

Suddenly filled with ire, I flung my covers aside and sat up straight. It was still frigid in the room, so I had worn sweatpants, a turtleneck, and a sweatshirt to bed, along with some thick socks, which now protected my feet from the icy floor as I paced in a teeny, tiny circle. I had to think. I had to figure this out once and for all. Several lives might depend on it, including my own.

Okay. Deep breath. Think. What do I actually know?

First, according to the police, Cheyenne was definitely murdered. So what did this mean exactly? It meant the suicide note had been faked. It meant that both suicide notes had been faked. I stopped in my tracks, suddenly seeing it all with a cold clarity. The night she died, Cheyenne hadn’t sent me that haunting “Ignore the note. You did this” e-mail. She hadn’t blamed me for her death. Because she hadn’t intended to die at all. Whoever had sent me that e-mail was the murderer. For some reason, the murderer had wanted me to feel responsible for Cheyenne’s death.

Instantly, this bizarre feeling of relief overcame me. For months I had been walking around feeling guilty, thinking that Cheyenne’s last thoughts before she killed herself had been of me. Thinking that she had gone to her grave cursing me. But it wasn’t true. None of it was true. Cheyenne hadn’t blamed me. The very thought was like a huge boulder being lifted off my shoulders.

But of course the relief was short-lived, replaced instantly by a new and intense fear. Did this mean that my stalker was also the murderer? It made sense. The murderer had sent the e-mail, then backed it up by leaving all of these things around to remind me of Cheyenne. To torture me. To make me feel even more guilty. The pills and the place card weren’t the only thing the murderer had left for me. There had been the Billings black balls, Cheyenne’s pink sweater, her perfume, and all those other awful things.

My stalker was definitely the killer. Had to be. It couldn’t all just be some terrifying coincidence.

I dropped back down on my bed again and clutched my comforter to my chest. The killer had been in my room at Billings several times. Had been in my closet, my drawers, my overnight bag. And he or she had been in this room too. This very day. Leaving the most horrifying message yet.

Once again I heard Ivy laugh, and my blood ran cold. It had to be her. She’d had opportunity and motive. And now I was living right next door to her—and Josh was dating her. I shoved the covers aside, pulled my chair out from under the doorknob, and sat down at my desk. I was not going down without a fight. Hauer wanted evidence? I’d find him some evidence. This bitch was going down.

I whipped a pad and pen out of my bag and wrote Ivy’s name at the top, then jotted down all the reasons I was sure she was the bad guy. Her motive (her grandmother’s stroke), her behavior (trying to exclude us from the Legacy), her not-so-subtle remarks (about hating Billings and Cheyenne). My hands shook the whole time and my writing looked like that of a serial killer—different from one line to the next—but I kept on going. When I was done, I took a deep breath. If I showed this to Hauer, would it be enough?

Probably not. Everyone knew Ivy was dating Josh now. He would probably see these as the psychotic ramblings of a teenage girl who was heartbroken that her boyfriend had moved on.

Which I was, but still.

What could I do to make it look more legit? The answer hit me almost immediately. I needed more suspects. I needed to make it at least appear like I was being fair. Unbiased. I drew my knees up and sat back in my chair to think. Part of me felt it would be a waste of time, but in all honesty, there were a few other potential suspects. Reluctantly, I listed them and their potential motives beneath Ivy’s entry.

First, Trey Prescott. He was an incredible guy, and I seriously doubted he was capable of hurting a fruit fly, but he had been so angry at Cheyenne at the beginning of the year. Why had they broken up over the summer? Maybe it was something worth killing over.

Then, of course, I had to consider the other girls in Billings. They always say the people closest to the victim are the prime suspects. All the classic murder motives—jealousy, passion, anger—are stronger with people you’re close to. Just look at Ariana and Thomas. She had loved him. But when it came down to it, I couldn’t think of many girls with real motives for killing Cheyenne. She had been a total dictator, but most of the girls in Billings kind of liked that. The only girls with any kind of motive were the three she had targeted—the three she had wanted to kick out.

Sabine, Constance, and Lorna.

Of course I disregarded Sabine and Constance right away. They were two of my best friends and were both totally guileless, sweet, and honest. And Lorna was too big of a wuss to murder anyone, let alone spend weeks stalking me. Unless she had help from Missy, her best friend. Missy was a hell of a lot stronger than Lorna, plus she hated me. What if she had helped out Lorna by offing Cheyenne, then decided to get her own jollies by stalking me? It made a twisted kind of sense. I added “Missy/Lorna ???” to my list.

After much thought I also added Astrid. It pained me to do it, but the girl was kind of an enigma. No one knew why she had been kicked out of Barton School last year. She had told me she’d been caught smoking, but would that really get a person kicked out of school? Maybe it had been for some insidious crime. Plus she had known Cheyenne forever. Maybe, like the drama Ivy and Cheyenne had at Ivy’s grandmother’s house, there was something in their shared past that had set Astrid off. They had definitely been at odds with each other at the beginning of the year, and I had assumed it was because Astrid refused to fall in line with Cheyenne’s plans to keep Constance, Sabine, and Lorna out of Billings. But who knew? Maybe it had been something larger than that. Still, I put two extra question marks next to Astrid’s name. I didn’t want it to be her. Not remotely.

I looked over my list and took a deep breath, feeling calmer now that I was taking some sort of action. Tomorrow morning, after everyone had left for breakfast, I was going to search Ivy’s room for something concrete. I knew it was risky, but I didn’t care. If I could prove that Ivy was the murderer, that she had been working to destroy me for months, at least I might actually be able to sleep at night. Then I could concentrate on earning Noelle’s forgiveness for what I’d done, getting back into Billings, and maybe even winning Josh back too.

I could concentrate on reclaiming my life.

     
THE SEARCH BEGINS



“Thank you so much for fixing my computer last night,” Jillian said as she and Ivy walked out of their room on Monday morning. I listened from the other side of my door, my breath coming quick and shallow. “I thought the thing was fritzed, and I totally forgot to back up my world civ paper.”

“Not a problem,” Ivy replied. They were in the hallway now, passing just outside my door. “But how many times have I told you, always back up everything?”

“I know, I know, Bill Gates,” Jillian said with a laugh. “I promise I will never again question your computer geek ways.”

“I prefer computer diva,” Ivy joked.

I closed my eyes as a wave of realization came over me. Ivy, a computer geek? No wonder she’d been able to rig Cheyenne’s e-mail to keep sending me that suicide note over and over and over again. No wonder she’d been able to get through to my accounts no matter how I tried to block her or how many times I changed my address. The more I learned about the girl, the more certain I was that she was my tormentor. I made a mental note to add this new bit of info to my suspect list.

The moment I heard the elevator ping and Ivy and Jillian’s laughter fade, I slipped out of my room. It was getting late, and the hallway was deserted. Taking a deep breath and saying a quick prayer that Ivy and Jillian wouldn’t double back for anything, I grasped the cold bronze doorknob and pushed. Ten million times I had cursed the powers that be for deciding we didn’t need locks on our dorm room doors. For once, I couldn’t have been more grateful.

Ivy and Jillian’s room was about twice the size of mine, and they had made it cozy by draping colorful scarves across the ceiling to hide the ugly stucco. The walls were papered with full-size posters, magazine tear sheets, and framed photographs; not an inch of graying white paint peeked through anywhere. Their beds, pushed against opposite walls, were littered with throw pillows, and their desks stood back-to-back in front of the window so that they could both see out when they were studying. And so that they couldn’t see each other and get distracted. Not a bad little system. I’d have to remember that if I ever had a roommate again.

Okay. What was I doing? This was not an episode of Pimp My Dorm. I was here for information.

Glancing around, I identified Ivy’s side of the room by a square frame holding a photo of her and Josh, clearly taken out on the quad. They were smiling and hugging.

Gag, heave, gag.

Part of me wanted to smash it, burn it, tear it to shreds, but instead I quickly sifted through a short stack of papers next to her computer. It was all college brochures and copies of the applications she’d sent: Harvard, Dartmouth, Tufts, Wesleyan, Boston College. Clearly the girl wanted to stay close to home. I yanked open the first drawer of her desk. Nothing but pens, pencils, pads, and printer ink. The second drawer was all old notebooks, which I paged through quickly, finding nothing interesting other than a couple of doodled hearts with Ivy’s and Gage’s names in them. Ew.

Why hadn’t those two just stayed together? They were so perversely well-suited for each other.

The bottom drawer of her desk was filled with snack food and feminine products. A weird combination, but I had a hunch it wouldn’t be of interest to Detective Hauer or Josh.

I stood up and looked around. Only the dresser and closet were left, and I was getting tenser with each passing second. There had to be something here. Something . . .

And that was when my eyes found the photo. Hanging on the wall above Ivy’s bed was a full-color, eight-by-ten picture of four girls with their arms draped around one another. It wouldn’t have been remotely out of the ordinary, if not for the totally eerie and creepy lineup. Ivy was on one end, then Cheyenne, then Noelle, then Ariana.

A killer, a victim, a friend, and a killer.

Just looking at Ariana’s openly smiling face gave me chills, and I had to turn away. The girl had tried to murder me. Had succeeded in killing Thomas Pearson. Why would anyone want a picture of her up in their room, let alone Ivy—the girl who had told me she hated Ariana and Noelle above anyone? It just didn’t add up.

Steeling myself, I studied the photo, looking for clues. Judging by the girls’ clothes and the blossoming tree behind them, the picture had been taken in the spring, but when? Why? Why those four and only those four? I was about to pluck the photo off the wall for a closer look, when down the hallway a door slammed, scaring the breath right out of me. My head whipped around to look at the door and I took a few stumbling steps away from the bed, every inch of me shaking. I couldn’t stay here any longer. I was going to have to continue my search another time.

As I fumbled with the doorknob, I took one last look at the photo. Why on earth would Ivy want the faces of the people who had betrayed her to be the last thing she saw before closing her eyes at night?

There was definitely something freaky going on here. And I was going to figure out what it was.

     
SUSPECT NUMERO UNO



I skipped breakfast, spending the hour calming my nerves, adding to my list of evidence against Ivy, and sending Noelle an e-mail apologizing once again for what I had done. All I could do was hope that she would have an unguarded moment and read the message, and that my words might start to melt the ice wall she had put up between us. I finally headed out in time to make it to morning services at the chapel, where I sneaked in at the back of the crowd.

The vibe in the air was hushed, paranoid. Apparently everyone had heard about the murder investigation at breakfast. And if they hadn’t, the two uniformed cops stationed near the doors of the chapel certainly set an eerie tone.

“. . . police are taking over Dean Marcus’s old office. . . .”

“Are they going to interrogate everyone? I didn’t even know the girl.”

“. . . everyone knows who did it anyway—”

When I heard that one, my head whipped around, but I couldn’t tell who had said it. I was soon bustled right down the center aisle to the junior section, where I was about to sit in my usual pew—until I realized it was a Billings pew. Instead, I took the one two rows back and tried to hold my head high.

“Hi, Reed,” Constance whispered as she slid into the pew in front of mine. “How was your first night in your new room?” she asked, trying to sound all positive and upbeat.

“Fine,” I lied, the back of my neck flushed with heat. I could practically feel Noelle watching us from a few rows back. I knew she wouldn’t like the idea of Constance fraternizing with the enemy. “But the room itself is kind of dark and depressing.”

“I missed you,” Sabine added as she joined Constance. “It was so odd, sleeping in that room alone.”

A lump of sorrow filled my throat, nearly choking me. Meanwhile, Missy shot me a death glare as she, Lorna, Astrid, and Kiki filed in next to Sabine.

“You guys better quit it,” Missy hissed to my friends while glancing at me. “Noelle will eat you alive for talking to her.”

My heart squeezed tightly in my chest.

“I don’t care what Noelle thinks,” Sabine said defiantly.

“No, you guys, Missy’s right,” I said, as much as it pained me to agree with her. “You don’t want to get on her bad side right now. I’m fine. Just . . . face forward.”

Constance and Sabine turned their backs to me reluctantly and I slumped against the hard pew. A few other juniors filled in the seats to my right, all eyeing me with curiosity, wondering why I was in their row. I supposed the news of my expulsion from Billings hadn’t completely made the rounds yet. Either that or they were still obsessing over the Reed-and-Dash-seminude show they had all gotten to see. I had been the subject of whispers and stares ever since the night of the fund-raiser.

“Good morning, faculty and students of Easton Academy!” Headmaster Cromwell announced, taking his spot behind the podium.

“Good morning, Headmaster Cromwell,” we dutifully recited.

With a nod, our fearless leader got right down to the morning announcements. He wore a gray suit and blue tie this morning, along with his ever-present American flag tie tack. His white hair was perfectly slicked back from his face and his voice boomed throughout the chapel as always, but I noticed something different about him. There was something almost jaunty in the way he spoke and held his head. Like Mr. Serious was actually excited about something.

How was that possible, when we had another murder on our hands and the Easton Police Department taking over offices in Hell Hall so they could question students?“And now, a final announcement that I’m hoping will bring a bit of levity to our lives here at Easton,” he said, looking across the room. A never-before-seen sparkle danced in his normally dead blue eyes. “This year I have decided to reinstate an old Easton Academy tradition—the Easton Academy Holiday Dinner.”

Instantly, the entire chapel filled with an excited buzz. Everyone, it seemed, knew what this dinner was—all except me.

“For those of you who are new to our community, the Easton Academy Holiday Dinner is a catered banquet held in the dining hall. There will be traditional holiday fair and decorations, the Easton Academy Chorale will treat us to a holiday concert, and everyone will have a chance to relax and unwind before finals. All students and faculty are invited. In my day this dinner was the social event of the season. I’m hoping it will be that again.”

The buzzing intensified as the girls around me started gabbing about how their mothers and grandmothers had always talked about the Holiday Dinner and how fabulous it was. I was surprised my classmates could get so excited about a dinner in the cafeteria.

“The dinner will be held next Friday night. Dress will be formal,” the headmaster continued. “Also, each student will be receiving a special note in his or her mailbox this afternoon. This note will contain the name of another Easton student. You are to select a gift for this student and bring it, wrapped in holiday paper, to the dinner, to be placed under the Easton tree.”

“Yay! Presents!” Lorna said, clapping her hands. “I hope someone good gets me.”

Now the talking was at an all-time high. Headmaster Cromwell raised his large hands and called for silence. Instantly, the chapel went quiet. We were all used to following his demands by now.

“Finally,” he said, “the Holiday Dinner also includes a toasting hour, one of my favorite traditions. During this hour any student who wishes to do so will have the opportunity to stand up and toast another member of the Easton community, whether it be for their service to the school or their academic achievement or their steadfast friendship. It is an honor to be singled out during toasting hour, so if you intend to speak for someone, please prepare your toast in advance. Your speeches should be eloquent and from the heart. Anyone giving an inappropriate speech will, of course, be dealt with accordingly. That is all.”

“Leave it to Cromwell to end on a sour note,” Lorna said under her breath.

Still, everyone around me was chatting happily, and smiles abounded. I couldn’t help thinking that, for once, the Crom had gotten it right. This dinner was exactly what Easton needed. Something to look forward to. Something to get our minds off Cheyenne’s murder investigation.

As soon as we were dismissed, I jumped up and exited the chapel as fast as I could. Outside, the bright sun bounced off the white blanket of snow covering the quad, nearly blinding me. I had to close my eyes for a split second, and my foot came down on someone else’s. Blinking, I could just make out the purple-y shadow of Amberly Carmichael, freshman and heir to the Coffee Carma empire. I was just opening my mouth to apologize when she cut me off.

“Watch it,” she snapped, yanking a white wool cap over her wavy blond hair. “I don’t want to be your next victim.”

Her two sidekicks, who always hovered behind her, laughed before they all sauntered off. For a second, I didn’t move. I was too stunned. Since when did Amberly talk to me that way? Since when did any freshman talk to any upperclassman that way? And next victim? What was that about?

I looked around at the crowd still pouring through the doors. Several people who had been looking at me looked away, and a few sophomore girls hanging out near the outer wall of the chapel sneered in my direction. I saw Detective Hauer coming my way with a uniformed police officer and my pulse froze in my veins.

Please. Not here.

They walked right by me. But that was when I heard the whispers.

“That’s her.”

“She totally did it.”

“. . . capable of anything.”

“Psycho whore, basically. That’s what we should call her.”

My heartbeat pounded in every inch of my body. These weren’t the same scathing remarks I’d been getting before Thanksgiving break. These were worse. Venomous. What was going on?

Just then Gage Coolidge slipped through the chapel doors and started past me. My hand shot out, grabbing his leather-clad arm.

Gage paused, looked down at my hand like it was a leech, and slowly pulled his arm away. He dusted off his designer coat like I’d left a trail of ants behind.

“Not cool,” he said, looking past me. His handsome face was ruddy from the cold and his eyes darted around as if concerned about who might see us together.

“Don’t worry. This’ll only take a second,” I said, bravely squaring my shoulders. If there was anyone on this campus who had no right to judge someone else based on their sexual escapades, it was Gage. Plus, he had always been brutally honest. It was one of the only things I liked about him. And hated, depending on the situation. “What the hell is going on? Everyone’s looking at me like I’m about to blow up the building.”

“Funny!” Gage said. “Amazing how you can be funny right now, Brennan. They must’ve raised you tough out on the farm.”

I grabbed his arm again and pulled him around the corner, away from the prying eyes of the crowd. “What are they saying about me now?”

Gage scoffed, his head tipping back as he did so. “What aren’t they saying? Rumor has it that you were the one who got dragged in for questioning before break. Apparently you are suspect numero uno in Cheyenne’s murder.”

“What?” I breathed.

“Good surprise face, kid. I like a girl who can act,” Gage said, amused.

“I’m not acting, idiot,” I replied. “Yeah, Hauer questioned me, but that was before they even knew for sure she was murdered. And I am not a suspect.”

“That’s not what everyone’s saying. They’re saying you offed Cheyenne so that Noelle could get back into Billings,” Gage reported bluntly. He reached up to smooth his short, brown hair forward, rolling his eyes skyward as if he could see what he was doing.

“That again?” I said, throwing up my hands and letting them slap down at my sides. “Noelle quashed that one a couple weeks ago.”

“Yeah, well, it’s back. Only no one thinks Noelle was involved anymore,” Gage informed me. Apparently satisfied with his coif now, he shoved his ungloved hands under his arms to keep them warm. “They’re saying you couldn’t stand not having Noelle down the hall from you because you worship her so hard-core, so you forced Cheyenne to take those pills and forged the suicide note. They’re also saying that having Noelle in Billings wasn’t enough. You wanted to be Noelle, and that’s why you got all horizontal with her boyfriend.”

My brain couldn’t process this information. It was bad enough being looked upon as a backstabbing slut. Now everyone thought I was a murderer, too? I glanced around at the few people walking along the path to the library and once again, every last one of them quickly looked away.

“Was it because you didn’t get enough love out there in East Bumblefart, Pennsylvania?” Gage asked, his voice dripping with false sympathy. “Is that why you do the things you do, Brennan?”

“I didn’t do anything,” I said through my teeth, my fingers clenching into fists. “Cheyenne was leaving anyway—she was expelled.”

“Yeah. You just keep telling yourself that,” Gage said. “You know, if the world isn’t giving you enough hugs, you can always hug yourself,” he said mockingly, crossing his arms in an X over his chest with a sad little frown. Then he laughed and strode away with his signature swagger.

I stood there for a moment in shock, unable to move or think or breathe. Noelle was the only person who knew I had been the one to be questioned by Hauer that night. Why would she do this? Why would she start such a vicious rumor? Hadn’t I been through enough already?

Unless she was trying to send me a message. Trying to tell me how very over we actually were. This wasn’t something you did to a person you planned to eventually forgive. This was something you did to a person you hated to her very core.

My eyes filled with hot tears. Noelle hated me. She really and truly hated me.

A few girls from Pemberly walked by and saw me standing there, looking like I’d just been told I had three days to live. They all clutched each other and moved quickly away, like they thought I might suddenly attack. On their retreat they nearly ran over Josh Hollis and Ivy Slade. My boyfriend and my stalker. My boyfriend and the murderer.

My whole body went numb at the sight of Josh. His dark blond curls danced in the wind, and his blue eyes looked pained as he passed by me, like he wanted to talk. Almost like he was desperate to talk to me. But then Ivy tightened her grip on his arm and he turned away, ducking through the door to Hull Hall.

That was it. It was all I could take. I shoved my notebook into my bag and took off for class alone.

     
INSIGNIFICANT



I survived that first day back by focusing on my teachers when I was in class and keeping my head down and my earbuds in when I wasn’t. At lunch I grabbed a sandwich and ate it by myself outside in the frigid air. Dinner I skipped entirely. Basically I played right into my new role—that of campus outcast extraordinaire.

But after another sleepless night, I realized I couldn’t live like this. First, I loved breakfast. Pretty much lived for it, actually. And second, I didn’t want to prove everyone right. I couldn’t slink around campus and let them think I was guilty. I hated proving people right. From that morning on I was going to hold my head high. People could say what they wanted. It wasn’t going to affect me.

Besides, I wanted to keep an eye on Ivy whenever I could. Who knew when she might trip up and give something away? I wanted to be there when it happened.

Of course, when I emerged from the breakfast line on Tuesday morning I immediately doubted the sagacity of my plan. My eyes instinctively darted to the Billings tables and I felt such an instant and intense longing I almost fell over. There they were. My old friends. Looking as beautiful and untouchable as ever. They laughed and chatted and passed around holiday catalogs and checked out one another’s notes for class. Somehow, they seemed even more stylish and alluring and perfect than usual. Like when Josh had miraculously woken up even hotter the day after we’d broken up.

I forced myself to look at the other tables and seek out some new place to sit. But only wary, suspicious faces greeted me.

What was I thinking? This was never going to work. There was nowhere for me to go.

“Hey, Reed.”

I flinched, startled that someone was actually talking to me. When I turned around I found Diana Waters, Kiki’s roommate in Bradwell last year, hovering behind me. Behind her were two of her friends from Pemberly—Sonal Shah and Shane Freundel, people I knew vaguely from class. I had noticed Diana hanging out with them ever since Kiki had been invited to live in Billings.

“Hi, Diana,” I said. “Hey,” I added to the girls behind her. They gaped at me as if amazed I possessed the ability to speak.

“You can sit with us, if you want,” Diana offered, a smile lighting up her pretty, makeup-free face. She pushed a blond wave off her shoulder.

I was so relieved I could have hugged her, but at the same time some shallow part of my inner being felt exactly how far I had fallen. A couple of weeks ago I had basically been the queen of this place. I’d had the most sought-after guys falling all over each other to ask me out and all the most elite girls at Easton hanging on my every word. Now a group of lowly Pemberly juniors in jeans, hoodies, and sneakers were extending a pity invite to their breakfast table. I could only imagine the giggles Noelle would get out of this.

Still, it was better than eating alone.

“Thanks,” I said.

I managed to keep my chin up as I followed them to their table in the far wing, away from the center of the room where the Billings Girls held court. I refused to look to see if Noelle and the others were watching. Wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. But I felt as if I were under a harsh spotlight as I walked, and when I finally fell into a chair at Diana’s table, I felt exhausted.

“Nice table,” I said, forcing a smile for Diana and her friends. “Very private.”

They all smiled in a self-conscious way, but no one replied. Ooookay.

Trying to act as if everything was perfectly normal, I picked up my bottle of apple juice, shook it up, and popped the top. As I took a sip, I realized that Diana and her two friends were all communicating with one another silently, darting looks and nudging shoulders. Sour apprehension filled my stomach.

“What?” I said, lowering the bottle.

“You didn’t actually kill Cheyenne Martin, right?” Sonal asked. She was big-boned with dark skin and black curly hair and had a slight Hindi accent. Her dark eyes were wide behind her glasses.

“Sonal! God!” Diana said with a scoff, her cheeks turning pink. She shot me an apologetic look as she buttered her bagel. “Of course Reed didn’t.”

“No, of course I didn’t,” I echoed quietly.

This seemed to appease both Sonal and Shane. I saw their shoulders visibly relax.

“So, what’s it like to live in Billings?” Shane asked, crunching into an apple. The juice sprayed all over the place. She was a tall, athletic type with plain brown hair and plain brown eyes.

My heart twisted at the question. “It’s . . . uh . . .”

“Is it true you each have your own personal maid?” Sonal asked, scooting forward in her chair.

“No. Where did you hear—”

“But you do get an allowance every week from the alumni, right?” Shane asked. “Everyone knows that.”

“Well, not exactly. We don’t—”

“Do you guys really have champagne parties every Friday night?” Sonal demanded. “I mean, did you? And were guys really allowed to come?”

“Yeah. That one’s true,” I said. “Except for the guys . . .”

I glanced over at the Billings tables again and paused. Noelle, who always sat near the edge of the table, had several boxes and gift bags piled around her feet. Portia and the Twin Cities were pawing through a huge gift basket filled with Fekkai hair products and M.A.C. makeup and Bliss Spa essentials in the center of the table. As I watched, a steady stream of junior and senior girls stopped by the table to chat, each offering some kind of gift.

“That’s weird,” I said under my breath.

“What?” Diana asked, glancing over.

“It’s a little early for Christmas gifts, isn’t it?” I said.

“Oh, those aren’t Christmas gifts,” Sonal said, shaking some salt over her scrambled eggs.

“You haven’t heard?” Diana appeared confused.

I instantly got that tight feeling around my heart. The one I get whenever everyone knows something I don’t.

“Heard what?” I asked.

“Everyone’s been talking about it since yesterday morning,” Diana said, taking a bite of her bagel. “They’re looking for someone to—”

She stopped midsentence and looked at me guiltily. I felt as if someone had just yanked my chair out from under my butt.

“Someone to replace me,” I finished. Slowly, I pushed my tray of pancakes away, no longer hungry.

“I’m sorry. I still can’t believe they threw you out,” Sonal said, her eyes wide but her voice quiet. “I mean, you were the president!”

“Yeah . . . ,” I said. There was a lump lodged in my windpipe, even though I’d yet to eat a thing. “So . . . why aren’t you all over there trying to bribe your way in?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood. “Don’t you guys want to be in Billings?”

“Not really,” Diana said, scrunching her nose.

I stared at her. Aside from Ivy, I’d never heard of a girl at Easton not wanting to be in Billings.

“Why not?” I asked.

Diana looked around at her friends and shrugged. “We kind of like it where we are. It may seem boring to you guys, but at least we don’t have to deal with all the drama.”

“We have other priorities,” Shane added with a sniff. “Like, other than shopping.”

Okay, ouch. This one at least had the requisite Billings bitchiness down.

“But that doesn’t mean we’re not curious about it,” Sonal said, wiping her fingers on her napkin. “So. Tell us. If you didn’t kill Cheyenne, then who do you think did?”

“Sonal!” Diana scolded again.

That was about as much as I could take. I pushed myself up from my chair.

“I have to go,” I said.

“Reed, I’m sorry. You don’t have to—”

“No. It’s cool. Thanks, Diana,” I said. “I’ll see you in class.”

I grabbed my coat and bag and turned around, looking forward to a speedy exit into the cold air outside. Just as I was about to push through the back door of the caf, I almost walked into Amberly Carmichael for the second time in as many days. For once she was making an appearance sans her normally hovering friends. Her wavy blond hair was back in a velvet headband and she wore a long tweed skirt over black leather boots. In her arms was a Tiffany box that was half the size of a cafeteria table, a box she’d come close to dropping during our near collision.

“Hey!” she snapped loudly, looking me up and down. “You break it, you buy it.”

“Sorry,” I said, not meaning it.

She sighed, rolling her big blue eyes, and placed the box down on the empty table next to us.

“Actually, I’m glad you almost bumped into me,” she said loudly, tugging her leather gloves off finger by finger. “I’ll be needing that Carma Card back.”

Half the cafeteria fell silent, all the better to eavesdrop. I looked around, my face turning ten shades of red. From the corner of my eye, I saw Portia and Shelby craning their necks to better see the proceedings. Noelle was looking on, amused. Clearly Amberly was performing for them. This little twit who had been kowtowing to me since the beginning of the year. The girl who would have jumped off a bridge if I’d asked her to a week ago. Now she was treating me like the hired help. Or worse. Could this be any more humiliating?

Yes, I realized, it could. If I gave the stupid piece of plastic back to her.

“Right. Like that’s gonna happen,” I said, tilting my head and trying for my best superior Billings Girl tone. I started by her, but she quickly stepped in front of me.

“You’re not keeping it,” she said with a condescending laugh. “I gave it to you. I can take it back.”

All the guys sitting two tables down were watching me mirthfully, waiting for my breakdown. And why not? What formerly powerful junior wouldn’t break down in the face of defiance from a scrawny freshman? In fact, most of the people in the room were watching me with that anticipation in their eyes. I felt myself start to crumble as giggles and snickers surrounded me, but then I saw Josh and Ivy stroll through the door hand in hand. Together they paused, instantly noting the big spotlight on my forehead. That was all I needed. No way were those two going to see me go down. And given that I had handled the disc showdown with Noelle, I could certainly deal with Amberly.

“Manners, Amberly,” I said, tsking under my breath. “Didn’t your parents ever teach you it’s impolite to rescind a gift?”

Her eyes searched mine for a moment, uncertain. Apparently this comment had somehow hit home. Guess her parents were big on propriety.

“Plus, I want to keep it as a souvenir. Maybe it’ll be a collector’s item after Starbucks finally destroys your dad’s business,” I said.

The guys at the nearest table let out a long, low “oooooh,” and I couldn’t help but smile. Finally, score one for me. Amberly’s face turned bright red and I took the opportunity to shoulder my bag and skirt by her. I slipped right past Josh and Ivy and beelined for the door, savoring my triumph. Savoring the fact that I was still capable of having one. That maybe everything wasn’t quite as hopeless as I’d thought.

     
S.O.



That afternoon Sabine, Diana, and I sat on one of the benches on the quad, going over the history reading. It was a bizarrely warm day for December, and melting ice and snow dripped from the stone buildings’ rooftops into the gutter catches below. Most of Easton was taking advantage of the anomalous weather, and the quad was dotted with klatches of students, many of whom were clearly gossiping about me, of course. They kept throwing me curious looks, tilting their heads together and whispering. I couldn’t believe that Sabine and Diana were so willing to risk being seen with the school pariah.

“Doesn’t it bother you that everyone’s staring at us?” I finally asked.

Diana glanced up from her textbook. “Are they? I didn’t notice.”

“Doesn’t bother me at all,” Sabine replied with a shrug.

I grinned, touched again by Sabine’s unwavering friendship. And how had I never realized how unabashedly nice Diana was? Oh, right. Because I had always been too busy trying to get in with the Billings Girls.

“Do you think he’s going to give us a pop quiz? Because if he does, he’s definitely going to ask about all these stupid baby boom statistics,” Diana said, pointing at a bulleted list in the book. “Barber just loves to talk about the baby boomers.”

I was about to focus—I really was—but then I saw Trey Prescott, Josh’s roommate, walking by with some books tucked under his arm. Immediately I started to wonder—what did Trey think of Ivy? He had to know more about her and Josh’s relationship than I did. They probably spent all kinds of time in Josh and Trey’s room together. Had Trey ever heard her say anything weird or seen her act erratically? Suddenly, I had to know. And Trey was, atypically, alone, which was a blessing for me. He was a lot more likely to talk to me if he was alone. Feeling a sudden flutter of nerves, I jumped up and grabbed my bag.

“I have to go. Sorry,” I said to Diana and Sabine. “But yeah. He’s definitely going to ask about the baby boomers.”

I took off after Trey, ignoring the baffled expressions on my friends’ faces, and caught up to him right at the base of the library steps.

“Trey!” I called out.

He paused and turned around. He was wearing a thick white turtleneck sweater that set off the dark color of his skin, and he’d recently had his black hair shorn so close to his scalp that it was barely there. Trey was widely considered to be one of the hottest, sweetest, and most mature guys at Easton. Why Cheyenne had ever let him go, I had no idea. Somehow, he didn’t seem surprised to see me jogging toward him. Even better, he didn’t look remotely annoyed or disturbed by my presence.

“Hey, Reed. What’s up?” he asked. He casually held his books with both hands down at waist level in front of him and looked me in the eye. “How’re you doing?” he asked in a low voice.

“I’m fine,” I said, catching my breath. “Well, you know, not really, but—”

“I can imagine you pretty much want to blow this joint,” he said, shaking his head at my gawkers. “Bunch of losers.”

“So . . . you don’t believe the rumor?” I asked tentatively, walking over to lean back against one of the metal handrails leading up to the library.

Trey scoffed and joined me, leaning next to me. “Please. You didn’t kill Cheyenne any more than I did.”

I winced. Little did he know, his name was on the list of potential suspects tucked into my book bag. Not that I really believed he’d done it, but still.

“The whole Dash thing, however . . .” He looked at me admonishingly. “Let’s just not go there.”

“Fair enough,” I replied, hugging myself against a sudden chill. Trey and Josh had become seriously close friends this year, so the last subject I wanted to broach with Trey was his feelings on my infamous slut video.

“So what’s up?” he asked.

“Actually, I was just kind of wondering . . .”

How the hell was I going to say this? I realized, suddenly, what a loser I was going to look like, asking about my ex’s new girlfriend. But it wasn’t because I was pathetically lovesick—it was because I suspected the girl of murder.

Trey’s brow creased and he looked at me with those warm brown eyes of his. “Wondering what?”

Okay, Reed. Just ask him.

“What do you think of Ivy?” I blurted.

Trey stared at me for a second, then laughed, bringing the side of his fist to his mouth. He pushed away from the railing. “Oh, come on. You’re not really asking me that, are you? I would have thought you were above that whole jealous ex-girlfriend thing.”

“I’m not asking as a jealous ex-girlfriend,” I told him, my face burning. “It’s not like I want Josh back.”

Even though I do.

“Oh, really?” Trey said, his eyes dancing. “Then why are you asking?”

I took a deep breath and waited for a pair of guys from Drake to lumber their way up the stairs to the library doors. “I think she might have killed Cheyenne,” I whispered.

At this, all the mirth dropped away from Trey’s face. “What?”

“It’s just a theory right now,” I explained. “I’m trying to gather information—”

“No. There’s no way,” Trey said, shaking his head. “Those two used to be best friends. Ivy would never have hurt Cheyenne.”

“You don’t think?” I asked. “Even after their . . . falling-out?”

“No way.” Trey was adamant. Which, considering how convinced I was, kind of got under my skin. He leaned back next to me again. “Sorry, Nancy Drew. I think you’re way off on this one. Even though they were hanging out with different crowds when Cheyenne died, I think there was always a connection between them, you know?”

I didn’t know what to say . . . what to ask. I had been so sure that he would agree with me on some level that I was totally thrown. Trey looked down at the concrete steps and pushed at a wilted brown leaf with the toe of his boot.

“I still can’t even believe this is happening,” he mused quietly. “I mean, it’s psychotic, thinking that someone on this campus might have killed her.” He glanced sidelong at me and adjusted his books. “Would you believe the cops have questioned me five times already?”

I blinked, stunned. “Five times? Why?”

“I am the ex-boyfriend,” Trey reminded me, lifting his shoulders. “Cops love that shit.”

“Right.”

“Luckily I have an airtight alibi,” he said. “So they finally gave up.”

“Really?” I asked, trying to sound like a moderately interested friend, rather than a person who had anything riding on said alibi. But suddenly all I could think about was how happy I would be to officially cross Trey off the suspect list. “What is it?”

Trey took a deep breath and looked out across the evergreen bushes that lined the steps. “Well, actually, Josh was having a hard time sleeping, you know, after you and he . . .”

I gulped in some cool air and tried to ignore the tightness in my chest. “We’d broken up around then.”

“Right,” Trey said, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. “So I was trying to help the guy out, you know? Distract him and all. We were up pretty much all night trying to beat these suckers from Malaysia on Infinite Warrior. Guys were in and out of our room all night, cheering us on, eating our food. Plus there’s the site you have to link to so you can play internationally. They have a log of how long we were playing. Which was, unfortunately, way too long.”

He laughed in a self-deprecating way and I let out a sigh of relief. I wasn’t sure if I could handle being so very wrong about a friend again. The Ariana thing had been bad enough.

“So, anyway, sorry to burst your bubble about Ivy, but I’ve known the girl since freshman year. I really don’t see it happening,” he said, standing up straight.

Yeah, well, no one had seen the Ariana thing coming either, had they? Just because Trey thought Ivy was innocent . . . that didn’t make her innocent.

“I’ll see you around,” he said, lifting his chin.

“Yeah. See ya.”

Trey started up the stairs to the library, then paused, his shoes scraping on the wet concrete steps. He turned and looked down at me from a few steps up.

“There is one thing. I told the police, so I guess it won’t hurt to tell you,” he said.

“What’s that?” I asked, intrigued.

“I’m pretty sure Cheyenne was cheating on me last spring,” he said, a slight blush coming to his cheeks.

“Dominic Infante?” I suggested before I could check myself.

Dominic was a guy I had gone on one date with in New York City. He’d gotten insanely drunk and confessed that he’d slept with Cheyenne several times before her death.

Trey laughed. “No. She didn’t hook up with him until this September, I don’t think. No, it was someone else. She used to get these texts all the time from someone with the initials S.O. and she’d get all flustered and weird about them. Finally one day I snagged her phone and checked out the texts and they seemed totally innocent, but the way she acted when they came in . . . I don’t know. It wasn’t right.”

I smirked. “You checked her texts?”

“Hey. Nobody’s perfect,” Trey said, spreading his arms wide.

As he jogged up the steps and disappeared into the library, my mind scrolled through all the people I’d ever met or even heard of, searching for an S.O. Of course it came up blank. But at least I now had something new to go on. Maybe the answer to all my problems would be as easy as IDing S.O.

     
THAT RUSH



As I walked into the post office that afternoon, Jason Darlington was walking out. I automatically opened my mouth to say hi—we were in the same English class and we’d hung out before the Billings fund-raiser debacle. He automatically went to hold the door. But when he saw it was me, his normally friendly face shut down entirely and he let the heavy door slam closed behind him. If not for my catlike reflexes, I would have been crushed.

Guess that was one more person who wasn’t talking to me.

Trying to ignore the ever-growing hole in my heart, I swung the door wide and walked inside. The post office was jam-packed with chatting students, the excitement in the air palpable. They were all holding little blue cards and passing them around to check out the names they contained. Everyone was there for the same reason I was: to find out who they would be gifting at the Holiday Dinner.

Steeling myself for another wave of glares, stares, and whispers, I rolled my shoulders back and wove through the crowd. Sudden pockets of silence followed me all the way to my box. I thought back to the way the campus had felt after we had all heard about Thomas’s murder last year. How eerie it was, with everyone wondering who among us might be a murderer. But this felt totally different, because this time everyone had already decided it was me. So instead of an eerie vibe, there was more of a growing sense of animosity toward me. A focused, sizzling, unifying hatred—like eventually, these people might organize and decide it was time to take me down.

Let’s just say it did not feel good. My face was giving off as much heat as the summer sun, but I managed to shake my hair back and concentrate on opening my mailbox’s lock. Sooner or later I would clear my name and these people would all have to apologize for suspecting me. For now it was get in and get out. That was the plan.

Then someone stepped up to a box a few feet away from mine and I could feel whoever it was eyeing me tentatively. Against my own will, I glanced over. It was Marc Alberro. My date for the Billings fund-raiser who hadn’t spoken to me once since dismissing me that night. He approached me slowly, letting his dark hair fall over his forehead as if he was trying to hide. My heart fluttered with nervousness. Not that I cared all that much what Marc Alberro thought of me, but would this be another public call-out? God, I hoped not.

“Hey, Reed. What’s up?” he asked. His tone was conciliatory, which relaxed my tense shoulders a bit.

“Oh, I think we all know what’s up,” I replied, glancing at a group of girls who were eyeing me nearby. “What’s up with you? I thought you were never going to speak to me again after the fund-raiser.”

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when Marc basically told me to walk away after the Dash video had been zapped to everyone we knew. He was, after all, a decent guy and a member of Easton’s Purity Club. A guy like that would definitely not be happy about everyone seeing his date’s sloppy hookup with another guy. Another girl’s guy, to be exact. I already had two strikes against me, so why was he talking to me now? Wasn’t an alleged murder rap strike three?

“Yeah, well, I’ve thought about it a lot and . . . when it comes down to it, it’s not really my business what you did before we met,” he said quietly, leaning back against the wall of P.O. boxes. “It’s not even really my business what you’ve done since.”

His words made me feel both chagrined and relieved at the same time. He was telling me he no longer had any interest in going out with me. Which, while it was a rejection, was kind of a welcome rejection. With everything else that was going on right then, the last thing I needed was to navigate the murky waters of a new relationship. Especially one I hadn’t been all that into to begin with. Marc was a nice guy and all—smart, cute, funny—but I had never felt that thing you’re supposed to feel when you like a guy. That “I might die if I don’t see him again before the next class” thing. That thing I always had with Josh.

“So . . . friends?” I said.

Marc smiled, his whole face lighting up. What? Had he expected me to make a scene? “Friends.”

“Cool.”

I smiled, possibly my first real smile of the last two days, and opened my mailbox. Inside was the same little blue card everyone else had received. I pulled it out and flipped it over.

JOSHUA HOLLIS, KETLAR, SENIOR

“You have to be kidding me,” I said aloud. Why didn’t they just saddle me with Ivy Slade, too?

“What? Who’d you get?” Marc asked, leaning over.

I turned the card for him to see and he whistled under his breath.

“Someone in Hell Hall has a twisted sense of humor,” he said.

I slammed the tiny metal door shut and stuffed the card into the back pocket of my jeans. “I’m starting to think this entire school has a twisted sense of humor.”

Marc glanced at our gaggle of onlookers. I saw Amberly’s two sidekicks checking me out, but they both blushed and looked away the second I caught them, pretending to be absorbed in the new Barneys catalog. “I know what you mean. Come on.”

He grabbed my hand and led me through the crowd, cutting a path so I wouldn’t have to be there any longer than absolutely necessary. As soon as we were back outside in the cool evening air, I gulped in a deep breath.

“Thanks.”

“No problem. I seriously can’t believe anyone thinks you would have hurt Cheyenne,” Marc said, shaking his head. “I mean, just because a person makes a sex tape, that doesn’t mean they’re capable of murder.”

My face flushed crimson. “I didn’t make a sex tape. Someone did that without me knowing. And by the way, there was no actual sex involved.”

“Well, in any case,” Marc said as we started across the quad, “I bet there are at least fifty suspects who make more sense than you do. I mean, the girl was always juggling two or three guys at a time. Maybe one of them finally snapped. A crime of passion makes a lot more sense than someone killing for a spot in a dorm.”

A warm, tingling rush came over me and I paused. That rush you get when you suddenly realize that someone has said something important. Maybe something they didn’t mean to say.

“Wait a minute. How do you know she was juggling several guys at a time?” I asked.

Marc stopped walking, already a couple of feet ahead of me, but it took a second for him to turn around. A long second. Every inch of my skin was on fire. This wasn’t the first time Marc had blurted something about Cheyenne that he’d had no real reason for knowing. He had also brought up the whole Cheyenne-drugging-Josh thing a couple of weeks ago.

“Just something I heard,” he replied with a shrug, looking me in the eye. His expression bordered on defiant.

“Kind of like everyone’s now heard I killed Cheyenne,” I said pointedly. “How do you know it wasn’t just a rumor?”

“Well, let’s just say this one I had on good authority,” Marc replied with a smirk. “Anyway, I should be getting to the paper. I have a couple of stories to polish before we put it to bed.”

He turned and speed-walked away so fast, I didn’t even have time to formulate another question, let alone a good-bye.

     
NEW HOME



I sat at my desk on Tuesday evening, listening to a Katy Rose CD and rereading the same gossip article about Ivy for the ten millionth time. It didn’t matter how many times I Googled her, it was always the same articles. Mentions of her family’s philanthropy, her grandmother’s long obituary, some old piece about Ivy and her horse winning some random juniors competition years ago. Google wasn’t about to explain that photo I had found in Ivy’s room. It wasn’t about to spit out a video of Ivy killing Cheyenne. All it was going to do was frustrate me.

Giving up for now, I slapped the laptop closed and turned around to look at my cavelike room. I hadn’t put anything away yet. I think I was hoping that it wasn’t real. Or maybe I just wasn’t ready to give in. Stashing my clothes in that sad little dresser and tucking my bags under the creaky old bed would be like admitting defeat. But that night, as I looked around the dreary, confining space, I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t live in a bare cell, plucking my clothes out of suitcases all wrinkled like some kind of vagabond. It was too depressing. It might just send me over the edge.

Slowly, reluctantly, I pushed myself out of my chair and started to unpack my suitcase. Of course, right on top was the black cashmere sweater Noelle had given me on her return to Easton this fall. Just looking at it made my spirits plummet even further. Maybe this was not the best idea.

There was a quick knock at my door.

“Who is it?” I called out.

“Surprise!”

It was Constance and Sabine, and they had come bearing gifts.

“What’re you guys doing here?” I asked, still clutching the sweater. I reached over to my CD player and turned the volume almost all the way down.

“You said your room was depressing, so we brought you some things to cheer the place up!” Sabine announced, walking in and placing a mini Christmas tree atop my dresser. She unfurled a bright red woven rug in the center of the floor. It just fit between the bed and the dresser.

“I picked out the posters,” Constance said, holding up a cardboard tube. “I remembered you really liked Turner’s seascapes in art history last year, so I ordered you a few prints and had them shipped overnight.”

“Wow. Thanks, you guys. This is incredible,” I said, taking the tube from Constance. Tears of gratitude actually welled in my eyes. They had come at the perfect time. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“Yeah, we did. Look at this place,” Constance said, holding out both hands. Her face turned bright pink under her freckles. “I mean, not that it’s bad. It’s not. It’s cozy, actually. I—”

“It’s okay, Constance,” I said, tossing the tube on my bed. “It’s a hole.”

“It’s not a hole. In fact, I asked Headmaster Cromwell if I could transfer over here so we could be roommates again, but you were right. He wouldn’t allow it since it’s a single,” Sabine said, smoothing out the corners of the rug.

I laughed, touched. “Well, at least you tried.”

“Forget moving in here,” Constance said, sitting down on my bed, which emitted its signature creak. She dropped her floral Betsey Johnson messenger bag next to her, spilling some of her books and notebooks halfway out. “What we really have to do is get you back into Billings.”

“I second that,” Sabine said, raising her hand. “But how?”

“Well, I was thinking,” Constance said, sitting forward. She pulled her long, red braid over her shoulder and toyed with the piecey end. “You know how everyone who’s trying to get into Billings is giving us gifts? Well, Reed, why don’t you give Noelle something? Like a peace offering.”

“Yes. It would be like telling her you want to start over from scratch,” Sabine agreed, her green eyes excited.

“I don’t know, you guys,” I said, perching on the edge of my chair. “Wouldn’t that seem kind of pathetic? And, you know, desperate?”

Constance’s face fell into a pout. “I think it would be sweet.”

“Maybe,” I said, trying to bolster her. Looking at that face made me feel as if I’d just kicked a puppy. “I’ll think about it.”

“Good,” Constance said. “Because I really think Noelle would respond to something like that.”

Yeah. With a marathon laughing fit.

“We should put these up,” Sabine suggested, reaching over for the posters. As she opened the tube and started unrolling the prints, I glanced at Constance’s things and saw a copy of last week’s Easton Chronicle sticking out of her bag. Instantly I thought of Marc and his odd comment earlier.

“Hey, Constance. You knew Marc last year, right?” I asked casually.

“Yeah. We met at the paper. Why?” Constance asked. She sat forward and turned the toes of her D&G sneakers together.

“Did he and Cheyenne ever hang out?” I asked.

“Not really,” she said with a thoughtful frown. “But he did do a piece on her.”

“He wrote a story about her?” I asked. That was unexpected.

“Yeah. Remember how we used to do that thing where we profiled a different student each week on page two?” Constance said. “I always thought it was kind of lame, so I cut it this year. But Marc wrote the one on Cheyenne.”

“Huh. Interesting,” I said.

That sort of explained why Marc knew about Cheyenne’s love life last year. Although I didn’t see her advertising her sexcapades for a puff piece in the Chronicle. Still, if he’d spent time with her, he would have observed some things. Like maybe even her receiving texts from the mysterious S.O. But that still didn’t explain why he had known that Cheyenne had drugged Josh to get him to hook up with her back in September. I filed all this away to consider again later.

“Why are you so interested in Marc and Cheyenne?” Sabine asked, glancing over her shoulder as she held up one of the prints to the wall.

“Oh, no reason,” I replied. “He just said something earlier that made me think they knew each other, but I couldn’t imagine the two of them hanging out, you know? She’d never have given a guy like him a second glance.”

Sabine laughed. “True. She probably would have walked right over him without even noticing.” She moved the poster to the small area of wall next to the door and held it up with her arms above her head. “What do we think of this?”

“Looks good to me,” I said. I jumped up and grabbed some tape out of my desk drawer. Just as I slammed it, my entire room filled with the sound of Ivy’s high-pitched laughter. A cold chill skittered down my spine.

“What was that?” Constance asked, wrinkling her nose.

Sabine’s arms dropped along with the poster. “Does Pemberly have an evil ghost?” she joked.

“No, just an evil next-door neighbor,” I told them, dropping my voice. “Ivy Slade,” I said, tipping my head toward the wall by my bed.

“Ew,” Constance said, standing up. “I do not like that girl.”

“Join the club,” I said quietly.

“She’s right next door? What bad luck,” Sabine sympathized.

I glanced at the wall, the hairs on my neck and arms standing on end. Suddenly I couldn’t help wondering whether Ivy could hear what was going on in my room as well as I could hear what was going on in hers.

Maybe it was time for me to start watching what I was saying around here. Just what I needed—to feel even more paranoid in my own room. One more reason to get out of here and back to Billings as quickly as possible. Back to where I belonged.

     
REPLACED



When I walked out the back door of Pemberly the next morning, my gray cashmere scarf pulled up around my chin, the first thing I saw was a horde of students gathered in the middle of the quad. And at the center of the crowd were Noelle Lange and Amberly Carmichael.

I slowed my steps, not wanting to appear too interested, but dying to know what was going on. As I watched, Amberly tossed her blond hair—which she had clearly straightened this morning—and handed a small white card to Trey. He said something that made her laugh before tucking the card away in his back pocket. Then I noticed that everyone walking away from the circle was clutching one of these cards, and those still in the circle seemed to be clamoring for them. What in the world was going on?

Noelle whispered something to Amberly and they both laughed again, the sound echoing merrily across campus. Watching them made my stomach sink. They looked perfect together, all tucked into their designer coats, puffing clouds of steam into the cold air as they chatted and laughed—like perfectly matched best friends. Surrounded by people, they were clearly the belles of this ball. It was almost like watching Noelle and Ariana from afar last year. They looked that close. That untouchable.

A few weeks ago that had been me. A few weeks ago Noelle and I had been close like that. We had been the center of Easton together. And now . . . now I was merely a loser on the outskirts of Nowheresville. A nothing.

I wondered if Noelle had gotten my e-mail. If she’d read my apology. If I could just get her to talk to me, maybe I could also get her to forgive me for what I had done with Dash. Then she could make the Reed-as-murderer rumor go away. Then I could come back to Billings with a clear conscience and name and everything would go back to normal.

Of course, there was no way to know if she’d read my e-mail unless she decided to come to me. And right now it looked like I was the furthest thing from her mind.

A group of Billings Girls broke off from the crowd and started toward the cafeteria, clutching their cards. Missy and Lorna were among them, but so were Astrid and Sabine. I hesitated for a moment, then realized I could endure the sneers of the former two if it meant I could get info out of the latter pair. I scurried to catch up.

“Hey, guys,” I said, falling into step next to Astrid.

Missy scoffed and rolled her eyes.

“Oh . . . hey, Reed,” Sabine said tentatively.

“What’re those?” I asked, nodding at Astrid’s card.

Astrid glanced warily at the others before reluctantly handing over the white square. It was an invitation for a party thrown by Noelle and Amberly. Scheduled for next Saturday evening.

“I don’t get it,” I said. Why would Noelle and Amberly be throwing a party together? It didn’t gel.

“It’s a pre-party for Kiran’s birthday extravaganza,” Astrid said apologetically. “It’s so everyone can gather on campus before the party buses come round to get us.”

My heart curled into a tight ball inside my chest. I had received my invitation to Kiran’s birthday party the week before the fund-raiser. The week before the proverbial shit had hit the proverbial fan. But I hadn’t thought about the event for days. Other dramas had shoved it to the back of my mind. Did my falling-out with Noelle and my ostracism from Billings mean I would no longer be welcome? Did Kiran even know what had happened? Would she care?

“Everyone’s invited. Well, everyone who matters,” Missy said snidely, plucking Astrid’s invite out of my hand and giving it back to its rightful owner.

I ignored her comment. “Okay, but why Noelle and Amberly? Why are they throwing it together?”

Astrid and Sabine slowed to a stop, as did Missy and Lorna, who hovered a bit behind them. The silence dragged on for so long I was starting to get knee-knocking cold.

“Oh, for God’s sake, if you don’t want to tell her, I will,” Missy said, stepping forward. “It’s Noelle’s way of welcoming Amberly into Billings. We just voted her in last night.”

I felt as if all the stately buildings of Easton had just crumbled around me, shaking the earth beneath my feet.

“Amberly?”

“Yep,” Lorna replied. “She’s moving her stuff in this afternoon.”

I glanced at Sabine, who confirmed it all with one guilty and sad look. Amberly would be moving her stuff into our room. Into my space. I felt nauseated and dizzy. That was my room. My bed. Mine.

“But she’s a . . . a freshman,” I stammered.

“So? You were a sophomore when you got in,” Missy reminded me. “Clearly if they can bend the rules once they can bend them again.”

“Why didn’t you warn me?” I asked Sabine, my throat dry.

“I didn’t . . . I’m sorry . . . I just didn’t want to upset you,” Sabine said, as a stiff wind tossed her long dark hair behind her. “After how hopeful we were yesterday . . . I didn’t even know we were holding a vote until they woke me up in the middle of the night.”

Holding a vote. The Inner Circle ritual. Suddenly I could see it all so vividly. The girls being roused from their beds. The candlelight as they trailed down the stairs in their nightgowns. The chairs in the circle. The marbles being dropped one by one. I could even see Amberly’s picture set before them. Her sniveling, smiling little face beaming hopefully out at them.

And they had voted her in. There was no longer an open spot in Billings. I had already been replaced. And by a freshman.

“Can we go now? It’s freezing out here,” Missy said, shoving her hands into her coat pockets.

She and Lorna started for the cafeteria, but Sabine and Astrid hung back.

“I’m really sorry, Reed,” Astrid said.

“It’s okay,” I heard myself croak.

But it wasn’t okay. It would never be okay. Because I knew that Noelle had done this on purpose. Just like she’d told everyone about my meeting with Hauer before Thanksgiving and let everyone believe I was a killer. She had chosen Amberly because she had known it would be the ultimate snub. The Billings president replaced by a lowly freshman. She was trying to show me how very little I had meant. How very easy it was to fill my shoes.

She was trying to hammer it home to me that it was over. I would never get back into Billings. Never.

     
A VISITOR



My Spanish notebook was propped up in front of me, my textbook open to the five-page short story about which I was supposed to write an essay (all in Spanish). I had my English-to-Spanish dictionary out, a new file open on my computer, and iTunes set to shuffle. I was ready to work.

Unfortunately, all I could do was stare at the note I had received from Kiran along with the invitation to her party. I turned the handwritten card over in my hand. Over and over and over.

Reed,

It’s been TOO long. Please come. Would love to catch up.

x’s,

Kiran

Did the message still apply? Or would she hate me forever once she’d found out what I’d done to Noelle? Was there any possible way she hadn’t already heard?

I so wanted to go to the party. I was dying to see Kiran and hoping that maybe Taylor Bell would be there as well. It had been too long. But even if Kiran did still want me there, how was I supposed to get to Boston? I could hardly imagine sitting on a party bus with a couple dozen Easton students for the two-hour-plus ride. That long in a confined space with nothing but people who detested me? I’d rather be forced to watch my parents’ wedding video nonstop for forty-eight hours, complete with my dad’s off-key rendition of Bon Jovi’s “I’ll Be There for You.”

But if I could make it to the party, it might be the perfect opportunity to talk to Noelle. All our old friends together again. Just like old times. Maybe she would find it easier to forgive me if she could be reminded why we’d become friends in the first place.

I sighed and tossed the card down on my scarred desk, gazing at my blank computer screen. There was a lull as iTunes switched songs and I heard a voice, as clear as day, come through the vent under my bed.

“Okay, if you’re going to keep doing that, I’m going to have to leave,” Josh said with a laugh in his voice. “We’re supposed to be studying.”

Hot, acidic bile rose up in my throat. What exactly was Ivy doing? About a thousand unsavory possibilities flooded my mind and I instantly reached for my phone. No way was I going to sit in here knowing they were right next door. Not even if I blasted the speakers on both my computer and my CD player. I quickly texted Sabine.

Need 2 get out. Walk?

The few moments it took her to text me back felt like an eternity.

Meet u in quad.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I whispered, grabbing my coat.

Sabine was definitely going to win the Best Friend of the Year Award. I turned off iTunes, only to hear a peel of Ivy’s laughter that sent my pulse racing. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I fumbled with the doorknob, trying to pull my coat on at the same time, and tripped into the hall. My door wasn’t even closed behind me when I heard another door click shut. I looked up right into the stunning—and stunned—blue eyes of Josh Hollis.

He froze. I froze. He clutched his gray wool jacket in both hands. I stood there half in, half out of my own coat. I guess Ivy had refused to stop doing whatever she was doing to distract him—make me heave—but I couldn’t even think about that right then. All I could think about was how he was mere inches from me and how much I wanted to just hug him and how I couldn’t.

How I’d never be able to do that again.

I was about to say something—anything to break the awkwardness—but before I could, Josh tipped his head toward my room, silently urging me to let him inside. My heart leapt like a high jumper on speed. He wanted to talk to me. Alone.

I held the door open, my hand trembling, and he slipped past me. The clean, familiar scent of him filled my nostrils and almost made me faint. I closed the door behind us and he turned to me.

“Reed, I—”

I held a finger to my lips. His brow knit, but he shut up. I went over to my computer and cranked up the volume on the Fall Out Boy song my iTunes had last landed on. Then I glimpsed the blue Holiday Dinner card with his name on it and quickly flipped it over before I faced him again.

“I can hear everything Ivy says when there’s no music on,” I told him quietly—just loud enough to be heard by him. I tossed my coat on my bed. “If you don’t want her to know you’re in here . . .”

Josh nodded, his mouth set in a grim line. “Got it.”

He placed his jacket on the back of my chair and put his battered leather messenger bag down near his feet. His hands went directly into the back pockets of his paint-stained jeans, as if he was afraid of what he might do with them if they weren’t secured. Or afraid of what I might do if he kept them within reach.

“So,” he said.

“So,” I replied, my heart pounding so loud that between it and FOB, I could barely hear.

“How are you?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

His eyes were so full of concern, I wanted to cry. How could he possibly be so nice to me after everything? Yes, he’d already known about the Dash thing before everyone else had—had caught the live show the night of the Legacy before the film adaptation had hit the airwaves. But now that everyone in school had seen it and knew what I had done to him, shouldn’t he be hating me with a vengeance? I had humiliated him.

“I’m . . . fine,” I lied with a shrug.

It was obvious he didn’t believe me, but I was still stuck on the unbelievable fact that he was right there. Right in my room. The two of us. Alone. How many times had I wished for exactly this? How many times had I prayed I would just get one more chance to explain? To win him back? And here I was, a rock the size of a softball in my throat, unable to form a single word in case whatever came out might scare him away.

“I’m really sorry all of this is happening to you,” Josh said, running a hand through his curls and looking at the ground. “I know I’ve been an ass lately, but—”

“Josh, I’m so sorry,” I blurted, his words dissolving the softball just like that. “I’m so sorry for everything that happened with Dash. It didn’t mean anything, and if I could go back and take it all back, I would do it. You have to know that,” I said desperately. “Please, I just . . . I really need you to know that.”

I choked on the last few words, and Josh took a step toward me. For a second I thought he was going to take my hand, but then he thought better of it and merely squeezed my upper arm awkwardly before letting his hand drop.

“I know,” he said. “I do.”

“You do?” I said hopefully.

“Listen, Reed, it’s all in the past, okay?” he said, backing off again. “You can’t stress about what’s already done, especially with everything else that’s going on.”

Everything else? Didn’t he get that he mattered to me more than any of the rest of it?

He picked up my one bottle of perfume from the top of my dresser and toyed with it.

“Just . . . get through finals and everything will be better after break,” he said, glancing over at me. “It’ll be like a new start or something, you know?” He gestured at my itty-bitty room. “New dorm, new friends . . . You can focus on the SATs and getting into an Ivy and leaving all this behind. Two years from now none of this crap is going to matter anymore.”

Except you. You’ll still matter.

I felt at that moment that I would be able to leave all of this behind if only I still had him. The person who had always been there for me. The person who had always kept me sane, no matter what was going on around me.

Josh shoved his hands in his back pockets again and faced me. He looked as if he didn’t know what to do with himself next. I just wanted him to touch me again. Even if it was another uncomfortable shoulder squeeze. It was so insane, how you could go from kissing and hugging and cuddling someone every single day like it was the most natural thing in the world to not being allowed within two feet of them. It was as if there were this invisible barrier between us and all I wanted to do was breach it. Did he feel even remotely the same way?

I saw his eyes dart past me to his jacket and sensed he was about to bail. But I wasn’t ready to let him leave just yet.

“Well, I guess you finally got your wish,” I said with a sardonic smile. “I’m no longer in Billings.”

Josh’s eyes flooded with so much pity I immediately wished I had kept my mouth shut.

“None of this is what I wished for,” he said earnestly. “Believe me.”

My heart skipped and I looked at the floor, my eyes filling with tears. My computer had clicked over to a slow song, as if it were trying to make the perfect sound track for our conversation.

“Hey,” Josh said. He finally reached for my hand, taking it in his. I thought I would never breathe again. “Are you okay?”

I looked up into his eyes, wanting to say about ten million things to him, and that’s when we both heard Ivy. The low tones of the slow song were letting her voice come through.

“I can’t wait to get Josh to Paris over Christmas,” she said, apparently talking into her phone. “Our house on the Left Bank, dinner at Marceau . . . He’s not even going to know what hit him.”

I dropped Josh’s hand and took a step back as Ivy giggled happily. Josh’s guilty expression told me everything.

“You’re going to Paris with her?” I whispered.

“Not exactly,” he whispered back. “My family’s going . . . her family’s going. . . .”

“I have to get out of here,” I said, suddenly feeling as if I was going to overheat. I grabbed my coat and started by him.

“Reed, I’m sorry you just heard that, but—”

I whirled on him, stopping him midsentence. His expression was somehow pleading and defiant all at once. Like he didn’t want me to be hurt, but like he also felt I had no right to be hurt.

“Just do me one favor,” I whispered to him. “Be careful when it comes to Ivy. There’s a lot about her that you don’t know.”

Then I turned and walked out of my room, leaving my ex all alone inside.

     
FLOWER BOY



The next day after dinner with Diana and a failed study session in the library, I packed up my notebooks and headed back across the quad toward Pemberly. As I approached Drake House I remembered what Constance had said about Marc doing a story on Cheyenne. And if Marc knew anything about S.O., then I wanted to know too.

Taking a deep breath, I whipped out my cell and dialed Marc’s number. His voice mail picked up automatically.

“This is Marcellus Alberro. I’m unavailable right now, but please leave your name and number at the beep and I will get right back to you. If this is about a story, dial pound to page me. Thanks.”

“Hey, Marc. It’s Reed. I have a quick question for you. Call me back when you get a chance,” I said. Then, as I slipped my iPhone back into my bag, I saw a familiar form rushing toward Drake’s back door. I hesitated for a moment, knowing I was probably the last person on earth this particular guy would want to talk to, but my adrenaline rush got the better of me.

“James! Hey, James. Wait up!” I called.

The tall, gawky senior turned and looked at me, squinting in the dark. The moment he saw it was me jogging toward him, his jaw clenched. Luckily, however, he didn’t sprint off into the night.

“Hey,” I said, pausing in front of him. “Do you . . . remember me?” I asked, hoping he somehow didn’t. The wind tossed my hair in front of my face and I pulled it away, draping it over my right shoulder.

“The executor of the most embarrassing moment of my life? Sure. How could I forget you?” James replied, shoving his hands into the pockets of his long winter coat.

I looked at the ground, ashamed. Last year Noelle had forced me to break up with James on Kiran’s behalf right in the middle of the cafeteria. The whole scene had been so awful I was surprised he hadn’t pepper-sprayed me yet.

“Yeah, I’m really so sorry about that,” I said quickly. “I just have one question for you and then I swear I’m out of here.”

James said nothing. He simply stood there, waiting. Something about his steely-eyed gaze made me nervous. Like he was judging me. Which, of course, he had every right to do considering what I had done to him.

“I’m looking for Marc Alberro. Do you know if he’s in Drake right now?”

James tipped his head back and laughed, exhaling a cloud of steam into the night air. “Why are you looking for Fourteen-in-Fourteen Flower Boy?”

“Wait. Fourteen-in-Fourteen Flower Boy? That’s what we called Trey after he sent Cheyenne fourteen vases of fourteen roses last Valentine’s Day,” I said, suddenly remembering how Cheyenne’s room had smelled like a rose garden for days. “How did you know that? And what does it have to do with Marc?”

James just stared at me. “You didn’t know? Trey didn’t send her those flowers—Marc did. I figured from the video that all you Billings Girls probably called him Fourteen-in-Fourteen.”

Fourteen-in-Fourteen Flower Boy was Marc Alberro? No. Freaking. Way.

“You’re kidding,” I said aloud.

“Yeah, he was in love with her and wanted to make this grand gesture. I guess it really pissed her off. She humiliated him in front of his entire dorm. I mean, I wasn’t in Wesley Hall last year, but I saw the video.” James stuck his hands in his pockets and looked embarrassed. “This may sound awful, but at the time it made me feel a little better about what happened to me.”

“There was a video?” I asked, still unable to wrap my brain around the idea that Marc had been in love with Cheyenne. I knew he had done a story on her, but how was this possible? How could a guy like Marc even afford all those roses? It just didn’t add up.

“Yeah, some guy in Wesley took it with his HDcam. I still have it on my notebook,” James said.

“Yeah?” I felt my cheeks redden, but I knew what I had to do. “Do you think . . . I mean, would you mind . . .”

He smiled. “It’s okay if you want to see it.”

I nodded and followed him back into the dorm. I couldn’t believe he was being so solicitous, but I didn’t mention it. I didn’t want him to change his mind. And there was no way I was going to believe this without visual proof.

James ushered me into the common room off the lobby of Drake House. I hadn’t even realized how frozen I was until I entered the saunalike space and felt myself thawing from the inside out. There were a couple of guys in the corner studying, and they shot us curious glances as James whipped out his laptop from his backpack, setting it up on one of the coffee tables.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing at the plaid couch behind us.

Okay. He was being way too polite considering our history.

“Can I ask you something?” I said as he sat next to me, but at a respectful distance.

“Just did,” he joked, reaching for the touch pad on the notebook.

“Seriously, though. Why are you being so nice to me? After what I did—”

“You didn’t do that. That was Noelle. I know she made you do it,” he said pragmatically.

My skin burned. “Yeah, but I could have said no.”

James snorted a laugh and pushed his glasses up on his nose. “No, you couldn’t have,” he said. “You were new. A sophomore. From the middle of nowhere. There’s no way you could have said no to her.”

I checked his expression for any trace of sarcasm or bitterness, but there was none. To him, this was just an accepted fact. Girls under Noelle’s thumb didn’t have the use of their own free will. Did everyone at this school know that?

“Here it is,” James said as a window popped up in the center of the screen.

I leaned in and he hit play and there they were. Marc Alberro, his dark hair slightly longer than it was today, standing in the center of another common room, while Cheyenne read him the riot act. Her hair was longer than shoulder length, as it had been last year, and she seemed shorter than I remembered her. Smaller somehow. She was midsentence when the videographer had started to capture the scene.

“—think this was going to impress me? Fourteen-in-Fourteen?” she shouted shrilly, tossing half a dozen pink and red roses at Marc’s feet. She crushed them under the toe of her Louboutin boot. “I’ve received better presents for Arbor Day.”

Marc looked so pale he could have fainted on the spot. Around the room, guys chuckled and nudged one another. At least two dozen of them sat around on the floor, on chairs and on couches, watching Marc’s misery unfold. They must have been holding some kind of party, because there were plastic cups and soda bottles everywhere, along with bags of snack food.

“Enough is enough already,” Cheyenne said. “I am not interested in you. So you can stop texting me, you can stop leaving little presents for me to find all over the place. I already have a boyfriend. I don’t need a stalker, too.”

Marc opened his mouth to say something, but all that came out was a loud squeak.

“Sorry for the interruption,” Cheyenne said with a nasty smile, glancing around the room. “You can all get back to your pathetic video game tournament now.”

Then she turned and walked out of the room. The videographer zoomed in on Marc’s devastated, humiliated face for a split second—the laughter bubbling up in the background—before the feed went black. For a long moment I couldn’t even move. My brain was ever so slowly processing everything I had just seen and heard. Stalker? Leaving little presents for her to find? That sounded eerily familiar.

“Guess you Billings Girls are really into the public breakups, huh?” James said wryly, reaching over to close the laptop.

I sat back on the itchy couch, stunned. Sweet, innocent Marc Alberro? Was it possible? And could he really be a cold-blooded killer?

“Yeah,” I said finally. “I guess so.”

     
ENEMIES EVERYWHERE



Ivy was at the first sink when I walked into the bathroom that night, still reeling over the discovery about Marc. She was wearing white flannel pajamas and cozy-looking quilted slippers. I was wearing my Penn State sweatshirt and a pair of Easton Academy mesh shorts.

“Got a midnight football game?” she asked with a sneer, reaching for a small pot of some kind of cream.

“Got a midnight facial reconstruction?” I shot back. “Because you could definitely use some softening around the chin and nose.”

Ivy’s jaw dropped a tad, but she recovered quickly, returning her attention to her beauty ritual with slightly more vigor. I placed my see-through plastic bag of toiletries on the back of the sink and cursed the founders of Billings for giving us private bathrooms. I was so not used to meeting enemies right before bed.

Trying to ignore Ivy, I brushed my teeth vigorously and spat. Ivy smirked and focused on her reflection, dotting her cream under her eyes and rubbing it in. This was the type of thing that had always fascinated me back in Billings. Did seventeen-year-olds really need under-eye cream? I had asked Kiran once and she had told me it was all about preventive measures. Seemed like a waste of money to me. But then, these people had more money than God.

“What? Fascinated with moisturizer?” Ivy asked, glancing at my reflection in the mirror. She held out the pot of cream to me. “You can have some if you want. Might get rid of some of those insomnia circles you’ve got going on there,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “You do have a lot to lie awake worrying about these days, huh?” she added with mock sympathy.

My face burned and I grabbed my things. “You are such a bitch.”

“Oh, please. All that time you spent with Noelle Lange, but I’m a bitch?” Ivy said with a scoff, twisting the lime green cap back on the canister. “I can’t even hold a candle to her. But one of these days—trust me—that girl is going to get what’s coming to her.”

My breath caught in my throat as I remembered what she’d said to me on the street that night in New York—how she’d singled out Noelle as the only person left in the Billings ivory tower worth taking down. Hauer had blown me off when I’d told him about it, but now here she was, doing it again—and threatening Noelle even more directly. My fingers clenched and I turned my fiercest glare on Ivy.

“Stay away from Noelle,” I warned, speaking through my teeth.

Ivy glanced at me and for the first time looked genuinely interested. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that if you hurt her, or anyone else in Billings, I will personally see to it that you go down,” I said, getting right in her face.

Ivy’s jaw dropped again, her eyes wide, and she laughed. “You’re kidding, right? Moi? I’m not the one you should be worried about. I’m not the coldhearted bitch who will step on anyone to get her way. I’m not one who’s so addicted to power she’d actually kill someone to take over a dorm.”

“I didn’t kill Cheyenne,” I said firmly.

Ivy laughed again. “Well, duh. I wasn’t talking about you.”

“Then who were you—”

A cold wave of realization came over me. Ivy was blaming Cheyenne’s death on Noelle. She thought Noelle had done it. Or at least she was trying to deflect her own culpability onto Noelle.

“That girl you all worship is capable of a lot of things you could never even imagine, Reed,” Ivy said, zipping up her black tote. “Just wait until the truth comes out. Then you’ll know. Then you’ll finally see her for what she really is.”

With that, she swept out of the bathroom, letting the door swing closed behind her.

So this was how she was going to get back at Noelle. How she was going to make the ivory tower fall. She was going to get Noelle to take the blame for her crime, while trying to drive me crazy by “haunting” me in the process. Was she punishing me for “worshipping” Noelle? At least she hadn’t succeeded in framing Noelle yet, since the majority of the campus had assigned the guilt to me. I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

I turned and strode back to my room, more determined than ever to prove that Ivy was the real killer. But how? What else could I do? The Internet had long since been exhausted. Of course, I had hours ahead of me to come up with a new plan of attack: After that little encounter it was obviously going to be another sleepless night.

But the moment I walked into my room, I froze. Something was different. Someone had been there. I could sense it. I quickly scanned the room, looking for anything out of place. Then I saw it. The picture of me and Cheyenne from Vienna’s birthday party last year—the one Cheyenne’s mother had given me to remember Cheyenne by—was tacked to the wall above my bed. My heart started to pound erratically and sweat slicked my palms. How did it get there? Why was it there? Slowly, I placed my toiletry bag down atop my dresser and tiptoed over to the photo, as if it might suddenly attack if I made too much noise.

I gasped when I saw it up close. There we were, Cheyenne and I, smiling broadly with our arms around each other, but you’d never know about the smiles. Because both our faces had been X’d out with black ink.

Trembling, I reached over and snatched the photo off the wall, the tack ripping a hole through the top of it. Hot tears filled my eyes and I tore the photo down the middle. What did it mean? Had someone crossed us out because we were both out of Billings . . . or was the intended message worse than that? Was this just a follow-up to the pills that had been left in my room?

I was about to tear the photo into shreds when I realized it was evidence. Maybe whoever had left this here had left prints. Of course my prints were all over it as well, but still. I fumbled in my bottom drawer for an envelope and dumped the two halves of the photo inside, then stashed it away in my dresser along with all the other “presents” my stalker had left for me over time. The black balls, Cheyenne’s pink clothing—it was all there except for the pills and place card, which I had tossed.

Slowly, I sat down on my bed, staring at the contaminated drawer. As my breathing normalized I realized there was no way Ivy could have left that photo in my room. She had already been in the bathroom when I had gotten there and had left about five seconds before me. Not enough time to get into my room, tack up a picture, and get out. Did this mean she was innocent? Was she really not my stalker? Not the killer?

No. I refused to believe it. Until I figured out who S.O. was or found out something majorly disturbing about Astrid or someone else, Ivy was still the only person with a real motive. The only person with a psycho stare. The only person who had both a motive to kill Cheyenne and a motive to stalk me. Maybe she had an accomplice. Maybe she’d gotten Jillian or someone else to put the picture up while I was in the bathroom. Or maybe the photo had been there all afternoon and I just hadn’t noticed it.

I quickly opened up my laptop and typed up a new e-mail to Noelle.

Noelle,

I think Ivy killed Cheyenne. You need to be careful. She told me everything about what happened with her grandmother your junior year. She blames you for everything. Please. If you won’t talk to me, at least watch your back.

—Reed

My fingers trembling, I sent the e-mail into the ether, just hoping that Noelle would read it. That maybe there was some tiny soft spot left in her heart that trusted me enough to at least open an e-mail.

Ivy had to be the culprit. She had to be. Because if she wasn’t, then I was truly at a loss. And the enemy could be anyone.

     
NEW QUEEN BITCH



Amberly Carmichael was getting on my last nerve.

As I sat alone at a table in the conservatory on Friday night, she led a group of Billings Girls up to the Coffee Carma counter like she owned the place. Which I suppose she did, technically. But just the counter. Not the entire school. And just to make things worse, the girls she was with—Missy, Lorna, and even Rose, Kiki, and Portia—trailed after her as if she was the new queen bee. As if they were in awe of her. Of a twitty little freshman who would have prostrated herself at their feet a few weeks ago for the mere privilege of talking to them. It was all so very, very wrong.

“Daddy wanted to go to Australia this Christmas. Can you believe it?” Amberly said, loud enough for the entire room to hear. “He has this thing about wanting to surf the Maroubra on Christmas morning and I’m like, ‘Daddy! Get a life!’ I mean, I love that he’s adventurous and all, but he can surf whenever. He already promised the whole family would go to St. Bart’s with the Langes for Christmas, and I was not letting him go back on that one.”

“Surfing in Australia? Oh my God, your dad makes my dad sound like a total geriatric loser,” Missy said with a snort.

“I wouldn’t mind going to Australia with him and watching him surf,” Missy added, dropping her Louis Vuitton bag down on the counter. “I saw him when he dropped you off in September, and he’s pretty much the hottest dad on earth.”

I glanced at Amberly, who looked momentarily grossed-out, as any daughter would be at hearing such a thing, but then she laughed.

“Put your wallet away and order whatever you want,” she said, waving a hand at Lorna. “It’s on the company. Daddy totally owes me.”

I narrowed my eyes at Amberly. She looked different somehow. Softer. Her blond hair was straightened again and tucked back behind her ears instead of overly styled. She wore less makeup than usual, making her look slightly older and more sophisticated. Then there were her clothes. She had unbuttoned her white coat, and underneath were a white turtleneck sweater, skinny jeans, and fringed suede boots with wool peeking out the tops. Her bag was a structured, dark green croc satchel. Looking at the shoes and bag, I realized what had changed. She wasn’t as severely matchy as she normally was. She looked as if she had just thrown the outfit together instead of thinking about it for days on end. Which only made her look cooler.

“Thank you so much, Amberly!” Missy gushed, double air-kissing the girl as she retrieved her huge coffee.

“Yeah. This is way cool,” Kiki added in her signature monotone. She had, of course, gotten a mocha frap with double whip and chocolate shavings. All about the sugar, that one.

Damn. Even realizing that I knew Kiki’s coffee preferences made me nostalgic.

Okay, Reed. Get a grip. Back to the task at hand.

Endeavoring to ignore the Billings Girls and how left out I felt, I went back to my list of suspects. I lifted my red pen and finally did what I had been meaning to do all night. I drew a line through Missy and Lorna. When I had Googled them the night before, I had found nothing remotely incriminating or suspect, although I had learned a couple of interesting tidbits. Namely that Lorna had two older sisters, one at Oxford and the other getting an advanced degree from MIT, which might just account for her obvious inferiority complex. And that Missy had had a younger brother who had passed away at the age of eight of leukemia, which made her seem human for the first time ever. But that was it. Nothing else interesting. And when I really thought about it, I realized that neither of them had been acting at all strangely since Cheyenne’s death. Missy had ice in her veins, so I could maybe believe that of her, but Lorna . . . Lorna would never have been able to pull off a murder plot without losing it a little. She would have been paranoid, jumpy, weepy, something. But she had never been any of the above. It just didn’t add up.

Up at the counter, Amberly let out a tinkling laugh and I cringed. Amazing how the list of people I couldn’t stand was growing exponentially, even as my list of suspects dwindled. The only people left on it now were Astrid, Marc Alberro, S.O., and Ivy.

Speak of the devil. . . . At that moment, Ivy walked through the door, clutching Josh’s hand, their heads bent close together as they whispered to each other. The sight of them was a cattle prod to my ass and I immediately stood up to gather my things. There was no way I was going to sit here and watch the two of them get all touchy-feely over lattes. No way in hell.

My sudden movement caught Ivy’s attention and she smiled at me triumphantly, reaching up to kiss Josh’s cheek as they continued on their way. Josh, luckily, was oblivious to my presence. I wasn’t sure if I could deal with the humiliation of him seeing the look on my face right then.

I shoved my notebook into my bag and headed for the door, but my scarf got snagged on an empty chair. I struggled to free it, and when I finally did, I stumbled back a couple of steps. Right into Amberly Carmichael.

There was a sputter and a splash and suddenly my sneakers were covered in light brown liquid.

“Ugh! You bitch! Look what you did!” Amberly blurted.

Her white coat was covered in what appeared to be chai latte, and some had splattered on her white sweater as well. She held the almost empty cup out as the liquid dripped from the hem of her coat to the floor. I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing and glanced over at Rose and Kiki, who along with Missy, Lorna, and Portia were hovering around Amberly. Rose and Kiki both glanced away. Of course.

“Sorry,” I said with a shrug.

“You are so paying for the dry cleaning,” Amberly said, slapping the cup down on a nearby table and grabbing some napkins. “This coat is one-of-a-kind.”

She wasn’t yelling, just fuming. Fuming and trembling. As I watched her long, pale fingers work at dabbing the stain, I felt this eerie sense of déjà vu, but try as I might, I couldn’t place where it was coming from.

“I’m not paying for anything,” I told her, shouldering my bag. “It was an accident.”

“Oh, you so are,” Amberly said, glaring at me. Her blue eyes pierced right through me like ice picks. Clearly just a few days in Billings had taught her how to intimidate and awe. “And it’s not going to be cheap,” she said, looking me up and down with a sneer. “Better start saving your pennies now.”

Forget queen bee. Try queen bitch.

Missy, Lorna, and Portia laughed and my skin burned. I even saw a smile playing on Rose’s lips for the briefest second and felt as if I had just been stabbed through the gut Caesar-style, betrayed by the people who were supposed to have my back. Kiki was the only one who didn’t react, but maybe her iPod was turned up so loud she couldn’t hear what was going on.

“Don’t hold your breath,” I said through my teeth.

“I’ll be wanting the Carma Card back,” Amberly replied. “And I will get my money.”

“Yeah. Good luck with that,” I said with a scoff.

Then I shot my former friends a scathing look before striding out.

     
TWO LISTS



I spent Saturday afternoon in the library. Everyone around me was studying. Pencils scratched in notebooks. Whispered debates were being held on everything from the feminist movement of the early 1900s to the history of space travel to the merits of Monet and Manet. At the other computers, coffees were sipped as fingers tapped away crazily at keyboards. I could practically smell the anticipation and tension in the air. Final exams. Final papers. Final oral reports. It was all upon us.

And I was spending my Saturday surfing the Web for a gift for Josh Hollis. Well, that and Googling what was left of my suspect list. I hadn’t done one full minute of studying since Sabine had left me an hour ago to go hook up with her bio study group. I was so screwing myself, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I had bigger things on my mind. Like murder. Like first love. Like not letting the murderer—if it was Ivy—murder my former best friend.

Sigh.

On the first-love front, it was impossible to find something good for Josh. Nothing said what I wanted it to say. Namely, “I love you. Doesn’t this gift remind you of how much you love me?” I had been at it for hours, scouring every shopping site from L.L. Bean to art.com to eBay, but had come up with nothing good. The Holiday Dinner was less than a week away. It was time to admit defeat—especially since I definitely didn’t have the money for overnight shipping. I couldn’t pay for an Internet gift with what little money I had left from the Billings fund, since it was in the form of cash. All I had was the only-in-emergencies credit card my dad had given me over the summer, and the less I spent on that, the quicker he would be to forgive me. I went back to art.com, selected the Gauguin print I had been halfheartedly eyeing, and just ordered the damn thing.

Sigh, sigh.

The sophomore guy next to me vacated his computer and even before the scent of his raspberry bubble gum had faded into the ether, Marc Alberro had taken his place. He sat down on the chair sideways so that he could face me, the bulk of his winter coat wedged between desk and chair back, his book bag on his lap. Instantly, my heart stopped beating and a tingle of fear shot through me.

“Sorry I haven’t returned your message. It’s been crazy,” he said. “So, what’s up?”

I’d been avoiding him since James showed me that video, and glancing over at him now, I found I couldn’t even look him in the eye. Could he be the killer? Had he sneaked into Billings while we were all asleep and force-fed those pills to Cheyenne? Suddenly I felt like I was about to retch.

“What? What’s the matter?” Marc asked, tilting his head.

“I have to go.”

I grabbed up my things, leaving the RESERVED card on my computer so I wouldn’t have to stop to return it to the front desk, and rushed awkwardly for the door. I tried to shove my arms into my coat while semi-sprinting, my bag strap all twisted around my wrist. I attempted to untwist it as I exited the building, but in the process my bag turned upside down, sending all my books and notebooks tumbling down the library stairs.

“Perfect,” I said under my breath, crouching to retrieve them. The sky overhead was a threatening gray and wind whistled around the buildings. Any second the clouds were going to open up and pour freezing rain on my head. I could feel it.

“Reed!” Marc was there in a flash. He stooped to help gather my things. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

As we stood up, our arms full of books, I forced myself to look at him. His brow was creased with concern and his light brown eyes were open and honest. For a second I couldn’t imagine that he could have hurt Cheyenne. But after what she had done to him . . .

“You were Fourteen-in-Fourteen Flower Boy!” I blurted, rather more loudly than I intended.

All the color drained from Marc’s face. He handed my notebooks to me.

“Well, I prefer to go by Marc,” he said, taking a step back and shoving his hands under his sleeves.

My cheeks were flushed with heat. “Marc, this isn’t funny. How could you have never mentioned that you and Cheyenne had a thing? Were you hiding it for a reason?”

A group of freshman girls scurried up the stairs between us and I realized it was a good thing this conversation was taking place in such a populated area of campus. If Marc was capable of violence, he couldn’t get away with hurting me right here, out in the open like this.

“Well, yeah. I had a couple reasons,” Marc replied, his eyes wide. “One, it was the most humiliating experience of my life, and two, I don’t really relish the idea of getting pounded on by Trey Prescott. Cheyenne was his girlfriend last year during the, uh, fourteen-in-fourteen incident. Although I swear I had no idea they were together at the time.”

“And that’s it. That’s the only reason this hasn’t come up,” I said flatly, thinking of all the times we’d talked about Billings and Cheyenne’s death.

Marc stared at me for a moment. “Wait . . . you think I killed her.”

“No!” I lied automatically. “No, of course not.”

Was there any other way to answer that question? If he had, I didn’t want him to know I suspected him. If he hadn’t . . . well, same deal. Besides, flat-out accusing him with no evidence to back it up was no better than what everyone was doing to me.

“Yes, you do!” Marc leaned back against the metal bar railing in the center of the stairs. He stared at me for a second longer, then laughed. Laughed. Somehow, that seemed inappropriate given the circumstances. “Well, I guess it would be hypocritical of me to be mad.”

“Why’s that?” I asked. What was up with this guy?

Marc opened his bag and pulled out a yellow legal pad. He sighed before handing it over to me. Scrawled across the top were the words Potential Suspects. My heart skipped a beat.

“You’re investigating Cheyenne’s murder?” I asked.

“Yeah. I figured it might make a good story,” Marc said, his expression apologetic. He shrugged. “I might even be able to sell it to a real paper.”

I scanned the list quickly, hungrily, to see if he’d drawn any conclusions different from my own. Unfortunately his list echoed mine. Even Astrid had made his suspect roster. But there were two major differences between Marc’s list and mine. My name and Noelle’s name were written at the bottom of the page. Noelle’s name had been crossed out, but mine had not.

“Sorry. I couldn’t play favorites.” He grabbed a brown wool hat out of his bag and pulled it low over his ears.

My eyes stung with heat and part of me felt like shoving the pad down his throat. But then I realized he was right. That would have been totally hypocritical, considering I suspected him.

“It’s fine,” I forced myself to say, handing the legal pad back. “Actually, I’ve been kind of poking around myself.”

Marc’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Do you have a list?”

I dug in my bag until I found the folded piece of paper with my suspects on it. Marc looked it over and smirked. “Look at that. You’re on mine and I’m on yours. Twice, actually.”

I had added Marc’s name to the suspect list after seeing James’s video, but Marc was now pointing to the initials S.O.

“So you’re S.O.,” I said, stunned.

“Yep.” Marc handed the list back to me.

I was at a loss for words. I knew Trey suspected someone by the initials S.O. had been seeing Cheyenne, and I knew that Marc had pursued Cheyenne and lost. How could the two be one and the same?

“I don’t get it,” I said finally. “Why S.O.?”

“It’s a common code when you want to cover up your identity,” Marc said with a shrug, pulling a pair of worn leather gloves from his pockets and tugging them on. “Last letter of your first name and last letter of your last name.”

S.O. Marcellus Alberro. It was so obvious now I could have screamed. Was all my paranoia and desperation affecting the logical side of my brain?

“Just FYI, I didn’t do it,” Marc said. “I wasn’t even on campus that night. My brother came up from Miami and we went clubbing in New York. He ended up passed out on a bar stool and I had to drag him by his armpits to a cab and take him to the hospital. It was way fun,” he added sarcastically. “The cops know all this and have checked it out, by the way.”

Apparently the police had been more thorough than I realized.

“Well, I didn’t do it either,” I told him. “But I have nothing like that for an alibi.”

“It’s okay. I kind of doubt you’d be investigating her death if you had done it,” Marc told me, shoving his legal pad back in his bag. “Wanna go back inside now that you know you’re not in mortal peril?” he joked. “It’s freezing out here.”

“Definitely,” I replied, feeling chagrined.

Suddenly I couldn’t believe that I had been running from him just moments ago. This whole ordeal was really making me paranoid, and I didn’t like the feeling. Marc started walking up the stairs, back toward the library, and I fell into step with him. I took a deep breath of the cold air, letting it whisk away the last of my suspicion.

“I just have one more question,” I said. “How the hell did you afford all those roses?”

“Summer job money,” Marc said with a grimace. “I thought my mother was going to fly up here just to throttle me when she found out how much I’d taken out of my savings account.”

I whistled under my breath as Marc held the door open for me. He must have really liked Cheyenne to risk his mom’s wrath like that. Suddenly I hated Cheyenne for the way she had treated him. Why did she always have to make everything such a big, dramatic scene?

“So what have you found out?” Marc asked me.

“You first,” I said. “You’ve decided Noelle is innocent?”

Of course, I already knew this in my heart, but I was curious as to how he had come to the same conclusion.

“Yeah. She was on a boat all night that night. Some charity event on a cruiser that went around Manhattan,” he said as he unzipped his coat on our way across the lobby. “There’re pictures and everything, so there’s no way she did it.”

Interesting. I wished Ivy had been around to hear that one.

“Honestly, though? She was my number one suspect until I found that out,” Marc whispered, sounding disappointed.

Then, off my offended and baffled look, he continued.

“I mean, after everything that happened last year with Ariana and Thomas Pearson, Noelle just seemed shifty to me. And the fact that she moved right back in after Cheyenne was gone, took over her room, took over your dorm . . .”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard it all before,” I whispered, shaking my head. “God, your best friend goes mentally AWOL and suddenly you’re public enemy number one,” I joked lamely.

Marc smirked. “So who do you think did it?”

“Ivy Slade,” I whispered back.

Marc nodded, unsurprised. “Yeah. She’s high on my list too. I know she kind of hated Cheyenne, but I never knew why.”

“It’s a long story, but for now I’ll just say she’s got about ten strikes against her. I tried to talk to the police about it, but they won’t even listen to me,” I whispered.

We dropped our bags at the end of a table in the American history section and the freshman students sitting there stared up at us warily. I stared them down until they blushed and went back to their work. Being a scary murder suspect had its own kind of power. It was less pleasant than Billings power, but it was still something.

“Anyway, Ivy’s not about to let me interview her, and the Web hasn’t been much help,” I told Marc, tilting my head toward the computers. My station was still empty, thanks to the RESERVED sign, but the screen had long since switched over to the Easton screen saver—an Easton Academy crest bouncing around from corner to corner. “But my gut tells me she did it.”

“Have you tried LexisNexis?” Marc asked, pulling off his hat and gloves as I shed my coat.

“What’s that?” I asked.

He dumped his own coat on a chair and then motioned me to follow him back to my reserved computer. I stood behind Marc as he sat down and brought up a new Explorer page, typing in the address window.

“It’s a subscription-only search engine,” he said. “I got a username and password at my summer job at the Miami Herald and it still works. It’s, like, a hundred times more powerful and thorough than Google and pretty much anything else. Plus it only searches reputable publications so you don’t get any of that gossip or Facebook crap.”

“Sounds good to me,” I whispered.

I grabbed an empty chair from a nearby table and brought it up to the desk. Once he accessed LexisNexis, Marc typed in “Ivy Slade” and hit enter. Almost instantly a list of articles appeared. Some of them were familiar—the same articles I had been staring at for days, like the one about the horseback riding competition and Olivia Slade’s obit. I was just about to groan in frustration when I noticed a link from the local Village of Easton newspaper—a link I had never seen before. Next to it was a thumbnail photo that, even in miniature, looked mighty familiar. My blood ran cold at the sight of it.

“Open that one,” I said, pointing. I felt so jittery that I was amazed at my steady hand.

Marc double clicked. Instantly, the photo filled the screen. Ivy, Cheyenne, Noelle, and Ariana smiled out at us. It was the same photo that hung above Ivy’s bed. Marc whistled under his breath.

“That’s eerie,” he said.

“Seriously.”

“‘Students from Easton Academy help out with last weekend’s Coleman Park Cleanup,’” Marc read, squinting at the caption. “I remember this! It was my freshman year. There was this park in downtown Easton that they wanted to renovate and Easton Academy sent all these kids to help. It was supposed to be a volunteer thing, but everyone who was sent was pretty much being punished for some infraction or another. All of Billings and half of Ketlar went.”

“What was the date of the picture?” I asked.

“It was taken on . . . May thirteenth,” Marc read.

That freakish tingle of discovery I had been feeling so often lately rushed right through me. May thirteenth. The date was familiar for a reason. That night, Ivy and Cheyenne had broken into Ivy’s grandmother’s house in Boston and tripped the alarm. That very night Ivy’s grandmother had suffered her stroke and Ivy’s vendetta against Billings had been born.

This was the picture she chose to keep within sight at almost all times? It had to remind her of the worst day of her life. Why would she keep it so close? Why?

Um, because she’s a psycho?

And then, just like that, it hit me. She’d kept it as a constant reminder of why she hated Billings so much. She’d kept it to motivate her in her mission to bring all of us down. Looking at each of the faces in turn, I got chills for a whole new reason.

One committed. Check

One dead. Check.

Noelle was the only one left.

     
CRYPTIC GIRL



“Well, you’ve got me convinced,” Marc said as we headed out of the library together an hour later. He pulled his hat on and lowered it to his brow line. “I’d say Ivy’s a pretty decent suspect.”

I had just shared the entire Ivy/Boston/grandmother/Billings story with him and he had been riveted throughout the telling.

“Glad we’re on the same page,” I replied as I pulled my scarf up to my chin. “But we do still have another person on our list.”

“Astrid Chou,” we said in unison.

All night I had been wanting to ask him why he thought Astrid was a good suspect, but we had been so busy talking about Ivy, I hadn’t had the chance. Now he paused at the bottom of the steps, hugging himself against the cold.

“Yeah, she’s a weird one,” he said as a gust of wind nearly knocked us both off our feet. “Not only do she and Cheyenne have a long history, but no matter what I do, I can’t get anyone to tell me why she was expelled from Barton last year.”

I yanked my hat on as well and concentrated on not letting my teeth chatter. It was beyond bitter out. “What do you mean, no matter what you do?”

Marc shrugged. “Well, I’ve tried talking to at least five people over at Barton and they all tell me her records are sealed. Which means that whatever she did, it was really bad.”

There was a sinking feeling in my gut and my knees started to shake in the cold. “Define really bad.”

“Like, could-be-violent bad,” Marc replied, his tone ominous.

My mind immediately flashed back to a couple of awkward moments I had shared with Astrid recently. Her going through my bag at the last soccer game, her bizarre comment about me trying to take Cheyenne’s place. And then there were all those arguments she and Cheyenne had had at the beginning of the year. Plus she had been really paranoid when she found out about the Billings disc. . . .

“Damn,” I said under my breath as my heart sank even further.

The Billings disc. Why did I have to break that stupid thing? Why had I never made a copy? I would have bet my life that the information we needed about Astrid’s expulsion had been in her file.

“What?” Marc asked, visibly shivering.

“Nothing. I’m just an idiot,” I told him, starting to walk. If I didn’t move soon I was going to turn into a Reed-shaped ice sculpture. “I had this way I could have found out about Astrid, but . . . now I don’t.”

I had already told enough people about the disc’s existence, but at least they had all been in Billings and therefore had a vested interest in said disc. Marc didn’t need to know about it.

“Okay, cryptic,” Marc said, but he didn’t push it any further than that. He walked close to my side, blocking the wind. “What about her friends from Barton? Do you know any of them? Maybe they heard something. I mean, they wouldn’t be the most reliable sources, but it could be a start.”

A realization hit me and I stopped in my tracks so fast Marc tripped forward in surprise. I didn’t know anyone at Barton. But I knew someone who did. Josh Hollis.

“What? What is it?” Marc asked, adjusting his backpack.

I looked west toward the outer buildings. Toward the J.A.M. Building in particular. “I have an idea—someone who might be able to help us,” I said, breathless.

“Who?” Marc asked.

“I’ll let you know if it pans out,” I told him.

Then I turned on my heel and started for the J.A.M. Building. Josh had to be in the studio, working on his final project for his painting class. And if he wasn’t, I was just going to have to track him down elsewhere. Right then, he was my only hope.

“Okay, Cryptic Girl! You do that!” Marc shouted after me.

I didn’t even bother to turn around and respond. I had to focus. Focus on keeping my nervously beating heart inside my chest. I was going to see Josh. And hopefully I was going to clear my friend. That was about all my brain could handle at that moment.

     
BOLLOCKS



A fat drop of rain smacked into my cheek about halfway across the quad. Seconds later, the rain was coming down in earnest, and by the time I slipped into J.A.M.’s well-lit hallway, my hair was soaked through and my teeth were chattering. A couple of girls shot me derisive looks as they opened their Coach umbrellas and ducked out into the rain, but I hardly noticed. My mind was racing at the idea of talking to Josh. But I forced myself to keep moving. I walked over to the studio and opened the door.

There were a few students peppered throughout the room, working busily at easels. They all looked up when I entered. Josh was the only one who didn’t instantly look away.

“Can I talk to you?” I mouthed to him from the doorway. The place was so silent I didn’t want to disturb it any further. Josh dropped his paintbrush and came right over.

“What happened to you? You look like a drowned rat,” he said.

“Let’s go in the hall,” I suggested.

I walked out and dropped my bag on the floor against the far wall of the hallway. Josh leaned back against the opposite one, keeping his distance. Next to him was a large bulletin board papered with information about various clubs and plays and outings. A huge, colorful Holiday Dinner sign was tacked up right in the center, reminding me of how very lame the gift I’d bought him for said dinner was. But that wasn’t the point right now.

“Listen,” I began. “I know you’re going to think I’m insane, and I know you’re probably not in the mood to do me any favors—”

“Is this about Ivy?” Josh said grimly, picking at an old piece of Scotch tape on the frame of the bulletin board.

I tried not to cringe. His question was, after all, called for. The last time we’d spoken I’d told him he didn’t know his girlfriend the way I did, and then I’d fled.

“No. It’s not,” I told him. “You still talk to that Cole guy, right? Astrid’s ex-boyfriend?”

Josh and Cole Roget had hit it off at Cheyenne’s Christmas party the previous year after discovering their mutual love of art, and I knew they had kept in touch via e-mail while Cole was studying in Paris last spring. Josh took a deep breath and stopped picking at the tape, instead tucking his hands behind him against the hallway wall. He looked suddenly uncomfortable. Squirmy.

“Yeah. My brother and I actually met up with him one night in Vienna over the summer. Why?”

I bit my lip and prepared myself for his forthcoming reaction. Lacing my fingers together, I brought my hands up over my chest and held my breath.

“Is there any possible way you could call him and find out if he knows why Astrid was kicked out of Barton?”

Josh looked at me like I was insane. “What?”

“I swear there’s a good reason,” I said in a rush. “You know that I wouldn’t come here and ask you to do this unless there was a good reason. Especially not after the way we left things.”

“No. No way,” Josh said, standing up straight and shaking his head. “What would I even say to him? ‘Hey, I’m calling you out of nowhere to ask why your ex-girlfriend got expelled?’ You’re cracked.”

I moved away from the hallway wall, hazarding a step toward him. “I know. I know it’s insane. But I need to know what happened, and the records are sealed and I think . . .” I looked at him desperately, not sure how he was going to take this. “Trust me. I just . . . need to be sure.”

Josh stared at me, looking me over as if he was trying to figure out what to make of me. As if he’d never seen me before. I tried my best to plead with my eyes. Finally, he tipped his head forward, brought the heels of both hands to his forehead, and let out a kind of groan.

“I already know why she got kicked out,” he said.

I felt as if the doors at the end of the hall had just burst open and the wind had knocked me sideways.

“You know? How?” I asked, my heart pounding anew.

Josh looked up at me through his lashes. One perfect curl had fallen forward over his forehead. Even with all the intrigue, all I wanted to do right then was kiss him.

“Cole told me over the summer,” he admitted, swallowing hard. He crossed his arms over his chest, shoving his hands under his arms and looking off down the hall. Whatever it was Astrid had done, I could tell by his face that it appalled him even to think about it. My throat suddenly went dry. Had Astrid really done something awful?

“What?” I asked, barely audible. “What was it?”

Josh reached back and scratched the back of his neck. His face was turning redder and redder by the second. Whatever he had to say, he really didn’t want to say it.

“Josh,” I prompted.

“Fine! Astrid slept with her history instructor, okay?” he blurted finally, keeping his voice down so the people in the studio wouldn’t hear. “That’s why she got kicked out of Barton.”

My heart completely stopped beating. Astrid and a professor? I immediately envisioned her making out with the dreaded Mr. Barber—our current history teacher—and almost heaved right there on Josh’s boots. But wait. This was good news. Astrid hadn’t hurt anyone.

At that moment, the door at the end of the hallway swung closed with a bang and we both looked up to find Astrid herself standing there in a hot pink rain slicker and matching hat, clutching her big black portfolio. It was blatantly clear from the stunned look on her face that she had just heard exactly what Josh had said.

“Oh, bollocks,” she said. “How did you find out?”

Josh and I both stood up straight, snagged. Astrid slowly trudged over to us, her black and white polka-dotted rain boots squeaking and squealing on the hardwood floor.

“Actually, it doesn’t matter. You’re not going to tell Trey, though, are you?” she asked Josh.

Trey? What did she care what Trey thought?

“Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me,” Josh said, blushing all over again.

“I’m sorry. What am I missing here?” I said.

Astrid took a deep breath and let it out audibly. She whipped her hat off and tousled her short dark hair before looking at me.

“I’ve sort of been seeing Trey since the beginning of term,” she said.

“What?” I blurted. How did I not know this? Josh and Trey were roommates. How had Astrid and I never talked about this? How had Josh and I never talked about this? Especially back when we were together?

“I know. I know. At first I kept it a secret because I didn’t want Cheyenne to find out,” Astrid admitted. “I mean, it’s like breaking the code, isn’t it? You don’t date a friend’s ex, right?”

Apparently not, if Noelle’s reaction to Dash and me was any indication. Josh shuffled his feet uncomfortably.

“Then, after she died, I didn’t want all of you to think I was some backstabbing slut, so I just kept my mouth shut,” Astrid added.

“That was why you didn’t want me to choose Trey off the FYR list!” I blurted. Back when the Billings Girls actually cared about me, they had set up Find Your Rebound to find me an eligible bachelor to help me get over Josh. Noelle had suggested Trey, but Astrid had negged him—supposedly because it would be too weird if I were to date Cheyenne’s ex. “Because then you would have had to tell me what was going on.”

“The FYR list?” Josh asked.

“Long story,” Astrid told him.

I thanked her with my eyes, relieved to avoid having to explain the whole thing.

“But yes, that was why,” Astrid said, shaking some water off her hat onto the floor. “And Trey was the reason I was with Mrs. Naylor when we found Cheyenne that morning. I had been out all night at Trey’s room playing online games with the blokes and she had just caught me sneaking back in. She was going to bust me, but then we found Cheyenne and . . . I suppose she let it slide.”

Astrid looked down at her feet and I glanced over at Josh. The whole thing was just so out of left field, I felt like I needed some kind of confirmation. “Seriously. All three of you were together all night?”

“Yep. Girl’s a gamer. She put me to shame,” Josh admitted with a smile, reaching over to slap Astrid on the back like she was an old poker buddy

“I can’t believe neither of you told me,” I said, stunned.

“It’s my fault,” Astrid said. “I swore Josh to secrecy.”

“So, are we done here?” Josh asked, glancing at me. “Because I have a lot of work to do . . .”

My heart twisted painfully. He was so eager to get away from me. First I’d talked crap about his girlfriend and then I’d made him reveal Astrid’s dirty little secret. What else could I possibly do to push him further away?

“Yeah. We’re done,” I told him. “Thanks, Josh.”

He gave me the stiffest of smiles before retreating back into the studio.

“I really wish you two crazy kids could work it out,” Astrid said, sounding so sincere that it made me want to slaughter myself for ever suspecting her. For ever prying into her private life.

“I know. Me too.”

I leaned back against the cool brick wall behind me and let everything I’d just learned sink in, realizing that all of this added up to a major positive. Astrid was innocent. She had been with Josh and Trey all night, and Naylor had discovered her sneaking in after Cheyenne was already dead.

As of that moment, there was only one suspect left. And her name was Ivy Slade.

Maybe there was still a chance for us two crazy kids—once I got the third wheel carted off to jail.

     
BILLINGS JUNKIE



Sunday, I studied in the library. I studied all day long, from 9 a.m. until well after the sun had gone down. Now that I had only one suspect left, I felt somehow more secure. Like I could take a day off. Take a day off and try to salvage my academic future.

It looked like Ivy had decided to dedicate herself to work for the day as well. She had been hunkered down at a table on the other side of the huge bookcase to my right ever since I had arrived. Every half hour or so, I got up to stretch or go to the bathroom just to make sure she was still there. As long as she was studying, she wasn’t out somewhere plotting against Noelle, or me, or anyone else. She switched study partners throughout the afternoon, allotting Josh a two-hour stint, which was so fun for me, but she almost never left her own chair. Easy girl to stake out.

Finally, it was about two hours after dinner, and I had definitely hit my limit. I had read the same sentence in my history text at least ten times and none of the info had sunk in. It was time to pack it in. But I felt good about my day. I had accomplished a lot. It was quite possible that I could now avoid flunking my finals. A bonus, considering the last thing I needed was to lose my scholarship.

Gathering my things, I stood up and smiled at the other loners who dotted the seats around the table, all hunkered down with their iPods. Not one of them smiled back. Even among the school losers I was persona non grata. But I just let it roll off my back. This had been a good day. I wasn’t going to let anyone get to me. After one last check on Ivy’s position—still taking notes from her English anthology—I headed for the door.

Outside, I pulled my white wool hat down over my forehead and started carefully along the stone path around the quad. Last night the rain had turned to snow, leaving about three inches of pristine white blanket over the grass. The paths, however, had iced over, and even after a daylong battle by the grounds crews, there were still patches of the slick stuff here and there, just waiting to trip up an unsuspecting student. I kept my eyes trained for any speck of black ice.

It wasn’t until I was about ten yards away that I realized I had walked to Billings instead of Pemberly.

I stopped in my tracks, looking up at the tall building that used to be my home, and tears of embarrassment flooded my eyes. How pathetic was I? Pemberly was in the complete opposite direction. Damn my subconscious. Clearly it had a sick sense of humor.

I was about to turn on my heel and rush off before anyone could spot me, when I realized there was music coming from inside. All the lights were on in the foyer and the parlor. Someone on the first floor had cracked a window, and in addition to the music I could hear laughter. Laughter and talking and music.

The Billings Girls were having a party. I saw Portia and Shelby sweep through the foyer, dressed in jewel-toned cocktail dresses and grasping flutes of champagne.

Just walk away, Reed. Don’t do this to yourself.

But I couldn’t help it. I was drawn to Billings like a junkie in need of a fix. I crunched through the untouched snow, ducked behind a tree, and peeked around the trunk. From there I could see through the huge bay window in the parlor, and the smaller windows in the foyer. And what I saw made me abysmally sad.

They were all there. All the Billings Girls. Everyone dressed to the nines. Fires blazed in both fireplaces and a Christmas tree was decorated in reds and silvers in the corner of the parlor. As I watched, Rose passed out presents from under the tree and a tuxedoed waiter offered a tray of hors d’oeuvres. Everyone looked so happy. So peaceful. So warm. And here I was, staring in from the cold, my shoes filled with rapidly melting snow and tears threatening to turn my lashes into icicles.

Memories of the holiday party Cheyenne had thrown last year flooded my mind. That was the first night I had gotten to know her good side. The first night I had really felt connected to all the Billings Girls, not just Noelle, Ariana, and Kiran. Taylor, of course, had left for home by then. But this used to be my life. This revelry, this decadence, this warmth. It should have still been my life.

Suddenly, two girls stepped in front of the parlor window and sat in the wide window seat, their backs to me. My already cold heart instantly froze over. There was a brunette and a blond. The dark hair and the light. The black dress and the blue. Noelle and Ariana. What was she doing here? Why would they—

No. I closed my eyes and shook my head against the blood rushing through my ears. It couldn’t be Ariana. Of course it couldn’t.

I opened my eyes again and the girl turned to the side to speak to Noelle. My heart started beating again. It wasn’t Ariana after all. It was Amberly Carmichael.

But what was she doing, dressing up as Ariana? Was she trying to look like the girl? Because she was succeeding. She was even wearing an aqua scarf—Ariana’s signature accessory. Suddenly I realized that this was why that weird déjà vu had hit me the other day in the conservatory when Amberly had frantically attempted to clean her coat of the latte stains. With her softened look, her straightened hair, her slightly boho clothes, Amberly had slowly started to morph into Ariana.

But why? Why would she want to look like a murderer? Did she think that Noelle would somehow like her more if she emulated the girl’s former best friend? It made no sense.

Suddenly, Amberly turned toward the window and did a double take. She touched Noelle’s arm as if to alert her and I sprang out from behind the tree and ran. I ran straight across the snowy quad, forgoing the icy walkways and cutting my own erratic path through the snow. The last thing I wanted was for Noelle to see me standing out there like some pathetic Oliver Twist–ian waif.

But it wasn’t just that. It was also Amberly. Her transformation had me officially freaked. The girl had to be seriously disturbed if she was purposely trying to emulate a cold-blooded killer.

Maybe, just maybe, Ivy wasn’t the only person on campus worth looking into after all.

     
SIDEKICKS



The freshman girls always gathered in the bathroom on the first floor of the class building after fourth period. They would scurry in there in a loud, giggling, gabbing clump and spend at least fifteen minutes doing God knows what before reemerging and heading off to lunch. The rest of us avoided that bathroom like it was the source of a festering boil plague. Honestly, freshman girls could be really annoying. They all dressed alike, they all sounded alike, they all looked alike. I could hardly wait for a few of them to mature, grow their own personalities, and infuse a little variety into the group.

But on Monday after fourth period, I broke the upperclassman rules. I walked downstairs and straight into the freshman bathroom. Instantly all their shrieking and laugher died down. There were at least ten of them in front of the long mirror, fixing their liquid eyeliner and brushing their super-straight hair, but at my entrance, they had all frozen in place like members of some kind of freak, designer-clad mime show.

“I’m looking for Lara and . . . her friend,” I said.

Just like that, the entire room emptied out. Bliss compacts were tossed into Cole Haan bags. A dozen pairs of nearly identical Stuart Weitzman booties hurried past me out the door. Only two girls remained, looking like they’d just been cornered by a rabid pit bull. Lara and Nameless. Amberly’s two sidekicks. Or former sidekicks. Now that she had ascended to Billings, she was freshman-lackey free. I was hoping to use the fact that she’d kicked the ’kicks to the curb faster than last season’s Jimmy Choos to my advantage.

“Hey, there,” I said, dropping my bag on the counter next to the white marble sinks. “Don’t look so freaked.” I looked at the girl whose name I didn’t know. She was kind of mousy, with dark blond hair that fell straight down her back. No bangs. No defining features. Her brown eyes were wide as she stared at me, and she was gripping the sink behind her for dear life. “What’s your name?”

“Kirsten?” she said timidly.

“Nice name,” I said with a smile, trying to get her to relax.

Her lips curled into a small smile. “Thanks. I like yours too.”

Lara, who was a bit taller and had slightly darker blond hair that also hung straight down her back, smacked Kirsten’s arm with the back of her hand and said something under her breath.

“Listen, I know there are a lot of rumors going around about me, but none of them are true,” I told them, crossing my arms over my chest. “And all I really want to know from you is if you remember the night of Cheyenne’s . . . death.”

I didn’t want to use the word murder. I had a feeling Kirsten might faint if I did and crack her tiny skull open on the sink. And that, in the words of acronym-happy Portia, would be VNG. The two of them looked at each other for a long moment, then turned to me.

“Yeah . . . ,” they said in unison.

“Do you happen to remember what you did that night? And whether or not Amberly was with you?” I asked.

Lara’s brow knit, obviously trying to figure out why I was asking. Kirsten, however, jumped right in.

“Oh, yeah. Amberly was totally with us. Amberly’s always with us,” she said, waving a hand.

“Or she used to be,” Lara said bitterly. She pushed away from the sinks and took a step toward me, eyeing me discerningly. “What’s all this about?”

Okay, so this girl was shrewd. I knew she was on the paper with Constance, so she was probably pulling a Lois Lane here, trying to sniff out my motive and stuff like that. Live the life of an ace reporter as she imagined it.

“I’m helping a friend out with a story,” I said, thinking quickly. “You know Marc Alberro, right?”

Lara relaxed. “Marc? Yeah, I know him.”

“Well, he’s doing an in-depth piece on where various people of interest were that night, so I told him I’d help out with the interviews,” I said quickly. I glanced at Kirsten and away from Lara’s prying eyes. “So you guys were all together.”

“Yeah. That was the night we tried out that new workout DVD, remember?” Kirsten said, turning as she yanked a lip gloss out of her bag. She looked at Lara in the mirror. “Some kind of Pilates fusion thing? Our abs hurt for days. And then, in the middle of the night, Amberly knocked over that bottle of water we left out and it woke us all up and you threw your Build-A-Bear at her? Remember?”

“Kirsten!” Lara said through her teeth. She looked at me and blushed. “I do not have a Build-A-Bear.”

I stifled a laugh as Lara’s skin tone deepened. “So Amberly knocked over a water bottle in the middle of the night,” I said. “Coming back from the bathroom, or . . .?”

“Yep,” Lara said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Coming back from the bathroom.”

“No! She went out, remember?” Kirsten said in a scolding tone as she finished glossing her lips. “She disappeared for, like, hours and then snuck back into the room at, like, the ass crack of dawn?” she said, narrowing her eyes as she tried to recall. She lifted a desperate hand in Lara’s direction. “I can’t believe you don’t remember this. You were so mad!”

My heart skipped a beat as I took this information in. Disappeared for hours? And Lara was trying to cover it up? Did that mean that Amberly went somewhere she shouldn’t have gone? Did she have time to—

“It wasn’t dawn, Kirsten, it was more like two a.m.,” Lara corrected her friend. “I remember that because it was still totally dark out and we had to turn the light on to clean up the spill.”

Two a.m. Cheyenne had still been alive at 2 a.m. She hadn’t even gotten back to Billings from the headmaster’s office until almost one thirty, and then we’d had our fight. And I remember some paramedic saying the estimated time of death was more like 4 a.m. Which would mean Amberly was tucked back in her bed when Cheyenne died. Unless, of course, Lara was wrong—or lying. In any case, where Amberly had gone in the middle of the night was a mystery.

“You’re sure it was two a.m.,” I said, looking at both of them.

“Positive,” Lara said. “Kirsten likes to overexaggerate.”

“She’s right. I do,” Kirsten said with a giggle.

“Well, thanks, girls.” I shouldered my bag and tucked my hair behind my ear. “That’s all I need to know.” I paused before striding out the door. “Say hi to your bear for me,” I threw over my shoulder.

I smiled as I walked out the door, even though I’d just proven that bitchy blond upstart innocent. These days, I had to find the fun where I could get it.

     
A TASTE



Tuesday at lunch I sat with Diana, Shane, and Sonal as they quizzed one another on French vocab words they would need to know for their final. Since I wasn’t taking French, I was able to tune them out and stare off into space. Which basically meant I was staring at the Billings table.

Noelle and Amberly sat across from each other at the first seats near the aisle. Noelle in her usual chair, Amberly in my old seat—which was also Ariana’s old seat. Her hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and she wore a pressed white shirt under an aqua-colored, cable-knit sweater vest and a gray skirt, plus a light blue scarf. When I squinted, she looked exactly like Ariana. Was I the only person around here who had noticed her transformation? Was I the only one who was totally creeped out by it?

“Have you guys noticed anything different about Amberly lately?” I asked my tablemates, interrupting the vocab round-robin.

“You mean like the fact that she’s gone from sniveling bitch to bossy bitch in less than a week?” Shane replied, taking a bite of her ham sandwich. “Has to be a record, even for Easton.”

Diana and Shane giggled. Sonal covered her mouth with her hand to keep from spitting her chicken salad everywhere.

“Well, that and . . . isn’t she kind of dressing differently?” I asked.

They all leaned in to see the Billings table better. After a moment Diana shrugged. “Still preppy and peppy,” she said. “I swear that girl has at least one cable-knit sweater in every color in the universe.”

“I thought Seattle girls were supposed to be more, like, earthy,” Sonal commented, tossing her long black hair behind her shoulder as she sucked at her teeth.

“Apparently Amberly didn’t get the memo,” Shane replied.

“But she doesn’t look like she’s trying to emulate anyone else?” I prodded.

They glanced over again. “Laura Bush?” Shane suggested.

Then they all cracked up laughing and got back to their work. So much for that. Maybe it was just because I had known Ariana better than they had. Or maybe I was just trying to see something that wasn’t there. And there was always the chance that I was getting a tad obsessed with this whole Cheyenne murder thing.

I was about to return to my lunch when Kiran’s ex—Dreck Boy James—walked by Noelle with his tray of food. She said something to him as he passed—something I couldn’t hear, but which cracked up the other girls at the table. James paused for a moment, turning beet red. For a second I thought he was going to say something back, and I willed him to do it. To just stand up for himself. But instead he ducked his head and kept walking.

Noelle smiled happily to herself as she sipped her water, and suddenly all those feelings from that awful day last year came flooding back. The terrified look on Kiran’s face when Noelle had told her they knew who she was dating. How Noelle had basically blackmailed her into breaking up with James. How atrocious and nauseated I had felt when I had been the one forced to do it. As much as I had grown to love Noelle, I wished that just once she could get a taste of how she made other people feel. Just once I wished someone would blackmail her or make her feel less than worthy.

At that moment I so wished I hadn’t destroyed that Billings disc. It would have been such perfect blackmail material. If I still had it, I could use it to get her to listen to me. Get her to finally hear my side. Maybe even get myself back into Billings. Damn my temper. Why did I have to go and crack the thing in half without thinking ahead to—

And then, just like that, an intense wave of heat overcame me. Just like that, epiphany. I could have made a copy of the disc. I hadn’t, of course, but I could have. All I had to do was make Noelle believe that I still had the information and the upper hand was mine. For the first time since she had booted me from Billings, I felt an exhilarating thrill of possibility. For the first time I could taste my comeback.

     
NO SALE



I knew I would have to put my Noelle plan into action ASAP, before I lost my nerve. The only problem was, the girl never went anywhere alone. If I had any shot of getting her to listen to me, she was going to have to be solo, because when other people were around she wouldn’t be able to give me an inch. That would be perceived as a weakness, and she couldn’t have that.

So that night I called Sabine and asked her to keep an eye on Noelle for me. If the girl did happen to leave Billings on her own for any reason, Sabine was to call me. Much to my surprise, Sabine didn’t even ask me why I needed this info. She probably just assumed I was going to try to beg my way back into Billings. Right end game, wrong method.

The call came in the next morning. Early. My heart was in my throat as I fumbled to answer my phone, unaccustomed to sudden blasts of music at such an ungodly hour.

“Hello?” I said, breathless, trying to shake the sleep from my head.

“Noelle and Amberly just left for Coffee Carma. They’re meeting up with their party planner to visualize decorations for the pre-Kiran thing before Coffee Carma gets crowded,” Sabine whispered to me. “I know she’s not alone, but it’s close. It might be your only chance.”

“Thanks, Sabine,” I said, tossing the covers aside.

“Good luck,” she replied just before I turned off the phone.

I dressed quickly, throwing on a black turtleneck sweater and pulling my hair back into a ponytail. In the bathroom I threw some cold water on my face and looked at my reflection. I looked tired and pasty, but I was just going to have to make the best of it. I grabbed my Chloé bag and my books and raced from the dorm.

The campus was cold, gray, and mostly deserted, the once pristine snow now decimated by a thousand muddy footprints. I passed by Mr. Cross on his morning stroll and slipped into Mitchell Hall. My heart bounced around in my chest as I approached the conservatory and I took a deep breath, endeavoring to compose myself. Noelle could not see me looking anxious or tentative. I had to appear in control. Confident.

“I’m thinking color. Lots of garish, over-the-top color,” Noelle was saying as I entered the room. Her voice echoed in the high-ceilinged space as Amberly and the party planner followed her along the window wall. She wore a black knit dress, black tights, and black boots, while Amberly wore a very similar outfit, but in white. With the blue scarf, of course. “I’m sick of white twinkle lights. Enough already. Let’s get hot pink and red and purple. Let’s make it a sultry, glam Christmas thing.”

“Brilliant,” the party planner said, making a note on her clipboard. She was a tall, lithe woman with shorn red hair and tiny square glasses. Her kelly-green wide-leg pants were beyond trendy, and they made her waist look like it had the same circumference as a soda can. “Simply brilliant.”

“Everyone’s just going to die,” Amberly gushed.

Noelle shot her a brief look of scorn, and I knew exactly what she was thinking—so gauche. Hadn’t someone already died? So apparently, Amberly wasn’t totally perfect in Noelle’s eyes. The thought awoke a warm, fuzzy feeling in my chest.

At the Coffee Carma counter someone fired up the foam maker and the noise caught the threesome’s attention. They all turned and spotted me hovering.

“Oh, look,” Noelle said, looking down her nose at me. “It’s my stalker.”

The party planner’s eyes widened in alarm. Her trembling hand went right to the oversize beaded necklace at her throat. Clearly Easton’s reputation as the murder capital of the private school world had gotten around. And I guess I did look a little wild-eyed, considering what I was about to do.

“Seriously, Reed. It’s getting a tad pathetic,” Amberly added with a sniff. “And if you’re looking for an invite, keep looking.”

Noelle and Amberly both laughed and turned back to the window. The party planner followed suit, pointing out the challenges of the floor-to-ceiling windows and listing a few ideas of how to deal with them.

“Noelle, enough is enough. I need to talk to you,” I said, my voice strong and clear as a bell in the wide room. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

Noelle tsked and slung her thick hair over her shoulder. “So dramatic.”

That was it. I walked right over to her, grabbed her arm, and forcibly pulled her away from the others.

“What are you doing?” Amberly blurted.

Noelle actually tripped sideways, taken off guard by the physical attack. But the moment she composed herself she pulled away, smoothing the front of her knee-length dress.

“You did not just touch me,” she said.

“I’m sorry, but I had to get your attention,” I told her under my breath. “Have you even read any of my e-mails?”

Amberly had almost reached us, but Noelle held up a hand, stopping her in her tracks. The girl looked confused for a moment, unsure of what to do, before she sullenly returned to the party planner.

“Uh, no,” Noelle replied. “Those little missives have been directed straight to the recycle bin.”

I pressed my lips together, frustrated. “You shouldn’t have done that. I—”

“Miss Lange? Everything all right over there?” the party planner asked.

“Fine,” Noelle replied, lifting a hand. “This won’t take long. Why don’t you two talk Christmas trees? I’m thinking faux, faux, faux. Maybe something in feathers.” She looked at me again, her brown eyes bored. “Go ahead. What could possibly be so very important?”

“I think Ivy killed Cheyenne,” I told her, my pulse quickening. “In fact, I’m about ninety-nine percent sure she did it. And I think she’s going to come after you next.”

Or me, I thought, dread radiating through my stomach as I recalled the pills and the defaced photo of myself and Cheyenne. But there was no reason to bring my own peril into this conversation. In order for me to keep Noelle’s attention, this had to be about Noelle.

Unfortunately, all she did was let out an incredulous laugh that filled the room. “Ivy Slade? That girl does not have the balls. Nice try, Glass-Licker, but no sale.”

She started to turn away from me. Classic Noelle egotism. Didn’t she get that she was in danger?

“Okay. Let me rephrase,” I said, putting on my best condescending tone—one I had learned from Noelle herself. One I knew she would respond to. “What if I told you she’s still pissed about how you, Cheyenne, and Ariana left her alone at her grandmother’s her sophomore year?”

Noelle whipped around to face me again. I’d never seen her react so automatically, so fiercely. Normally she took a moment to pause, consider, and collect herself before reacting to anything.

“What do you know about that?” she asked, going pale.

I allowed myself a moment of triumph. Finally I’d done it. I’d actually gotten her to feel that paranoid uncertainty that she made others feel every single day. She didn’t appear to enjoy it any more than the rest of us did. And I wasn’t even close to finished.

“I know everything,” I said, lowering my voice and taking a step closer. “Including the fact that Ivy blames you, Ariana, and Cheyenne for her grandmother’s stroke—and death.”

Noelle blinked, her eyes filling with something that looked a lot like fear. I was getting to her. She was finally, finally listening to me.

“Don’t you think it’s all a little suspect?” I asked. “Ivy comes back to school this year and Cheyenne ends up murdered within a month? Ariana’s in an institution, so she can’t get to her, but you . . . you’re right here. You’re next.”

“Why are you doing this?” Noelle asked, her voice strong but her eyes uncertain. “Why are you trying to scare me?”

“I’m not,” I told her. “I’m trying to warn you. I’m trying to protect you.”

Noelle looked me in the eye and for a split second, I could see her start to cave. Start to realize that I was still her friend. That we needed each other. That one stupid night with one stupid guy should not get in the way of all that. But then, out of nowhere, her face turned to stone.

“And don’t tell me. You feel you need to be living in Billings to properly protect me, right?” She let out a short, incredulous laugh. “You’re really grasping at straws here, Reed. And desperation, by the way, is not becoming.”

“Noelle—”

“I don’t need your protection, Glass-Licker. I don’t need anything from you,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “You know what I think? I think you must have way too much time on your hands over at Pemberly if you’re making up stories like this. Way too much time.”

Her smile was mocking. She knew I had been watching her through the window on Sunday night. She knew just how pathetic and lonely I was.

“I’m not making this up,” I said, needing her to understand. “I’m worried about you.”

“Well, thanks for the tip,” she replied blithely. “I’ll make sure to keep an eye out for a wannabe loser wielding pills.”

She turned to go again and I knew what I had to do. I didn’t want to, but I had to. It was blackmail time.

“You’re wrong,” I said to her. “You do need me.”

Her shoulders slumped dramatically as she turned to me once more. “Oh, really? And why’s that? Are you going to teach me all about the ins and outs of NASCAR?”

“A dig at my Middle America upbringing. How original,” I said sarcastically. I pulled the Chloé bag out from behind my book bag and dropped it on one of the small Coffee Carma tables. “Remember the disc that came with this?”

Noelle hesitated. This time I knew I had her. She had not been expecting this.

“Yes,” she said slowly. “I believe you destroyed it right in front of my face.”

I stared straight into her eyes and just prayed she wouldn’t be able to tell that what I was about to say was a complete lie.

“I made a copy. How stupid do you think I am?” I said.

Inside I knew exactly how stupid I was, but she didn’t need to know that. She studied my face, and I made sure not to blink.

“I still have it, Noelle,” I said. “I can zap that information to the entire school, to the entire Easton community—alumni and parents included—at any time. Everything there is to know about you and all my Billings sisters. Out there for all the world to read and enjoy.”

Noelle’s expression was baffled, incredulous. I had her. I so, so had her.

“Are you trying to blackmail me?” she said merrily. “That is so cute!”

Okay. So maybe I didn’t have her.

Her dig got right under my skin. I was losing control of this thing. Losing big time. But I wasn’t about to give up just yet.

“Let me back in Billings, Noelle,” I said under my breath. “Let me back in or I’ll do it. I’ll e-mail all the files to everyone we know.”

Noelle narrowed her brown eyes. “Go ahead,” she said. “There’s nothing on there that I’m ashamed of. And as for the others, if they have skeletons, that’s their problem. Go ahead and send it. The aftermath might actually be fun.”

“So you’re saying you’d rather have all your housemates and friends humiliated—in some cases devastated—than let me back in,” I said, disbelieving.

Noelle smiled ever so slowly, causing my heart to drop to my toes.

“Yes, Reed. That is exactly what I’m saying.”

     
MINI ARIANA



I was getting nowhere. With Noelle, with Josh, with my schoolwork. That night I sat at a table on the first floor of the library, staring straight ahead at the spines of the books on the opposite shelf. Didn’t even try to pretend I was studying. There was no way I could concentrate.

Noelle was never going to let me back into Billings. Josh was never going to let me back into his life. And no one other than Marc would believe what I knew to be true about Ivy. I might as well just flunk out of school. What could possibly be the point of staying here anyway?

“Hi, Reed.”

Sabine slipped into the chair across from mine and glanced at my textbook. “English? Good. I’m so behind in English. Want to work together?”

I looked at her eager face, her hair pulled back in a thick French braid, and sighed. “Sure. But I need to refuel. I’m just going to go get some chocolate.” I grabbed my wallet from my bag and stood up. “You want anything?”

“No, thanks,” Sabine said cheerily. So cheerily I was starting to wonder if she thought she could raise my mood by osmosis. So far, not working. But I applauded her effort.

I walked along the wall to the little alcove where the vending machines were housed and waited while a pock-faced boy selected his candy bar of choice. When he turned and saw me, he started visibly then slid away from me like I was on fire. I shook my head and started to feed my coins into the machine. People really were just so juvenile.

“Hello, Glass-Licker.”

Amberly Carmichael strode into the alcove and leaned one shoulder up against the vending machine, so close I could smell the minty freshness of her breath. She wore a pristine white sweater coat with a faux fur collar and that aqua blue scarf around her neck. Her blue eyes narrowed as she stared me down. Even up close, her resemblance to Ariana was enough to chill my bones.

“You don’t get to call me that,” I said through my teeth.

“Actually, I think I can call you whatever I want,” she said. “You’ve become that insignificant. It would be sad, really, if you didn’t deserve it.”

I simply stared at her. I was so stunned by her audacity, I couldn’t even begin to address it.

“Listen, Reed.” She said my name as if its four letters polluted her mouth. “I heard everything you said to Noelle this morning. You should really work on your blackmail voice,” she said, lowering her own voice to a near whisper. “I know about the disc. And if you think for one second that I am going to let you make any of that information public, you are sorely mistaken.”

Laughter bubbled from my lips. “Oh, am I?”

A cold, angry look flashed across Amberly’s face and my heart halted. Ariana. So Ariana. “I would do anything to protect my Billings sisters.”

Even as my mind drew the disturbing comparisons between this nut job and the other, I had to laugh again. I couldn’t help it. Whatever airs she was trying to put on, whoever she was trying to morph into, this little upstart had been in Billings for a few days. I had been there for over a year. Those girls were more my sisters than they would ever be hers.

“I’m glad you think this is so hilarious,” Amberly said, putting her hands behind her back. “But I want that disc, and if you don’t get it to me by tomorrow evening, you are going to be very sorry.”

I could just imagine what amounted to consequences in Amberly’s world. “What’re you going to do? Throw a Build-A-Bear at my head like your little friend did to you?”

For a split second the old, wide-eyed Amberly was back. Clearly she was caught off guard by my insight into her personal life. Noelle would have been so proud of me. If she’d been at all inclined to feel for me anymore.

“Gee, Amberly, thanks for the warning,” I said, seizing my moment. “I’ll be sure to keep an eye out for flying stuffed animals.”

I started to walk away, feeling rather good about myself, but her hand shot out and grasped my arm.

“The bill,” she said, holding a yellow slip of paper up in front of my face. “For the dry cleaning.”

Bitch. Bitch, bitch, bitch.

“You can give me the money tomorrow when you give me the disc,” she said with a smirk.

She sidled out of the alcove just as Sabine walked in. Sabine looked at me, clearly sensing the thick tension in the air.

“Hi, Sabine,” Amberly said brightly as she passed her roommate by.

“Hi,” Sabine replied hesitantly. “What was that about?” she asked me the moment Amberly was gone. She glanced at the dry-cleaning slip in my hand.

“Her bill,” I said, holding it up. “For the dry cleaning.”

The thin paper trembled in my hand. I was bubbling with anger.

“No. I thought she was kidding,” Sabine said, incredulous. “You’re not going to pay it, are you?”

“Um, no,” I replied, crumpling the receipt and shoving it into the pocket of my jeans. “I really don’t like that girl.”

“Join the club,” Sabine said, slipping by me to feed some cash into the candy machine. “I decided I needed some chocolate after all. What do you want?”

“Nothing, thanks,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I’m good.”

Chocolate was no longer needed. The adrenaline rush should keep me going for at least an hour. And if I never saw mini Ariana again, it would be way too soon.

     
DÉJÀ VOMIT



I trudged back to my room later that night, my body weary, my eyes at half-mast. I had stayed at the library far longer than I had intended, and I could still feel the hard, uncomfortable library chair pressing into the small of my back. My brain hurt from the number of literary characters and motives and plots Sabine and I had re-crammed in there, and my fingers had atrophied from taking notes. The good news was, I was so tired, I would probably pass out in about five minutes. There would be no lying awake staring at the ceiling and letting the cold, suffocating blanket of loneliness overcome me. No obsessing about my tiny single and everything it represented. No fretting about pills and X’d-out photos and other morbid gifties.

But then, in the dimly lit, carpeted Pemberly hallway, about five steps away from my room, a familiar scent tingled my nostrils. I froze. My heart seized with fear and I tried to breathe through my mouth, but it was no good. The smell was so strong I could taste it.

Cheyenne’s perfume. The sickly sweet floral scent of Fleur. It filled my senses. Someone had sprayed it all over the hall.

No. No, not again. Not again. Of all the presents my stalker had left me, this was always the most haunting, the most visceral, the most . . . Cheyenne.

I stared at the closed door of my room. Someone on the floor was listening to Bach at top volume. My head started to pound along with the racing tempo.

Run. Just run. Don’t go in there. Nothing good can come of going in there.

But where else did I have to go?

Trembling from head to foot, I stepped over to my door. Placed my hand around the cold doorknob. I closed my eyes and said a quick prayer. That I was just imagining things. That my room would be exactly as I had left it. And then I pushed the door open and flipped the light on in one quick motion.

One look at what lay before me and I staggered backward. My vision blurred and I had to brace my hands on my knees to keep from buckling over.

“No.” The word escaped my lips. “No, no, no.”

Somewhere on the floor a door slammed. Startled, I clung to the cold metal of the doorjamb and pressed my hot face against it, my eyes wildly scanning my room. Why was this happening to me? Why?

My bed had been stripped, the comforter balled up on the floor, the pillows uncased and tossed at the foot of the bed. The sheets trailed across the floor. Crushed into the throw rug in the center of the room—the brand-new, cheery throw rug Sabine had given me—were dozens and dozens of blush beads. Pink and brown powder everywhere.

I started to hyperventilate, breathing in the scent of Cheyenne’s perfume until it started to poison my brain. Cheyenne. She had done this to me that first day of chores last year. That day I had been woken from my bed in Billings and forced to do whatever the residents asked of me. Cheyenne had told me she liked her pillows fluffed, her sheets tight. And when I had talked back to her, she had crushed an entire pot of blush beads into her white and green flowered rug. She’d demanded I clean it up.

Suddenly, my dinner decided to make a reappearance. I turned away from my room and fled for the bathroom. I dropped my book bag in the hallway and clawed off my coat. My knees hit the hard tile in the first stall just in time. Everything I had eaten in the past five hours came right back up. Tears streamed from my eyes as I retched. Luckily the bathroom was empty. Thank goodness for small favors.

Finally, I sat back on my butt and flushed the toilet. I wiped my hand across my mouth and nose and dried my tears, shaking uncontrollably. My temples were pounding, my vision blurred.

My stalker had sunk to a new low. That had been one of the worst mornings of my life, and my first real introduction to Cheyenne. Seeing those blush beads brought her back to me more vividly than any of the other pranks and plants I had endured—even more than the perfume. Whoever was doing this really was trying to drive me crazy.

And maybe they were succeeding. A girl could only take so much.

I pressed my palms into the cool tile at my sides and pushed myself up. I cleared my throat as I stepped tentatively from the stall and around the partial wall that separated the toilets from the sinks and showers. There I found out I was not, in fact, alone. Ivy stood at one of the sinks, smiling happily at me.

“Okay, that was disgusting,” she said to me, shouldering her bag. “Bulimia is so last century, Reed. Next time you want to toss your cookies, do it in the privacy of your own room. That’s what plastic trash cans are for.”

Then she turned and sailed out of the room, her nose in the air. I stared at myself in the mirror above the sink, my eyes rimmed in red, my nose all puffed up. And just like that I felt another wave of nausea. Because Ivy could not have pulled off this particular prank. She hadn’t even been here last year. There was no way she could have known about my first chore day. No way she could have known what Cheyenne had done to me. I gripped the sides of the sink and stared into my own terrified eyes.

All this time I had been so sure that it was Ivy. But the only people who knew about what had happened that morning were Billings Girls.

     
THE ENEMY



After scrubbing the rug in the sink, remaking the bed, and cracking open my window to clear the smell (which took all my strength and about twenty minutes of struggling against years of paint buildup), I finally crawled into bed. Then I lay there wide awake, shivering against the cold streaming through the screen, petrified to close my eyes.

If not Ivy, then who? If not Ivy, then who? Who would want to torture me like this? I had plenty of enemies now, sure, but when all of this had started, there’d been no one. No one but Ivy, who hated everyone in Billings. Or Ariana, of course, but she was locked up somewhere. If it wasn’t Ivy, then I was at a loss. If it wasn’t her, then it could be anyone.

If only I could talk to Noelle. She would know what to do. She would know exactly how to sniff out my stalker, how to catch the person in the act or smoke them out or something. At the very least she could talk me down. Make me feel better about the situation. Make me feel above it all. Make me feel safe.

But that was never going to happen. Noelle was never going to forgive me. I was on my own.

As I stared at the swirls in the crumbly stucco ceiling, a thousand thoughts whirled in my head, but one kept squirming its way to the forefront.

I had to win Noelle back. She was the key to putting an end to all of this. She was the key to winning back my life. I wished I had told her about the stalking from the beginning, but I had been too proud. Too afraid to let her know there was a chink in my armor. And look where that attitude had gotten me.

I should have been in my comfy bed in Billings right then, snoozing my cares away. I should have been the one throwing parties with Noelle and shopping for extravagant gifts and planning my Christmas vacation to St. Bart’s.

Instead I was lying in my tiny room all alone, with Josh’s lame-ass Christmas gift leaning up against the far wall, listening to Ivy as she giggled on the phone, while I was stuck looking forward to yet another gray holiday in dreary Croton, Pennsylvania. And, oh, yeah, I was potentially living next door to a killer. The same girl who was, right now, flirting with the love of my life right on the other side of this crappy wall. The same girl who was potentially plotting my former best friend’s murder.

At least as long as she was in there flirting, she wasn’t out there killing anybody. I supposed there was always a bright side.

I rolled over onto my side and groaned, balling the sheet up in my hand. How could I get Noelle’s attention? How could I get her to take me seriously again? How could I make it all up to her? Everything hinged on that. If I could only get back in with Noelle, I could not only have my life back, but I could protect—even save—hers.

I had to do something. But what? How could I show Noelle how much she meant to me? Thanks to me and my seven minutes in heaven with Dash, she had been publicly humiliated. How did a person make up for that?

Suddenly, I sat up straight in bed, so excited I almost choked on my own breath. The answer was so obvious, so blatantly obvious, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it before.

I threw my covers aside and jumped out of bed to power up my computer. I finally had a plan. And this was going to work. It had to.

     
ROSE AND IVY



Thursday morning I was exhausted and foggy and out of it. Even after my Noelle epiphany, I hadn’t been able to do anything but obsess all night long. I couldn’t even fathom making small talk, so at breakfast I decided to sit alone. I dragged my butt over to one of the smaller tables near the wall of the cafeteria and dropped into a cold chair. Supporting my head on my hand, I poked at my Cheerios, shoving them down into the milk until each one was so soggy I didn’t want to eat it at all. My eyes hurt. The skin around my eyes hurt. Even my scalp hurt. I had never been so tired, so frustrated, so scared in my life.

All I could do was hope that my plan for Noelle would work. All I could do was hope that the stalker wouldn’t attack again before I won her back. Because I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take.

What would I do if it didn’t work? Who would I turn to then?

A familiar laugh caught my attention and I looked over at the Billings table. There was Noelle, her head thrown back in laughter, looking fresh-faced and gorgeous and carefree. Didn’t she see how miserable I was? Didn’t she care at all?

Then Sabine stepped up to my table, blocking my view.

“Hey,” she said tentatively. “Do you mind if I sit?”

“You probably shouldn’t,” I told her flatly. “Noelle will make your life a living hell.”

“I don’t care.”

Sabine set her tray down and smoothed her brown tweed pencil skirt underneath her as she sat. She slid her linen napkin out and unfolded it on her lap.

“You’re my friend, and if Noelle doesn’t like it, c’est la vie,” she said.

I was so touched, my eyes filled with tears. Sabine was the only real friend I had left. Even Constance only spoke to me when there was no chance of her being caught. Not that I didn’t understand. Constance was, after all, terrified of Noelle. As I had been last year. But that just made Sabine’s sacrifice all the more special. Now I needed both hands to hold my head up.

“Reed? What is it? Are you all right?” Sabine asked, concerned.

“No. I’m not,” I said, staring down at my cereal bowl. My voice was thick with unshed tears. “It’s happening again.”

One hot tear escaped the corner of my eye and I let it run right down the side of my nose and plop onto my tray. I was so tired. So, so, so tired.

“What?” Sabine asked, breathless. She leaned into the table. “What’s happening again? Reed, you’re scaring me.”

Don’t do it. Don’t tell. You’ve kept the secret so long—why tell now?

Because I’m exhausted. Because I need help. Because everyone already thinks I’m crazy anyway.

I looked up at Sabine. Her green eyes were wide with worry. She was clearly the only person who cared about me around here. The very thought was so overwhelming, I caved like a paper tent.

“Someone’s stalking me,” I whispered, my face hot with shame.

“What?” Sabine gasped under her breath. She balled her napkin up in her hands and twisted. “What do you mean?”

“For the past couple of months, someone has been leaving things for me to find . . . things related to Cheyenne,” I said in a rush. I couldn’t believe I was finally letting this out, but it actually felt kind of good to share it with someone—freeing. “They were in our room. They left black balls in my drawer and Cheyenne’s clothes in my closet, and they planted that perfume in my bag the day of the fund-raiser, and they sent me these e-mails as if they were from Cheyenne. Hundreds and hundreds of e-mails. I think they even fished that photo of me and Cheyenne out of my bottom drawer and pinned it to my bulletin board that time . . . remember?”

Sabine bit her lip. “Which picture?”

I was so frustrated I dropped both hands on the table, which caused a clatter of silverware and dishes. “Forget it. It’s not important. But whoever it is has gotten really crazy since I moved into Pemberly.” I looked around to make sure no one was in hearing distance, then lowered my voice just to be sure. “They left me those pills. The same ones Cheyenne used to kill herself. Or, well, I mean, the same ones the murderer used to kill her, I guess.”

Sabine gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. “What?”

“Yeah. And that photo of me and Cheyenne, well, they pulled it out again, but this time they X’d out the faces. And last night they destroyed my room. Left the bed unmade and did this other stuff that Cheyenne once did to me. . . .” I stopped, gasping for air. Someone at a nearby table laughed, and a glass broke on the other side of the room, drawing a quick round of applause—reminding me of where I was. For a moment I think I’d been so focused on my story, I’d forgotten. “Sabine, I don’t even want to go back to my room.”

For a long moment Sabine said nothing. She sat back in her chair, rock still, and stared down at the table, clearly trying to process everything I’d said.

“I can’t believe this,” she said finally. “Why did you not tell me this before? This person sounds dangerous.”

“I didn’t want you to think I was crazy,” I admitted, toying with my water glass. “I thought I could handle it on my own. Or I thought it would go away. But it hasn’t. It’s only gotten worse.”

Sabine pushed her tray forward and folded her arms in front of it. “And you have no idea who it is?”

“No,” I said miserably. “I thought I did, but . . .”

Sabine folded her napkin back over her lap. She pushed a stray strand of dark hair behind her ear and looked straight at me.

“This may sound weird,” Sabine said tentatively. “But have you considered Ivy?”

I had felt as if I had been spinning and spinning and spinning in place and someone had just held out a hand to stop me. As if the whole world had just snapped back into focus. Finally.

“Why? Do you know something?” I asked.

Sabine glanced over her shoulder before leaning in even farther. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but I saw Ivy inside Billings the morning of the fund-raiser.”

All the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. “Inside? How?”

“I think . . . I think she was visiting Rose. At least, she was coming out of Rose’s room,” Sabine admitted. “I figured they were old friends so it didn’t seem that strange to me, but now . . . it’s kind of a big coincidence, no? She could have left Cheyenne’s perfume for you that day.”

My mind reeled and a cold shudder passed through me, making me cling to my cardigan sweater. Rose. Could Rose have been letting Ivy into Billings all that time? Could she have been helping Ivy torture me? She was the only other person who had been in the room when Cheyenne had pulled her blush bead act. It all made perfect sense. And I knew she was still friendly with Ivy. She and Portia were the ones who had floated the idea of re-extending Ivy’s invite to Billings at the beginning of the year. Maybe she had been trying to bring Ivy and Cheyenne back together. Smooth everything over. That was totally her style.

But then why would sweet little Rose want to stalk me? She had been Cheyenne’s best friend. Did she really think I had pushed Cheyenne over the edge? Was she punishing me? Did she blame me for Cheyenne’s expulsion?

“Where is she?” I said, glancing over at the Billings table. “I have to talk to her.”

“Rose? You didn’t hear?” Sabine said, stabbing at a chunk of melon with her fork.

“Hear what?” I asked, my throat closing.

“She went home yesterday morning,” Sabine replied. “She has mono or something, so they sent her home so she wouldn’t spread it.”

“Mono?” I repeated. That seemed a tad convenient. Right when I was onto a breakthrough, the girl who could sort it all out had fled campus? My pulse raced through my veins like a brakeless freight train. It was all too big of a coincidence. It had to be Rose and Ivy. It had to be.

But why?

“You should go to the police,” Sabine said, her eyes serious. “I mean it, Reed. If someone is stalking you, that’s a serious crime, no?”

I scoffed. “They won’t listen to me. I’ve already asked them to investigate Ivy and they won’t bother. I need to get some concrete evidence.”

“Well, did you take pictures of the damage to your room?” Sabine asked. “Show them that.”

My face burned in embarrassment. It hadn’t even occurred to me to take pictures. I had been too busy freaking out and trying to clean it up so that I wouldn’t have to look at it anymore.

“No. No pictures,” I said.

“Oh.” Sabine chewed slowly. “Well then, next time . . . I mean, if there is a next time,” she said comfortingly, “make sure you get pictures.”

“I will.”

I folded my arms on the table and rested my chin atop them, realizing I actually felt relieved. Just like that, I could put Ivy back at the top of my list. I no longer had to figure out a whole new list of stalker suspects. I wouldn’t have to look over my shoulder every second—only when Ivy was around.

Another laugh from the Billings table caught our attention. Sabine rolled her eyes as she took another bite of melon.

“I am so sick of that Amberly girl,” she said.

“Tell me about it,” I replied, happy for the change of subject. Something to distract me. “I’ll bet she sucks as a roommate.”

“I hardly know,” Sabine replied. “She’s in Noelle’s room twenty-four-seven. They’re fused at the hip. All they do is talk about their travel plans for Christmas. Noelle even gave Amberly a vintage Louis Vuitton travel trunk. Portia said it’s worth more than Noelle’s car.”

I could practically feel my skin turning green. It was weird even to think about Portia and Sabine hanging around Billings, discussing such things. Weird to think that normal Billings life was going on without me.

“I don’t understand what Noelle sees in her,” I said through my teeth. “Would you believe the little twit tried to blackmail me?”

“No! How?” Sabine asked.

“Remember the other night at the library when you walked in on us by the vending machines?” I said.

Sabine nodded, obviously intrigued, her fork suspended over her fruit salad.

“She basically told me she wanted me to give her that Billings disc or else,” I said, rolling my eyes.

Sabine’s face slackened slightly. “But you destroyed that disc.”

“I know, but I told Noelle I still had a copy,” I replied, blushing slightly as I recalled my own lame attempt at blackmail.

“Oh. But you don’t?” Sabine asked, pushing her food around now.

“No. I was just trying to get Noelle’s attention,” I said with a sigh, folding my arms on the table. “Anyway, Amberly went all Sopranos about it. Like she was willing to do anything to protect her own.”

“Well, it’s a good thing she can’t get her hands on that information,” Sabine said, laying her fork down finally. “It would not be good for anyone if that got out.”

“I know. I kind of have a feeling that, no matter what she says, our privacy would not be her first priority,” I added, glancing over at Amberly as she held out her hand to show her manicured nails to Lorna.

“A ditzy little upstart like her? Definitely not,” Sabine agreed, following my gaze.

“Well, whatever. I’m kind of dying to see what her version of ‘or else’ looks like,” I said with a laugh as I stood. “I’m going to go get some more cereal.”

As I rejoined the food line, Ivy and Josh were just coming out the other end with their breakfasts. Much to my surprise, Josh said hi to me, but Ivy simply smirked. I narrowed my eyes at her and didn’t look away until the snarky expression completely fell off her face.

She and Rose had been torturing me. I was sure of it. Now all I had to do was find the proof. And photograph it.

     
DIFFICULT



As I sat in morning services, listening to the Crom drone on about rules and regulations for tomorrow night’s Easton Holiday Dinner, I realized I felt better than I had at breakfast. About as good as a person in my rather precarious and pathetic position could feel. I turned in my pew slightly to glance back at Noelle. She was texting on her iPhone, so she didn’t see me. I couldn’t help but cross my fingers. I so had to win her back tomorrow night. Had to. Because if my plan didn’t work . . . No. I couldn’t think that way. I had to be positive.

Wiping the worry from my mind, I started to face forward again, but before I could I caught a glimpse of Josh on the other side of the aisle, sitting on the end of the last pew. He wasn’t paying attention to Cromwell either. Instead, he was sketching like crazy in a small sketch pad, his brow knit in intense concentration. As I watched him, he pressed his lips together, then pursed them, then went back to normal and started the process all over again. I smiled, my eyes stinging with nostalgia.

He always did that when he was really in the zone, though he never believed me when I told him about it. I wished I could take a picture right then and prove it to him, but it wasn’t my place anymore. And besides, Cromwell’s henchman Mr. White would see the flash and swoop down on me like a vulture.

But I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Josh. The weak sunlight streaming through the colorful stained-glass windows danced against the right side of his face. There was a tiny fray in the hem of his turtleneck sweater and his corduroys were partially rolled up on one side, revealing the tiniest bit of pale skin. I drank in every detail of him while I could. If only he knew how much I missed every inch of him, inside and out. If only he knew how much I regretted everything.

Cromwell dismissed us just as the second brilliant idea of the past twenty-four hours hit me like a brick to the head. The perfect gift for Josh. What might be the perfect gift for both of us.

I jumped up and raced down the rapidly filling aisle, headed for the heavy, arched door. If I was going to pull this off, I was going to need as much time as I could make for myself.

“Gotta throw up again, Brennan?” Ivy shouted after me. “They have clinics for that kind of thing!”

A few people laughed, but I ignored them all. I would deal with Ivy later. I shoved the door open and the cold air hit me like a slap to the face. I paused for a second to button up and pull my hat on. Big, big mistake.

“So, Glass-Licker,” Amberly said, sidling up next to me. “You missed your deadline.”

I clenched my jaw and started speed-walking down the cobbled path. Unfortunately, Amberly had no trouble keeping up.

“You owe me a disc, remember?” she said. “I hope you have it with you this morning. I’m really too busy to keep following you around.”

I stopped in my tracks and looked at her, letting out a fed-up sigh.

“You don’t have it, do you?” Amberly laughed and shook her head. “Don’t you realize I can make things very difficult for you?”

I threw up my hands and let them slap down at my sides. “Do you even hear how ridiculous you sound? What did you do last summer, take some course called Soap Opera Villainy 101?”

Amberly’s blue eyes narrowed. She tugged her fur-lined gloves on slowly. “Okay, then. Difficult it is.”

I shook my head mirthfully. “Yes. Difficult it is. Bring on the difficult. I can’t wait to see what your tiny little brain comes up with.”

Then I turned and strolled off casually, letting her see just how very unaffected I was by her threats. There was a lot that could get to me, especially lately, but I was not going to be intimidated by some poser freshman. Especially not Amberly.

     
EVIDENCE



I spent the next twenty-four hours on edge. Not only was I now looking forward to the Holiday Dinner as the potential setting for my reconciliation with both Noelle and Josh, but I was dying to get back into Ivy’s room and do some more snooping. I had to find some real evidence that she was my stalker and that she was plotting against Noelle. I had to put an end to her plans before I lost my mind. Before Noelle lost her life.

In the meantime, a thousand questions plagued me. Did Ivy really kill Cheyenne? And if so, did Rose know about it, or was she only helping Ivy mess with me? Why would Rose want to hurt Cheyenne? They had been such good friends. And why would she want to hurt Noelle?

Too many questions. None of which would be answered by Rose, apparently, since I had left about twenty messages on her voice mail and heard nothing back.

But no matter. I could take care of this without her explaining—or, even better, admitting her guilt. If I was on my own, I was on my own.

Friday morning I stood next to my door inside my room and waited for Ivy and Jillian to get their stuff together and get out. The general noise in the hallways was convivial and excited. The Crom had shortened all our classes for the day, so that they would all be crammed in before lunch, giving us time to get ready for the Holiday Dinner that afternoon. The atmosphere in Pemberly was not unlike the last day at Croton High before Christmas break. I could just tell no one was going to be paying attention in class. We would all be too busy looking forward to the festivities.

But first, I had a mission.

I heard Ivy and Jillian’s door close and they strode by my room, chatting about what they might wear that night. Taking Sabine’s advice to heart, I slid my iPhone into the back pocket of my jeans and waited until their voices faded to nothing. Then I slipped out of my room and into theirs. This time I went right for Ivy’s dresser, yanking open the top drawer. All her things were folded and lined up in perfect little rows, the black underwear separated from the white, separated from the colorful. Crap. If I was going to search this stuff, I was going to have to do it carefully, meticulously. Not good, considering how badly my hands were shaking.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed a row of tiny undies aside, cringing at the very idea that I was touching Ivy Slade’s intimates. I quickly uncovered birth control pills and a box of condoms, both of which made me think of her and Josh and how far they might have already gone, which made me want to vomit, but there was nothing else there.

The second drawer was all T-shirts, again perfectly folded and arranged in rows. I lifted out a stack and there was nothing underneath. Same with the next: 0 for 2.

The third drawer contained about twenty black and white sweaters. Ivy’s staples. I lifted up the first pile, holding the sweaters toward my shoulder, and froze. Sitting in the bottom of the drawer was a very familiar silver box. A box with the letters VMS etched into the lid. The very box Ivy had been sent into her grandmother’s house to steal. The very box I had seen in Cheyenne’s room the night before her parents had come to pack up all her things.

Clutching the sweaters in the crook of my arm, I reached down with my free hand and flipped open the lid of the box. Sure enough, sitting inside on the velvet lining was Cheyenne’s diamond B necklace—which was slightly bigger than everyone else’s—the chain broken a few inches away from the clasp.

Ivy must have sneaked into Billings that night—the night before Cheyenne’s things were carted away. It was the only explanation. She was still so angry that Cheyenne had taken the box, she must have sneaked in to steal it back. That was how much this little token meant to her.

Suddenly, my skin tingled with excitement. This was it. This was the key. The heirloom box gave Ivy a very concrete motive. She had never forgiven Cheyenne for her role in her grandmother’s stroke and for leaving her there to take the blame. She had never forgiven her for taking the family heirloom with her. So she had killed Cheyenne and, once she knew the police had inventoried everything, she had sneaked back to the scene of the crime to reclaim what was hers. The fact that the B necklace was inside was even better. Maybe Ivy had ripped it off of Cheyenne during some kind of struggle. I would have bet my life that the B had Ivy’s fingerprints all over it.

This was it. I finally had her.

Fingers trembling, I whipped out my iPhone and snapped a picture of the open box with the B necklace inside, sitting right where it was. Then I covered my hand with the end of my sleeve to keep from leaving more fingerprints, closed the box, and snapped another picture. Finally, I took a step back and got the wider scene—the open drawer with the box inside and some of Ivy’s things in the background, so that the police would have no question as to where I was.

I placed the sweaters back in the drawer and closed it carefully. My heart was racing with unbridled excitement. Ivy was going down. It was almost over. I almost couldn’t believe it.

I was about to grab the doorknob and hightail it out of there, when I heard determined footsteps coming down the hall.

“So stupid,” someone said to herself.

My heart stopped. It wasn’t just someone. It was Ivy. She was about two seconds away from opening her door and finding me standing in the middle of her room with my iPhone out.

I wheeled around. The door to Jillian’s closet was open. I flung myself inside, tripping on her shoes and banging into a dozen hangers, and yanked the door closed.

Ivy shoved the door to the room open and stormed inside. I was breathing so hard she was sure to hear me. I grasped the sleeve of one of Jillian’s sweaters and held it over my mouth, forcing myself to breathe in and out slowly, quietly. Through the tiny space between door and wall, I could see Ivy moving about.

“Where the hell did I put it?” she said to herself, shoving some papers aside on her desk.

She groaned and opened a drawer, then slammed it. Shuffled a few more things around. The whole time I had to clutch myself to keep from trembling and losing my balance atop the sea of pumps and boots and sneakers. If I moved, my ankle might turn and I might tumble right out onto the floor.

That would be very not good.

“Ah! Thank God,” Ivy said finally.

She shoved whatever she was looking for into her bag and strode past me toward the door. She got so close to the closet I could see the fur lining on her coat and smell her musky perfume. It was all I could do to keep from gagging. Then she walked out and slammed the door behind her.

I let out a breath but didn’t move. Glancing at my Nike watch, I forced myself to wait. And wait. And wait. Until five full minutes had passed. Then I finally emerged from the closet and took a real breath.

“That was way too close,” I said to myself.

I was about to flee the scene when something caught my eye and I paused. It was the picture—the photo of Cheyenne, Noelle, Ariana, and Ivy. It still hung above Ivy’s bed, but something about it had changed. As I took a tentative step toward it, I realized what it was. Every single face had been X’d out with black marker except for Ivy’s. Just like the photo of me and Cheyenne.

My whole body trembled. What did these defaced photos actually mean? Was she close to getting rid of Noelle? And if so, how did she intend to do it? Hands quaking, I lifted my phone and snapped a photo of the photo. Then I took a step back and snapped the wider scene once again.

This was all I needed. I was going to the police. And this time, they were going to have to listen to me. Noelle’s life—and maybe even my own—depended on it.

     
HELP



“I’m sorry, Reed. I don’t really know what you think this proves,” Detective Hauer said, sliding my iPhone across the table to me. He pushed up the sleeves of his drab, tan sweater and folded his arms on the table in front of his notebook.

I felt as if every muscle in my body had just atrophied all at once. He had to be kidding me. First, the two officers at Hell Hall had told me that Detective Hauer wouldn’t be on campus today. So then I had been forced to skip an entire morning of classes, sneak off campus, walk all the way over here in the freezing cold, and suffer on that cracked plastic chair in their saunalike waiting room for over an hour. All of that for him to just dismiss me?

“I already told you,” I said, sitting forward until my upper body was pressed against the edge of the table, my hands clasped in my lap. “Ivy herself explained to me how much this silver box meant to her. To her, it’s the reason her grandmother died. Cheyenne not only left her alone at her grandmother’s that night to potentially watch the woman die, but she took the box with her. Ivy hated her for that.”

“So she killed Cheyenne over a jewelry box,” the detective said skeptically, leaning his elbow on the table and his chin on his hand. “That’s not much of a motive.”

“No! She killed Cheyenne over her grandmother’s death!” I said, frustrated. “Look at the photos of Cheyenne’s room from the morning we found her. That box is sitting on her desk. Now it’s hidden in Ivy’s room. She must have gone back and taken it. To her that box is a symbol of everything that happened that night. Maybe she thought that if you guys found it you might figure it all out. I mean, isn’t that what guilty people do? Return to the scene of the crime to cover their tracks?”

The detective took a deep breath and glanced toward the open doorway behind me, toward the hustle and bustle of the office, as if he was wishing he was out there rather than in here. Why did he refuse to take me seriously?

“Listen, Reed, we’ve already talked to Ivy and she has an alibi for the night Cheyenne was murdered.” He pulled his notebook toward him and flipped through it. “She was with Gage Coolidge all night and he corroborated her story.”

“So? Gage is totally in love with Ivy,” I protested. “He’d say anything she asked him to say.”

Hauer looked at me with the expression of a man who was starting to get fed up with pandering to a whiny kindergartner. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to cry or smack him across his tired, old face. Instead, I whipped out my next weapon.

“Look,” I said, pulling the destroyed photo of Cheyenne and me out of my bag and slapping it down in front of him. “I found this in my room the other day.”

Detective Hauer picked up the two halves of the photo by their edges and looked them over. I grabbed my iPhone and scrolled to the pic of Ivy’s photo, then turned it to him.

“Now look at this,” I said. “Me, Cheyenne, Ariana, Noelle. All of us X’d out in the exact same way. The girl has already taken care of Cheyenne, and Ariana took care of herself. That leaves me and Noelle,” I said, my voice trembling. “She’s coming after us next, I swear.”

For the first time all morning, Detective Hauer looked slightly interested. Even concerned. I was glad that the fact that I was afraid for my own life had actually gotten through to him. He had a heart after all. He placed the phone and the photo in front of him and studied them. I seized my moment.

“Is that what you want, Detective?” I asked. “Do you really want another murder on your hands?”

He lifted his weary eyes to me and sighed, then sat back in his chair.

“Crosby!” he shouted, so loud I actually jumped in my chair..

Almost instantly, a skinny guy in a blue uniform scrambled into the room. “Yes, Detective?”

“Grab an evidence bag and some gloves and get in here,” he ordered. “I want this photo dusted for prints.”

“Yes, sir,” the cop said.

My heart leapt as I looked back at Detective Hauer. Was this for real? Was he finally going to help me?

“We’ll look into it,” he said, glancing at the picture on my iPhone once more. Glancing at it as if he didn’t like what he saw. “I’m not guaranteeing anything, but we’ll look into it.”

     
IMMATURE STAMP



By the time I got back to campus after making a quick stop at the Hallmark store in town for some supplies to complete Josh’s gift, classes were over for the day. Students were streaming out of the cafeteria following lunch and loitering on the quad before heading to their dorms to start primping and dressing and finishing wrapping their presents. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect. If I had strolled back onto campus an hour earlier, I could have easily been snagged for skipping, but now I blended right in.

Praying I wouldn’t bump into Ivy on my way back to my room lest I give away my anticipatory glee, I took the stairs instead of the elevator. My plan was to hunker down alone in my dorm for the rest of the afternoon and wait to see what happened next. If the police did come to arrest Ivy, I wanted to be there to witness it.

I speed-walked down the hall to my room, tugging my scarf from my neck and unbuttoning my coat. There were a few girls hanging out in front of their rooms, but Ivy wasn’t among them. When I slipped inside, I turned around and closed the door, allowing myself a quick breath of relief. Home free.

Then I turned and faced my room. A gasp of horror escaped my throat.

The place was a complete wreck. The drawers of my dresser yawned open, clothes spilling out of them and covering the entire floor. My bed was unmade, pillows on the floor as well. My closet was open and half the clothes inside had been ripped from the hangers. The Chloé bag had been tossed in the corner, unclasped and upside down. Two of the three posters Constance had given me had been slashed in half and the third hung from one sorry tack over my bed. Even the photo of Scott and me hadn’t come through unscathed. The glass was broken and the frame cracked.

I was going to kill Ivy. I was going to kill her.

My hands had just curled into fists when I noticed that all my CDs were fanned out across the desk, some of them having tumbled to the floor.

CDs. Wait a second. CDs.

Maybe this wasn’t Ivy’s handiwork after all.

I grabbed the Chloé bag and righted it, then yanked open the small, inside pocket. It was empty.

“Amberly,” I said through my teeth. “You little bitch.”

She hadn’t found the Billings disc, which, of course, didn’t exist. But she had managed to find her precious Carma Card. Plus what was left of my Billings fund money. Both were gone from their hiding place inside the Chloé bag.

My heart rate started to return to normal as my brain accepted the fact that this had not been the work of my stalker. There was nothing Cheyenne-related about this particular attack. No. Amberly had done this. The pointless destruction had her immature stamp all over it. Apparently, this was her idea of “doing things the difficult way.”

I groaned as I looked around at the disaster area that was my room, hating the fact that Amberly had—even in a tiny way—gotten the better of me. Part of me wanted to storm right over to Billings and steal the stupid Carma Card right back, just to prove a point, but I knew that was never going to happen. No one over there was going to let me through the front door, let alone allow me to ransack my old room. I hated that Amberly had managed to get into my room and mess with me, but there was nothing I could do about it now. I wasn’t going to let that twit ruin the rest of my day—the day on which Ivy might finally be arrested, the day on which I might finally get through to Noelle and Josh.

No. I was just going to have to deal. And hopefully, by the end of the night, this mess would turn out to be just a blip in an otherwise perfect day.

     
MUCH WORSE



“I cannot believe she did this to you,” Sabine said, shaking her head as she speed-folded my clothes and stacked them into my dresser. Apparently, when Sabine was angry, she was like a whirling dervish. In five minutes she had cleaned up all the clothes, hanging them back in their places and tucking them into drawers. “That’s it. I’ll never talk to that girl again.”

I smiled wanly as I carefully removed the photo of Scott and me from the broken frame. “Thanks, but won’t that make your living situation a tad difficult?”

“I don’t care,” Sabine said, shoving the drawer closed. “Clearly there is something wrong with this girl. You can’t just break into people’s rooms. What is wrong with everyone?”

Good question. I was about to attempt an answer when several male voices filled the hallway. I heard the telltale feedback from a walkie-talkie and my heart skipped a beat. Sabine and I locked eyes. I felt tingles all over every inch of my skin. This was it. They had come for Ivy.

“Yes, sir. I understand,” Headmaster Cromwell’s voice echoed down the hall. “I understand that, but I have the academy’s lawyer right here and she has looked over the warrant. Everything appears to be in order.”

Quaking with excitement and uncertainty, I crept over to my door and cracked it open. Two uniformed police officers strode by my room along with the Crom, who was on his cell, and a rotund woman in a gray suit who was reading over some legal document. Bringing up the rear was Detective Hauer in his thick wool coat, looking grim. The officers stopped and one of them knocked on Ivy’s door. His blue vinyl jacket swished with every movement he made.

“Ms. Slade? Ms. Crane? This is the Easton Police Department.”

“What’s going on?” Sabine asked, trying to see through the crack by leaning into my shoulder from behind.

I closed the door quietly and looked at her, wide-eyed. “It’s the police. They’ve come for Ivy!” I whispered.

My God. They must have found her fingerprints on my photo. I had finally done something right.

“Right now?” Sabine asked, clutching her hands together.

“What’s going on?” I heard Ivy ask from next door.

“Shhh!” I said to Sabine, putting my hands out and freezing in place as if doing so would help me hear better. All up and down the hall, doors were opening and closing as my floor mates checked out the drama.

“Miss Slade, we have a warrant to search your things,” one of the officers said.

“What? What for?” Ivy blurted, sounding angry.

“Yes, sir. Yes. She’s right here,” Headmaster Cromwell said.

He must have handed Ivy the phone, because in the next second I could hear her rambling right outside my door.

“Daddy! Yes, there are three of them and they’re going through all my stuff! What is going on?”

She sounded on the verge of tears. I would have given anything to have been able to open my door, but everyone was crowded right outside. My appearance would have been way too obvious. So all I could do was stand there and imagine. Imagine how scared Ivy must have looked as she realized she was finally about to be brought to justice.

There was another squeal of the walkie-talkie and a voice came through. “Detective Hauer, sir, we have the Coolidge boy. Should we take him right to the car?”

“Gage?” Sabine mouthed.

“Yes, Officer Crosby. We’ll meet you there as soon as we wrap this up,” Detective Hauer responded.

My pulse pounded in my ears. Now that this was all happening, it seemed so very out of control. Had they decided that Gage was some kind of accomplice? Was I right in guessing that he had lied to the police to protect Ivy? I actually felt a thump of guilt at the thought of Gage being dragged off campus by the police. Who knew I had any sort of soft spot in my heart for that jerk?

“Miss Slade? Care to explain this?” Detective Hauer asked.

“What? Dad, hang on,” Ivy said. There was a pause. “Wait a minute. Who did this?” Ivy asked.

“Are you trying to tell me you didn’t deface this photo yourself?” Detective Hauer said.

“No! No, I didn’t,” Ivy said. “I have no idea who did that, but it wasn’t me.”

I rolled my eyes at her obvious lie. That was it. I couldn’t take this anymore. I opened the door and stood in the doorway with Sabine just behind me. Everyone looked over at us. Headmaster Cromwell with his pinched expression. Ivy, looking waxy and pale, clutching the cell phone through which her father was barking orders. Detective Hauer, holding the X’d-out photo of Cheyenne, Noelle, Ariana, and Ivy in his gloved hand. Even the lawyer lady looked me up and down.

“Miss Brennan, Miss DuLac. This is not a theater matinee,” Headmaster Cromwell said bitterly, crossing his arms over his chest. “Kindly wait inside.”

“Fine. I just want to say one thing to Ivy,” I told him. Then I looked her in the eye. Looked right at the girl who had spent the last two months doing everything she could think of to ruin my life, and slowly smiled. “I hope you get everything that’s coming to you,” I said firmly.

Her jaw dropped slightly, and her eyes filled with confusion and ire. But I didn’t care. I just slammed my door right in her face.

“Wow. That was cold,” Sabine said.

“She deserves it,” I told Sabine, my tone grim. “For everything she’s done to me, to Cheyenne . . . she deserves much worse.”

     
SO READY



That night I hummed to myself as I put the final touches on my new-and-improved gift for Josh. I hadn’t felt so at peace in my room since moving into Pemberly. In fact, I had lived a long while in Billings without feeling this calm and secure. But now, the police finally had my stalker in custody. For the first time in weeks, I was certain that nothing bad could happen. For the first time in weeks I felt truly free.

I was washing my hands of this mess. Ivy was now officially the problem of the Easton Police Department.

I slipped Josh’s gift into the small red box I had purchased at the stationery store that afternoon, then affixed the glossy white bow to the top. Satisfied that I had done the best I could, I turned and checked myself out in the mirror on the back of my door. I smiled at my reflection. My long brown hair was pinned up on one side, while the other fell in sultry waves over my shoulder. I wore black mascara and dark red lip gloss I had picked up on that fateful fund-raiser weekend in New York. Sparkling in my earlobes were the diamond earrings Walt Whittaker had given me last year. The effect was totally simple and totally glam. But the best part was the dress. I was wearing the red Nicole Miller dress Portia had bought for me all those weeks ago. It had only been worn once before, when I’d gone on that awful date with Hunter Braden, and I had a feeling he wouldn’t remember it at all, considering how very self-absorbed he was. The Billings Girls would all remember it, of course, and that was exactly how I wanted it. Wearing this dress meant they hadn’t beaten me. Wearing this dress meant I had risen above.

I just hoped Portia didn’t try to tear it off me like the ugly step-sisters had done to Cinderella. That would not be pretty.

There was a knock at the door and I quickly opened it. Sabine and Constance stood in the hallway, cuddled into their long wool coats. Constance’s red hair was pulled back from her face with wisps hanging down around her cheeks, and she wore more eye makeup than I had ever seen her attempt before. Sabine was looking as natural as ever, but she had woven a small braid into her hair on the right side and clasped it with a tiny rhinestone clip.

“Reed, you look gorgeous,” Sabine gushed, looking me up and down.

“Ready to party?” Constance asked, pushing herself up on her toes in excitement.

A little thrill ran right through my chest. This was the first night of the rest of my life. I grabbed Josh’s gift and my coat on my way out the door.

“You have no idea how ready.”

     
THE EASTON HOLIDAY DINNER



“So, is anyone making a toast?” Constance asked, taking a sip of red punch.

“No way,” Sonal replied with a snort. “I could never get up in front of the entire school and do that.”

“I know. Me neither,” Constance said. “Worst nightmare.”

Much to my shock, Constance had stayed by my side for the entire cocktail hour—or mocktail hour, I suppose, since only sodas, punch, and sparkling cider were served. Maybe Sabine’s bravery was rubbing off on her. Whatever the cause, I appreciated it. In fact, before long I was surrounded by friends. Constance, Sabine, Marc, Astrid, Diana, Sonal, Shane. For a leper I was doing quite well for myself.

“Really getting a lot of mileage out of that dress, aren’t you, Reed?” Shelby asked, looking me up and down with a sneer as she, Portia, and the Twin Cities strolled by. Shelby was wearing a royal blue dress I had never seen before, with an asymmetrical, off-the-shoulder neckline and full skirt.

“It is the only one she’s got,” Portia added. She was, as ever, sporting her signature green—a slim-cut dress that showed off every single curve.

There was definitely a comeback in there. Something about how Portia only ever wore the same nasty color, but they sidled off before I could respond, laughing happily at their lame insults.

Okay. So maybe I wasn’t doing perfectly well.

“Ignore those cows,” Astrid said, laying a cold hand on my bare arm. She was as funky as ever in a punked-out pink dress with black and purple netting over the skirt and a pillbox hat. Her shoes were black lace high-top Converse. “Instead, let’s discuss how the Crom has completely transformed the cafeteria. I expect it took him ages to plan all this. Perhaps he has a soft side after all.”

“I kind of doubt the last part, but it is pretty spectacular,” I admitted.

On every window hung a real fir wreath decorated with pinecones and red ribbons, and real evergreen swags were draped along the walls, strung with white lights as well, filling the room with the comforting scent of fresh pine. All the chairs were covered in green velvet and secured with red bows, and at each china place setting was a small favor of Godiva chocolate, presented in a little red sleigh. But the real main attraction was the clothes. The students of Easton definitely knew how to clean up. Everywhere I looked there were velvet frocks and pearls, wrist-length gloves and kitten heels, tuxes and silk scarves. It was one big constant-motion fashion show. Even the flasks the guys were hiding in the pockets of their jackets were superchic. Monogrammed or platinum or leather or, in Dominic Infante’s case, Gucci.

And then, of course, there was the tremendous Christmas tree in the center of the room. The star at the top nearly brushed the panes of the skylight, and every sparkling ornament on the tree was perfectly placed. White lights twinkled and winked from its boughs, and the garland was made of hand-strung popcorn and cranberries.

“Do you think the garland is real?” I asked.

“It is. I already checked,” Marc said, popping an hors d’oeuvre into his mouth.

“How did you check?” Constance asked.

Marc turned pink and shrugged one shoulder. “I ate a kernel.”

Everyone laughed and I let myself bask in the total peace and tranquility of the moment. For the first time in so long I felt normal. I felt social. I felt warm. Over by the tree, students were lining up to add their gifts to the pile, which was now overflowing into the aisle between tables in both directions.

“So, who did you get in the gift thing?” Astrid asked me.

I glanced at Marc, who looked quickly away. “I’ll never tell,” I replied.

“Oh, rubbish! It’s over now. You have to tell,” Astrid wheedled.

I blushed and shook my head. The last thing I wanted was for all my friends to be watching Josh when he opened his present. “Nope! Never!”

“God. I wish I had been there,” Sonal whispered behind me.

“Been there for what?” I asked, tuning in and hoping to distract Astrid.

Sonal looked at Diana and Shane as if she had been snagged.

“When they dragged Ivy off,” Shane answered for her. “Did you see anything?”

I glanced around to see if anyone was listening in, then took a step closer to Sonal, drawing the entire group into a tighter circle. I had never been big on gossip and rumors, but for once there was a story I was dying to spread. If only because this story might finally prove to everyone that I was innocent.

“Not much,” I admitted. “But Sabine and I heard the whole thing. It sounded like they were pretty convinced she had something to do with Cheyenne’s death.”

Of course, I’d heard nothing of the sort. But I knew what I knew.

“The girl is definitely guilty,” Sabine put in. “You could see it all over her face.”

“You must be freaking out, Reed,” Constance said. “I mean, Josh is dating her.”

“I know,” I replied, my heart sinking.

I looked over my shoulder again and immediately found Josh in the mingling throng. I had been paying attention to his whereabouts all night. He had been sticking close to his usual crowd—Trey, Weston Bright, and the other guys from Ketlar—and seemed to be having a good time, considering his girlfriend was in police custody. Was it because he couldn’t care less about Ivy, or because he was so convinced that nothing would come of it? So convinced of her innocence.

Oh, how I hoped it was the former.

“Well, at least it gets you off the rumor mill,” Diana said with a small smile. “You must be happy about that.”

“You have no idea,” I told her with a laugh.

Soon everyone would know that I was innocent. Soon Noelle and Josh would realize that I had been right all along. That I had saved them both from being hurt. Soon everything would be back the way it was supposed to be.

Well, almost the way it was supposed to be. I spotted Amberly on the other side of the room, wearing a light blue sheath and holding court with Missy and Lorna. With her around, there would be no room for me in Billings, even if Noelle miraculously decided to forgive me. Part of me wanted to grab the cocktail sauce from a passing waiter’s tray, go over there, and dump it over her platinum blond head—get back at her for destroying my room the way she had, for invading my privacy, trashing my things, trying to take my place. But I simply clenched my fingers and told myself to chill. Now was not the time or the place. There was always tomorrow for a catfight. Tonight I was focusing on the positive.

A sudden tinkle of silver bells brought the conversation in the room to a complete halt. Headmaster Cromwell stepped up in front of the tree. For a man who had just watched two of his students get hauled off by the cops, he was looking calm and composed. Happy, even.

“If everyone will take your seats, the first course is about to be served,” he announced, with the proud air of someone who was pulling off the event of the season.

“I’ll see you guys later?” I said to Marc, Sabine, and the other Billings Girls.

“Definitely,” Constance replied.

With a smile, I wove my way toward the Pemberly table with Diana, Shane, and Sonal. It was so nice to feel as if I had friends again. But at the same time, my heart started to pound with trepidation. The start of the meal meant that the moment of truth was coming. I hugged myself and hoped that I was prepared. Before long, my fate would be decided.

     
GUTS



“So I just want to say ‘Hells, yeah’ to the members of the men’s soccer team!” Trey announced, gesturing so vehemently with his right hand that his sparkling cider sloshed over the side of the glass in his left. “Thanks for the most kick-ass senior season ever!”

The members of the team, peppered throughout the room, went wild, and everyone else joined in, cheering for Trey’s toast as he downed his drink. Headmaster Cromwell, however, didn’t look all that pleased.

“Thank you, Mr. Prescott,” he said, stepping up behind Trey and laying a heavy hand on his shoulder. “That was very eloquent,” he said sarcastically.

Trey glanced at the headmaster, chagrined, and dropped into his chair. Across the table from Trey, Josh shook his head and smirked. The speech was kind of out of character for one of the most mature guys on campus. I wondered if Trey had brought along his own flask, or if he had been sipping from someone else’s.

“And now, moving on to Pemberly . . .” Headmaster Cromwell stepped up to the end of our table. My breath caught in my throat and instantly, my body temperature doubled. This was it. Now or never. “Would any of the Pemberly ladies care to make a toast?”

Everyone at the table glanced at everyone else. I was just starting to think it might be wise to wait for someone else to go first, when it became clear that no one had any intention of saying a thing. I suppose the women of Pemberly weren’t exactly an extroverted crowd. Headmaster Cromwell’s lips pursed in annoyance, and suddenly I found myself raising my hand at table level.

“I have something to say.”

Instantly, murmurs sprung up at all the surrounding tables and quickly spread the length and breadth of the room. My heart started to pound in earnest.

“What’s she going to say?” Amberly whispered. “‘Thanks for letting me get away with murdering one of my friends?’”

Right. So even though the news of Ivy’s arrest had spread across campus like a bad stomach flu, I guess not everyone believed in her guilt quite yet. I had expected the headmaster to be relieved that Pemberly wasn’t going to entirely let him down. Instead, his face clouded over. I really was not his favorite person on campus.

“Fine, then,” he said gruffly. He lifted his chin and announced to the room, “Miss Reed Brennan would like to make a toast!”

The level of buzz in the room grew as I awkwardly pushed my chair back and stood. This was it. My big, brilliant win-Noelle-back plan. I had publicly humiliated her with the Dash video. The only way I could think of to make up for it was to publicly praise her.

My knees were quaking like a Jell-O mold in an earthquake, and for the first time, I was annoyed with myself for not bringing my notes along. I had thought it would be more sincere if I spoke from the heart, without the aid of index cards. But now that I could see the disapproving faces at the Billings table, I couldn’t remotely recall what I’d been going to say.

My heart pounded quick and shallow. Everyone here was against me. I couldn’t do this. What was I thinking? In about two seconds people were going to start hurling half-eaten rolls at me.

Then I looked at Noelle. She was watching me with amused interest, her arm crooked over the back of her chair, her legs crossed at the knee, the full, scalloped skirt of her black dress draping elegantly toward the floor. This was for her. I had to remember that. This was all for her.

“I would like to toast Noelle Lange,” I announced in a loud, clear voice.

That really got the room going. Chairs squeaked, people laughed, incredulous voices filled the room. How was I ever going to get them to shut up? I glanced at Sabine helplessly, but her mouth was hanging open in total shock. Constance and Astrid looked blown away as well. All right, so I hadn’t warned them that this was coming, but couldn’t they understand? Didn’t they know that sometimes a girl just had to lay it all on the line?

“Excuse me!” Headmaster Cromwell shouted. “I expect the same silence and courtesy for each and every one of your schoolmates!”

A hush fell on the cafeteria. An energized, anticipatory hush, but a hush nonetheless. Noelle reached for her water glass, took a nonchalant sip, and replaced it on the tablecloth before returning her attention to me, one eyebrow raised. I could just imagine what she was thinking:

This should be interesting.

I cleared my throat and began.

“As many of you . . . well, all of you, know, this has been a rather insane and traumatic semester for me. For a lot of us,” I said. “There has been a lot of grief, a lot of upheaval, a lot of rumors—some very true, some very false,” I said, the words of my preplanned speech coming back to me in a rush. “But I’m not here to defend myself or clear my name. I think that will come in its own time. I’m here to say that I would never have gotten through any of it without the friendship of Noelle Lange.”

Noelle shifted in her seat ever so slightly. I was getting through to her. I had to be.

“Noelle is a true friend. She is someone who always has your back. Someone who will do anything for you if you need her. Someone who is creative and good and kind.”

At this point I looked Noelle right in the eye. My palms were sweating so badly I was afraid I was going to drop my champagne flute, but I pressed on.

“And I’m sorry if I forgot all that for five stupid minutes. I’m sorry to have thrown away something so precious to me, over something so superficial. A friendship that could have lasted my whole life, over something so fleeting.”

From the corner of my eye, I could see that everyone at the Billings table was either gaping at me or at Noelle. But the two of us simply stared at each other.

“So here’s to Noelle Lange,” I said, raising my glass. “A true asset to Billings, a true asset to Easton, and the true friend I hope will forgive me someday.”

There was a prolonged moment of silence. I think everyone was so stunned they forgot where they were.

“To Noelle Lange!” Headmaster Cromwell announced finally, raising his glass. Not so much to save me, I’m sure, but to save his ceremony.

“Noelle Lange!” the room echoed.

We all sipped our drinks and I stood there, waiting for a reaction from Noelle. Waiting for any kind of sign. She simply sipped her sparkling cider and looked at me as if she was seeing me for the first time. Then she finally turned back to her table, turning her shoulder to me. That was it. No smile. No nod. Nothing.

I dropped into my chair, exhausted, and placed my glass back down on the table. I felt numb all over. As if my skin, my muscles, my bones, had all turned to dust.

“Damn, girl. That took guts,” Shane said in my ear.

“But it wasn’t enough,” I said quietly, the realization seeping into my veins like poison. “Nothing’s ever going to be enough.”

     
CHRISTMAS WISHES



After Noelle’s nonreaction to my speech, all I really wanted to do was retreat to Pemberly and sleep, but Headmaster Cromwell had made it clear this was a mandatory event, so I was in it for the long haul. I sat through coffee and dessert without touching a thing, but no one noticed my dejected state. Because after a few polite bites were taken, the student body got down to the real business of the night—hunting for their gifts. Once a few sophomore girls got up and ventured tentatively toward the tree, half the room was out of their seats and clamoring for their presents.

Suddenly I felt the mildest sizzle of excitement. The night wasn’t over yet. I stood up as the rest of my table emptied, trying to keep an eye on Josh. Unfortunately, it took about two seconds for me to lose him in the mayhem.

“Reed? Aren’t you coming?” Diana asked me as she pushed her chair in.

“Nah. I think I’ll wait out the rush,” I told her.

In truth, I had almost zero interest in finding my gift. Aside from a very select few, most of the people on this campus had been shunning me for days. What if whoever had drawn my name had gotten me some kind of gag gift? Like a box full of coal or a dead rat or something. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to handle that with any kind of grace.

So instead, I sat back and watched. I watched as people tore through designer paper and whipped open gift boxes. Watched as the girls draped ribbons around one another’s shoulders and oohed and aahed over their gifts. I saw quite a few pairs of leather gloves, cashmere scarves, sparkly earrings, and Dooney & Bourke bags. There were also a few creative and fun gifts. A sleek remote-control helicopter that was soon winging its way around the room, threatening to take out the lights. An alarm clock that wouldn’t break or stop beeping even if hurled across the room, a claim which was immediately tested by its new owner. One girl screeched so loudly when she opened her gift—a pair of front-row tickets to some sold-out concert—that everyone stopped for a minute and laughed.

Where was Josh? I was dying to see his reaction to his gift. To see if he understood the significance of the paintbrushes—the same ones we’d used last year to fling paint all over his dorm room walls. It had been the first time I’d realized just how much I cared about him. How much he understood me. Loved me. But Josh was nowhere to be found.

Feeling desperate now, I finally moved from my safety zone and did a slow lap of the room, staying on the outskirts by the tables—never really approaching the tree. I found Trey and West checking out their new Nintendo DS systems, which had each come with a pile of games, but Josh wasn’t with them. Had he left before the gift opening had begun? Had he taken one look at who his gift was from and tossed it in the nearest garbage can?

Soon the crowd around the tree began to disperse and I could tell there were only a couple dozen gifts left. Tentatively, I approached, wanting to check to see if Josh’s present was still there. I walked around the tree slowly, carefully, stepping over crushed balls of wrapping paper and discarded packaging. I didn’t see the small red box anywhere. Neither did I see anything intended for me.

Even though I had been prepared for the worst, I still felt a pang. Ostracized again. Left out of a huge tradition. Whoever had found my name in their mailbox had simply decided not to bother.

“Reed! Reed!”

I looked up to find Constance skipping toward me, her face flushed with excitement. She was waving a white envelope in front of her excitedly, like it contained all the answers to all the questions on all the finals we would ever take. She stopped short in front of me, nearly slipping on some fallen tissue paper, and held the envelope out with both hands.

“From your secret Santa,” she said with a huge smile.

My name was written across the front of the envelope. I recognized Noelle’s elegant handwriting instantly.

“What is it?” I said, half scared, half elated.

“Just open it,” Constance whispered giddily.

I tore into the envelope and extracted a square white card. An invitation. To Noelle and Amberly’s pre-Kiran’s-birthday party the following night. My heart expanded so fast I thought I was going to burst.

“She just gave it to me and said to find you,” Constance explained, coming over to my side so she could read the invite over my shoulder. “You did it, Reed. You’re so back in!”

My fingers trembled as I looked at the card in disbelief. “Wait, did she always have my name, or did she trade with someone after she heard my speech?”

“Who cares?” Constance blurted happily. “You’re coming to the party. We’re all going to Kiran’s together. Who cares how it happened?”

The girl had a point. I looked up, scanning the room for Noelle, and found her chatting with some of the Billings Girls over near their table. She glanced over at me as if she knew I was looking, and I held the card up and smiled. In return, she granted me a quick nod of acknowledgment, then refocused on her conversation.

It wasn’t much, but it was something.

“I’m so happy for you!” Constance cried, grabbing me up in a hug.

“Me too,” I replied with a smile.

Now if I could just find Josh, just hear what he had to say . . . maybe all my Christmas wishes would come true.

     
A NEW CURVE



Shane had received a huge, glossy, hardcover book on the history of Hollywood as her gift, which turned out to be lucky for all of us because it gave us something to block the wind with on the way back to Pemberly. It whipped around us like a cyclone, knocking us one way and then the other as we staggered toward the dorm.

“What is this, Kansas?” Diana joked, holding her hat down with both hands.

“Yeah. Arctic Kansas,” Sonal added, cracking the others up.

I smiled and clutched the invitation from Noelle inside my coat pocket. I couldn’t wait to get upstairs and look it over again. Make sure it wasn’t written in disappearing ink or something. Make sure it was real.

A few yards from the back door of our dorm, we all noticed a tall, burly police officer standing just outside, bundled up in a long coat, scarf, and gloves, his silver shield glinting on his hat. My heart skipped a nervous beat. Our steps slowed.

“Ladies,” the officer said with a nod. His voice was low and rumbling, his dark skin lined with age. “Kindly have your IDs ready to show to the officer inside.”

I glanced at Diana and saw that my own fear was reflected in her eyes. What had happened now?

“Ooookay,” Shane said, whipping out her key card.

She opened the door and let us all go in ahead of her. Just inside the lobby was another officer sitting at a small wooden table that used to stand under the far window. With his shaggy brown hair and squinty eyes darting everywhere, he reminded me of a nervous mouse. A laptop was open on the table in front of him, and he looked at us briefly as we approached, before his eyes darted away again.

“IDs, please,” he said, holding out a skinny hand.

“What’s this all about?” I asked.

He sighed, clearly irritated, and flicked his fingers. Didn’t look any of us in the eye. “IDs?”

As we were fishing our wallets out of our pockets, the front door directly across from us opened and in walked Ivy Slade. I felt all the blood rush out of my head at the sight of her, and the flutter of fear I had felt outside returned with a vengeance. What was she doing back here? Why had they let her go?

Ivy spotted me as she strode by, her eyes narrowed in anger. She said something under her breath but kept right on moving to the elevator. I could hardly breathe. She was back. The stalking, murdering bitch was back. They’d only held her for three hours. And when I got upstairs, she would be right next door. Why had I even bothered going to Detective Hauer? Was this all some kind of massive joke to him?

I heard a familiar voice just as the cop at the table snatched my ID from my numb fingers to check it against his computer file. Detective Hauer had walked through the door and was conversing with another officer.

“Detective,” I said, my voice cracking.

He looked up and his expression grew instantly weary. Like he so didn’t want to deal with me. Well, life was tough. I so didn’t want to deal with living next door to a psychopath.

“What are you doing?” I said through my teeth as I approached him. “How could you let her go?”

Detective Hauer squeezed his brow between his thumb and forefinger for a moment before responding.

“I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again. She’s not our girl,” he replied.

“But what about the photos? And the box?” I blurted.

“They didn’t hold a candle to the depositions we’ve been taking all afternoon and evening,” Detective Hauer replied, pulling me toward the cozy seating area off to the side of the lobby. “We found dozens of people to corroborate her alibi, Reed. She and this Coolidge kid stayed at the Driscoll Hotel that night. We have bellboys, maids, managers,” he said, lifting his hand to tick them off on his fingers. “Room service receipts signed by her. There’s a security tape that’s being reviewed as we speak. Ivy Slade had nothing to do with Cheyenne Martin’s death.”

I was so stunned my face stung from the shock of it. I had been so certain. The girl had the best motive ever. Plus her behavior . . . the threats, the icy looks, the attitude, that freaky photo in her room. It all added up.

“Well . . . what about the picture I gave you?” I asked. “I still say she’s stalking me and maybe Noelle, too.”

“Her fingerprints weren’t found on the print you supplied,” Hauer told me in a soothing way. “And she swears she didn’t deface her own photo. However, we did find traces of white wool fibers on both prints.”

My heart seized. “What does that mean?”

“It means that the same person probably tampered with both pictures and wore white wool gloves while doing it,” Hauer told me. “It appears as if you and Ms. Slade have the same stalker. This person is really getting around.”

At that I leaned back on the rear of the couch behind me. There was no way I could wrap my brain around this. My stalker was also stalking Ivy? How was that even possible? Who on this campus had a vendetta against the two of us? We were enemies. We hated each other. Why would anyone lump us together?

Ivy was a victim too. That might have been the hardest fact of all to swallow. From murderous stalker to hunted victim in less than two minutes. At least this exonerated Rose. If Ivy was innocent, so was she.

“That’s why we’ve stationed officers at each door and inside your building,” Detective Hauer explained gently. “Until we catch this person and ensure that both you and Ivy are safe, the only people allowed through to the elevators and stairs will be the registered residents of Pemberly.”

“I don’t believe this,” I said, sweating inside my wool coat. “I really don’t believe this.”

“I’m sorry,” Detective Hauer said, pushing his hands into his coat pockets. “But don’t worry. We’re not going to let anything happen to you or to Ivy. We’re going to figure out who’s doing all this. I swear.”

“Thanks,” I said wanly.

“Reed? Are you coming?” Diana asked, hovering in the lobby with the others. She held up my ID, which I’d left with the check-in officer.

“Yeah. I guess,” I replied. I pushed myself away from the couch, feeling weak, and looked up at Detective Hauer. “Thanks.”

“Good night, Reed,” he replied, trying for a bolstering smile.

I turned to my dorm mates, my shoulders rounded, and we all crowded into an elevator. They grilled me, of course, on what was going on, and I explained to them briefly, shocking the crap out of all of them. But I guess it couldn’t be a secret anymore. Someone was after me. And apparently they were after Ivy, too. These girls deserved to know why Pemberly had been put on red alert.

“Sorry, guys,” I said, as the elevator stopped on my floor and I stepped out. “This whole police presence thing is all my fault.”

“Don’t worry about it. Gives me something new to blog about,” Shane said, waving a hand.

“Let me know if you need anything,” Diana added.

Then the doors slid closed and they were gone.

I turned and trudged down the hallway to my room. All along the way, dorm room doors were open and the girls inside were whispering in hushed tones, trying to figure out what was going on. I didn’t have the energy to stop and tell any of them what I knew. My brain was completely fried. Everything I had thought was true had turned out to be false. And Ivy being stalked as well? That was a curve I had not remotely considered.

I took a deep breath and opened the door to my room. Ivy Slade was sitting in my desk chair, facing the door, her legs crossed at the knee and her arms crossed in front of her.

“Oh, good. You’re here,” she said, getting up and brushing right by me to slam the door and sequester us in. “You and I are long overdue for a chat.”

     
TWO HEADS



“So!” Ivy said, striding into the center of my room before turning to face me. She tilted her head to the side. “I hear you think I killed Cheyenne.”

“They told you I was the one who turned you in?” I asked, stunned.

“No. Of course not. But the Easton PD isn’t exactly a crack outfit,” she said sarcastically. “I overheard at least five different people mention your name. So, what? Please tell me what you think would ever motivate me to kill the best friend I ever had.”

I turned away from her and unbuttoned my coat with trembling fingers, stalling for time. What was I supposed to say to the girl?

The truth. It was clearly time for the truth.

I slipped my coat off, shivering in my flimsy dress, and faced her. We were a mere two feet away from each other, thanks to the tight quarters.

“You’re the one who told me how much you hated Billings,” I explained. “It was so obvious that you blamed Noelle and Ariana and Cheyenne for your grandmother’s death. I figured you finally got your revenge. Plus you’re always talking about how Noelle is going to get what’s coming to her and how you’re going to bring us all down. You threaten my friends every chance you get!”

Ivy laughed and shook her head, as if I were just so naïve. “That’s just talk, Reed.”

“Yeah right,” I snapped back. “You have done a few sketchy things since I’ve known you, Ivy. Ostracizing Easton from the Legacy, trying to take down our fund-raiser. Come on. How was I supposed to know those threats were empty?”

She actually appeared to be pondering this. Seeing my point. She reached over to my dresser and toyed with one of the branches on the mini Christmas tree Sabine had given me, avoiding my gaze.

“And what the hell do you mean, the best friend you ever had? You hated Cheyenne,” I added.

Ivy snorted a laugh and tipped her head forward for a moment to look at the floor. “Maybe at the end, but that doesn’t mean I completely forgot about ten years of friendship. Haven’t you ever had a love-hate relationship?”

My mind immediately flashed on Noelle, but I said nothing.

“So that’s what you based this whole thing on?” she asked, lifting her pointy shoulders. “A couple of stupid pranks I pulled and some story I told you at the fund-raiser?”

My heart quivered nervously. Here it was. The moment of truth.

“No. That wasn’t all,” I said. I leaned back against my desk chair and braced myself. “I kind of snuck into your room and found the jewelry box and the broken necklace and the photo of you guys with all the faces X’d out but yours.”

“You went through my stuff!?” Ivy shouted. She turned and put her hands on top of her head as if she were trying to keep her brain from exploding. “Oh my God. Forget Cheyenne. I might just have to kill you!”

“Ivy, you’ve gotta understand,” I said, sounding desperate, and hating that I sounded desperate. I could not believe that I had been put in the position of begging for forgiveness from this girl. It was like the whole world had been turned upside down. But she was right. I had totally violated her privacy. And for no good reason, it turned out. “I thought you had been in my room half a dozen times before. I thought you were stalking me. I had to do what I had to do.”

“What? Stalking you?” she asked, breathless. Then she stared at the wall as if she were slowly remembering and processing something. “Omigod, that’s why they were asking me all those questions about you and your room and your e-mail.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “They kept showing me this picture of you and Cheyenne with your faces crossed out like the one they found in my room. I was so confused.”

“That picture showed up on my desk last week, so when you had one just like it in your room, I thought . . . I thought you were trying to send a message or something.”

Ivy glared at me, her black eyes sharp. “I don’t know who messed with my photo or yours,” she said. “But it wasn’t me.”

“I get that now,” I said, as much as I hated to admit it. I took a deep breath. “Look, I saw the box hidden in your room and I figured you must have gone back to Cheyenne’s room to retrieve it. I figured that the broken necklace inside and the box itself could be used as evidence against you, so you stole it back.”

Ivy shook her head. “Damn, Reed. Not that it’s any of your business, but I got the box in the mail from Cheyenne’s mom about two weeks after she died. She knew it was mine and figured I might want it back. I don’t even know how the necklace got inside.”

I turned and dropped down on the edge of my bed, resting my face in my hands and my elbows on my knees. “I was so sure it was you,” I said through my fingers. “I was so sure it was over.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint,” Ivy said sardonically. “But I’m not a murderer or a stalker.”

“Then who?” I said, dropping my arms down and looking up at her, my back hunched in exhaustion. “Who the hell killed her? Who’s doing all this?”

Ivy gave me a look like it was so completely obvious. “Oh, I don’t know . . . Noelle?”

A laugh escaped my throat. “Not this again.”

“Why not? She had the motive—wanting to get back into Billings. She knows all the secret ways to get on and off campus. Plus we all know she’s evil and she has a reason to mess with both of us—me because I turned down her precious invite to Billings, you because you tried to take over while she was gone. Not to mention scoring with Dash,” Ivy said matter-of-factly, leaning back against my dresser. “Nice work on that one, by the way. He is hot.”

“She’s not evil, just powerful,” I said, ignoring her last comment. “There’s a difference.”

Ivy rolled her eyes and scoffed. “You really need to open your eyes and see her for what she is, Reed. This whole loyalty thing is pretty pathetic at this point,” she said, gesturing at my room to remind me of how I’d gotten there.

“Whether I’m pathetic or not, Noelle has an alibi that’s almost as airtight as yours,” I said, grabbing my pillows and folding them behind me so I could prop myself up. “She was at a charity event in the city all night, and there are pictures to prove it.”

“No way,” Ivy said.

“Way,” I replied.

“Dammit,” she said under her breath. I knew the tone. She was as disappointed that it wasn’t Noelle as I was that it wasn’t her.

“I can’t believe we’re having this conversation,” I mused.

She looked at me and smirked. “Yeah. Neither can I.” She took in a breath and let it out audibly, then stood up straight. “Well, if it wasn’t Noelle, and it wasn’t me,” she said facetiously, holding her hands up to her chest, “then who the hell was it? Because if you take the indomitable Ms. Lange out of the equation, you’re looking like a pretty good suspect.”

I felt as if I had just been slapped and sat up straight. “Excuse me?”

“Hey, if you dish it, be prepared to take it,” Ivy said, lifting her palms. “You stood to gain the most from her death. You guys were publicly feuding. You lived right down the freaking hall from her. Who better?”

“It wasn’t me,” I told her, though I had no real proof. “I mean, I know that sounds lame, but . . . Cheyenne was moving out. She was out of my life. I had no reason to kill her. I—”

“Don’t stress. I don’t really think it was you,” Ivy said, looking me up and down. “You’re far too . . . Little Orphan Annie.”

Whatever that meant.

“I’ve looked into a few people, but I’m at a serious disadvantage since I wasn’t here last year,” Ivy said, strolling the two steps to peer into my broken closet. “I don’t really know who she was hanging out with . . . who she was dating. . . .”

“I could fill in some of the blanks there,” I offered, without really thinking.

She turned to me, eyebrows raised. “Could you?”

I felt a slight surge of excitement—tentative excitement—and stood. “And you could fill in the blanks from the years before,” I said slowly. “Anyone who might be holding a long grudge. People I don’t even know about.”

For a long moment we eyed each other, neither one of us willing to make the next move. Just looking at her, I was still having trouble wrapping my brain around the fact that she wasn’t the enemy. That she hadn’t been the one to plant all those awful little gifts and send the e-mails. Ivy Slade was innocent. And, like me, she was also a victim.

“Do you think you could do it?” Ivy asked finally, squaring off with me. “Do you think you could work with your ex’s girlfriend?”

Oh, right. There was still the little matter of the fact that she was routinely tonguing the love of my life. It took all my self-control not to cringe.

“If it puts an end to all this crap, then I’ll try,” I said. “Two heads are better than one, right?”

After the briefest hesitation, Ivy stuck out her slim white hand. “So they say.”

We shook on it and part of me felt as if I were making a pact with the devil. But then, the devil would probably have ways of getting things done that I could never even dream of. Maybe a marriage of good and evil was exactly what we needed to figure this thing out. Before our stalker decided it was time to get rid of us—for good.

     
SENSE



I spent most of breakfast on Saturday morning watching Josh and Ivy and trying to read their body language. Had she told him about our new arrangement? What had he thought of the gift I’d given him? Had he even gotten it? I took small bites of my oatmeal and willed him to look over at me just once, but he never did. He seemed captivated by Ivy.

Which, of course, sucked.

Plus there was no way I could even attempt to get him alone after breakfast, because Ivy and I had agreed to meet back at my room as soon as we were done and try to figure out what our next move would be. I said good-bye to Diana and the others, who were headed to the library to study for finals, and hightailed it back to Pemberly, keeping my head bent against the cold. After making it through the crack security in the lobby, I only had to wait in my room for five minutes before Ivy arrived. She knocked and actually waited for me to open the door. That almost never happened in Billings.

“Hey,” she said, shedding her white coat and cabbie hat as she breezed by me into the room.

“Hi.”

I waited nervously for her to say something about my gift to Josh. To confront me about making a play for her boyfriend. Just thinking of her being proprietary about him left a sour taste on my tongue.

“I brought my list of suspects,” she said, yanking a piece of paper out of her black and white tweed bag. “Of course they’ve all been crossed off now except you.”

She was acting completely normal. So either Josh hadn’t received my gift after all, or he’d decided not to tell her about it—which could be interesting. If he was keeping it a secret, that meant it had touched him—that it meant something to him. Trying not to hope, I looked her list over. It was well worn, with notes in the margin and a coffee stain at the top. Clearly she had been working on this as hard as both Marc and I had. Apparently she really did care about Cheyenne.

“I wonder how many other people have taken this up as a hobby,” I said, turning and sitting down at my desk.

“What do you mean? Is there someone else?” Ivy asked. She perched on the edge of my bed, tugging down on her short black skirt.

“Marc Alberro. He used to have a thing for Cheyenne. Plus he kind of thinks he’s going to be the New York Times’ next ace reporter,” I explained. “So he was investigating too.”

“Never heard of him,” Ivy said with a shrug.

“I guess that’s me filling in the blanks then,” I replied.

“I guess so.” She leaned back on her hands. “So let’s see your list.”

I handed mine over. Ivy smirked as she took it in. “So you did investigate some of the Billings Girls.”

My face turned pink, though I wasn’t sure why. I focused on my computer, bringing up a Google search screen in case we needed it. “Of course I did.”

“I’m just surprised. I thought you guys were all about sisterhood and loyalty,” she said, her words dripping with disdain.

“I’m not an idiot,” I told her, snatching the list back from her. “One of my ‘sisters’ tried to kill me last year, in case you hadn’t heard.”

“Oh. Right,” she said with a trace of chagrin. “Ariana. Who knew she would turn out to be such a psycho?” She looked at me sideways and sat up straight. “Maybe she’s the one who’s been stalking you. Or us.”

My heart skipped a terrified beat. The very idea of Ariana lurking in the shadows of my life made my skin crawl. But I brushed the feeling aside. “Not possible. She’s locked up in some asylum or something.”

“Or so they say,” Ivy said with a leading smile.

I could tell by the twinkle in her eye that she didn’t believe that Ariana was really behind this—that she was just joking around. But I didn’t like it. The girl had tried to toss me off the roof of Billings last December. That wasn’t something I was ready to joke about.

“What if she’s on campus somewhere this very second?” Ivy suggested.

With a rush of fresh fear, I recalled those few times early in the semester when I had felt like I was being watched. When I could have sworn I had seen a pair of cold blue eyes staring at me from the stacks in the library, but when I went to investigate, no one was there. Leaving all those things in my room, sending that e-mail . . . those were exactly the kinds of insane things that Ariana might do.

But it wasn’t possible. She was safely locked away. Far away.

“Stranger things have happened, right?” Ivy said, loving her spooky conspiracy theory.

“Can I ask you a question?” I blurted.

“Sure.”

“Why the hell did you have that picture above your bed?” I said, turning sideways in my chair. “I mean, you hated Noelle and Ariana, looking at Cheyenne’s face every day couldn’t have been fun, and it was taken on basically the worst day of your life.”

Ivy arched one perfect eyebrow. “You have done your homework.” She looked down and picked an invisible piece of lint from her skirt, flicking it on the floor. “I kept that picture for two reasons. One, I actually had a good time that day, cleaning up the park. We all did. It’s the last good memory I have of Cheyenne, and even of . . . the other two.” A blush lit her face for a brief moment and she looked me in the eye. “And two, every time I looked at it, it reminded me that no matter how much fun you have with people, they can turn on you in a second.”

Her comment hit my heart with the force of a gunshot. She was right, after all. The Billings Girls had turned on me just like that. But then, I had done something awful to one of our own. Ivy had never done anything to hurt anyone.

Unreal. Ivy was actually more innocent than I was.

“Maybe we should get back to what we were doing,” I suggested.

“Works for me,” Ivy replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “So you looked into some of the Billings Girls, but not all.”

“Why would I look into all of them?” I asked, my face screwing up in consternation. “Some of them have no motive whatsoever.”

“Oh, I don’t know, because they all had the opportunity?” Ivy suggested with a shrug. “Better opportunity than anyone else. I mean, when it comes down to it, the obvious choice is someone who lives in Billings. A random stranger would have a tough time breaking in there in the middle of the night without any of you guys noticing.”

“They wouldn’t have to break in. It’s pretty easy to get a key card for any dorm on campus,” I said.

“I know this. All you’ve gotta do is get into that lockbox in Ms. Lewis’s desk,” Ivy said. “But—”

“How do you know about that?” I interrupted.

“It was one of our ‘tasks’ for Billings,” Ivy replied, tossing in some air quotes. “We had to make Ketlar keys for all the sisters. It was the easiest thing they had us do. But even if someone had a key, it’s not like you guys wouldn’t notice that person didn’t belong in your dorm. There are only sixteen of you.”

I hated to admit it, but the girl had a point.

“I say we check out all the Billings Girls,” Ivy added. “Especially considering we have no other suspects at the moment.”

Honestly, it seemed like a wise idea, even though I wouldn’t be sharing that thought with Ivy. After all, Ariana had been one of my best friends, and I never would have suspected her of Thomas’s murder. Never in a million years. So wasn’t it just as possible that there was someone else inside Billings who seemed just as innocent, but was capable of horrible things?

“Damn, I wish I still had that disc,” I said under my breath, leaning my elbow on the desk.

“What disc?” Ivy asked.

I hesitated for a second but realized there was no point in keeping the disc a secret from her. We were supposed to be partners here. And besides, there was no chance of her ever seeing what had been in those secret files. The disc was long gone. I took a deep breath and turned in my seat, lacing my fingers together between my knees.

“I used to have this disc with all this insider info on all the girls in Billings,” I told her. “They gave it to me when I was president. I don’t really know why, but . . . Well, anyway, I destroyed it.”

“What? Why?” Ivy asked.

“Because I didn’t want to have to give it to Noelle, basically,” I replied. “It was a whole saving-face thing.”

“And you never made a copy?” Ivy said.

“No,” I replied, embarrassed once again by my lack of forethought.

“Good thinking, genius girl,” she said, getting up.

My face flushed with heat and I actually wanted to pull her hair. Working with her was not going to be easy.

“Did you ever even look at it?”

“Yeah, once. I looked up myself.”

“Nice.” Ivy rolled her eyes. “On that computer?”

“Only one I got,” I said, wondering where this was going.

“Here,” she said, gesturing at me to move from my chair. “Let me try something.”

She had to be kidding. Like I was going to let her on my computer? Ivy rolled her eyes.

“God, you really are paranoid, aren’t you? I’m not going to do anything to it,” she said condescendingly. “I just want to see something. You can watch every keystroke, I promise.”

She was already trying to sit down and if I didn’t move, she was going to end up half on my lap. I slid out of there as quickly as I could and stepped back. Ivy opened a couple of windows and double clicked on a file marked “Temporary Files.”

“Et voila!” she said happily, lifting a hand.

I looked over her shoulder. One of the files near the top was titled “Current Billings Residents.”

“No way,” I said, leaning over her to click it open. Sure enough, all the files were there, from Noelle on down to me.

“Computers hold whatever files you open for, like, ever as long as you don’t delete them,” Ivy said, getting up again and pulling the chair out for me. “I’m constantly amazed by how many people don’t know that.”

I ignored her dig at my lack of computer savvy. My heart was pounding too hard. All this time, all the info I was wishing I still had had been right on my computer. I should have teamed up with Pemberly’s resident computer genius sooner.

Not that it ever would have crossed my mind.

“So, where should we start?” Ivy asked, practically salivating to uncover all the sordid details of the Billings Girls’ lives. So predictable.

“Let’s start with Cheyenne,” I suggested, clicking open her file. I had never had the guts to look at it before, feeling as if it was somehow wrong to look into the secrets of the dead. But now I had to believe she would have wanted us to check it out—that she would have wanted us to discover who had murdered her and to make sure that person was punished. “Makes sense, right? Maybe there’s something in her file that neither of us knows about.”

“Right,” Ivy said. But I could tell she was disappointed. Noelle’s file was probably calling out to her like the Holy Grail.

Cheyenne’s file was longer than any of the others I had looked at. I quickly scrolled through the basic details of her life—her parents’ current spouses and former lovers. Their jobs and incomes. Their real estate holdings. Cheyenne’s vitals like birth date, hobbies, awards won. The lists were huge. Cheyenne was every bit the overachiever she had always presented herself to be. And then came the list of significant relationships.

“Holy crap,” I said as Ivy whistled.

“I knew she was active, but not that active,” Ivy said.

The list went on for days. Names and dates. Some of the names had several dates next to them, indicating that Cheyenne had broken up and gotten back together with a guy several times. Many of the dates overlapped. Some of the names were familiar, like Trey Prescott, Ennis Thatcher from Barton, and Daniel Ryan, who’d graduated from Eason a couple years ago. Dominic was on there, as was Gage. There were names of a few other guys from school, and then a ton I didn’t recognize. I scrolled through quickly, not knowing what to think. How could a girl my age possibly have gone through so many—

“Stop!” Ivy shouted suddenly.

I jumped out of my skin. “What?”

“Go back,” she said.

“God, give me a heart attack.”

“Whatever, drama queen,” Ivy said, rolling her eyes. “Scroll back up.”

Fingers shaking, I did as I was told.

“There.” Ivy pointed and squinted as she leaned so close to my shoulder that her long hair brushed my cheek. “Does that say Dustin Carmichael?”

My eyes fell on the name, but it took a second for my brain to catch up. When it did, my breath caught in my throat.

“Dustin Carmichael? As in . . .”

“Amberly’s dad,” we said in unison.

“Ew!” Ivy proclaimed, stepping back. Her face scrunched up with disgust. “The guy’s, like, forty!”

I felt bile rise up in my throat and swallowed it back, trying to focus. I stared at the dates next to his name. They covered the two weeks right before school had started. For two weeks, apparently, Cheyenne had somehow conducted a fling with Amberly’s father.

“I mean, I know he’s like one of the top five wealthiest men in the world, but still,” Ivy was saying. “Do you think the two of them—”

“Ivy, shut up a second,” I said, my mind racing as I turned sideways in my seat.

“Pardon me?” she replied, annoyed.

“Forget about how gross it is and focus,” I said, staring up at her. “Cheyenne had an affair with Amberly’s dad. Right before school started. Like, three or four weeks before Cheyenne was killed.”

Realization lit Ivy’s face. “You don’t think that little tartlet could have—”

“Why not? It’s a motive,” I said, standing up. “Maybe she found out about it and went into a rage. Plus, as we all know, Cheyenne’s death left an opening for Noelle to come back, which Amberly definitely wanted. She always made a point of telling everyone that she and Noelle were old friends. Maybe she figured that if Noelle came back and took over Billings, she had a shot at getting in.”

“Which is exactly what’s happened,” Ivy said, her eyes wide.

I felt a jolt of electricity between us. “I knew it! I knew there was something off about that girl. This is why she wanted the disc so badly! She was worried I might find out about her dad and Cheyenne! She was only trying to protect herself.”

“Wait. What do you mean she wanted the disc?” Ivy asked.

“I told Noelle I had a copy of this, just to scare her,” I said, gesturing at the computer. “Amberly overheard and demanded I give it to her, and when I didn’t, she totally trashed my room looking for it.”

“Oh my God,” Ivy said, paling. “She is a psycho. Although she’s not the only person I know who’s been breaking into other people’s rooms,” she added with a knowing glance.

“You’re hilarious,” I said sarcastically.

Ivy smirked. “But wait,” she said, snatching my suspect list off my desk. “You had Amberly on here but crossed her out. Why?”

I blinked at the list. Amberly’s name had been hastily added after I noticed her Ariana-esque transformation, then slashed after I had talked to her friends. “Right. Because her roommates gave her an alibi.”

“Was it solid?” Ivy asked, gripping the page in both hands.

I tried to recall every detail of my bathroom tête-à-tête with Lara and Kirsten. How Kirsten had thought Amberly had returned to their room at the “ass crack of dawn,” and how Lara had quickly corrected her, saying it was still dark out.

“No. That girl Lara was definitely covering something up. Dammit!” I said, my foot stomping of its own accord. “I knew it. I knew I should have pressed her.”

I closed my eyes tightly and brought my hand to my head. I had been onto Amberly days ago and I had just let it go based on the crapass story of some conniving frosh. She could have easily been lying about the timing of Amberly’s return to their room that night. And if she was, it all added up. It all made sense.

“Do you think she’s our stalker, too?” Ivy asked.

I had to blink a few times for her to come into focus again. For a moment I had entirely spaced on the stalker aspect of this whole thing. “I don’t know.”

“Think about it. She kills Cheyenne, then tries to drive you crazy over it, blaming it all on you and leaving all those sadistic little gifties.”

I had related all the details of my stalking to Ivy the night before, after we had made our pact. She had been, much to my satisfaction, appropriately appalled by all of it. Apparently the girl had a human side after all.

“Maybe she thought you wouldn’t be able to handle it and would move out of Billings,” Ivy theorized. “Once Noelle was back, she was trying to create a place for herself in the dorm. Which she also succeeded in doing.”

“Plus, by getting rid of me, she could move in as Noelle’s new best friend,” I said slowly. “And I’m sure her new best friend told her what all the Billings Girls made me do for initiation last year. I can’t believe this.”

I felt suddenly faint and had to sit down on the edge of my bed. She was right. That crazy beyotch was living in my room, sleeping in my bed, using my private bathroom.

Oh my God. All this time Sabine had been rooming with a psycho.

“But what about the X’d-out photo in your room?” I asked Ivy.

“Obviously she planted it there, trying to pin the whole thing on me,” Ivy said, lifting a hand as she paced my tiny room. “Which also worked for a few hours. Damn, this girl is good.”

All the pieces of this massively distorted puzzle were finally fitting together.

“I can’t believe I didn’t see this before,” I mused.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is, we see it now,” Ivy said. “So what are we going to do about it?”

“We need proof,” I said firmly. “Something concrete we can take to Hauer. After what happened yesterday he’s never going to believe us on our word alone.”

Ivy smirked. “Well, lucky for us the entire dorm will be deserted tonight.”

I blinked at her, my skin tingling with realization. “Kiran’s pre-party.”

“Exactly,” Ivy said, sitting on my desk chair and slapping her hands down on her legs. “All we have to do is find a way to get in there and we can check out her room. See what we can find.”

“Luckily, I still have some friends on the inside,” I said, my pulse racing. I grabbed my iPhone off my desk and speed-dialed Sabine’s cell. It went right to voice mail. I wasn’t going to get what I wanted from her, but at least I could leave her a message. I waited for the beep and spoke quickly.

“Sabine, it’s Reed. This is going to sound insane, but I just wanted to warn you . . . I think Amberly might have been my stalker all along, so just . . . watch your back,” I said. “Call me when you get this.”

I ended the call and tried Constance next.

“Hey, Reed!” she said brightly, picking up on the first ring. “What’s up?”

“Constance, I need your Billings keycard,” I said.

“What for?” she asked.

“I have to . . . get back in my old room. I left something in there that I need,” I improvised, glancing at Ivy. She nodded her approval at my story.

“Oh, well, I can get it for you,” Constance offered.

I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my free hand. Sometimes Constance’s helpful side was really unhelpful. “Actually, it’s kind of hidden and it would be too hard to explain where it is. I was thinking I’d just go in there tonight after Amberly and Sabine go out and get it.”

There was a short pause before Constance said, “Okay. That’s fine.”

I looked at Ivy and flashed a quick thumbs-up. “Oh, and Constance, don’t tell anyone about this, okay? I’m sure they would all freak out if they knew I was getting back in, even for five minutes.”

“I totally understand. My lips are sealed,” Constance said. “I’ll slip you the card at lunch and just get someone to let me in after.”

“Constance, what would I do without you?” I asked.

I could practically feel the heat of her blush through the phone. “Reed! It’s no big deal. I’ll see you later.”

“Later.”

I signed off the phone and held it in both hands to stop the nervous quaking. With a grim smile I looked up at Ivy.

“We’re in.”

     
REVELATION



Stepping over the threshold of Billings was like walking into my old middle school after I’d graduated. I should have felt at home there, but the sites felt weirdly unfamiliar. Like the place had moved on. Like the very walls knew I should no longer be there. I felt a skitter of apprehension as Ivy grabbed the banister and mounted the stairs. The first step creaked in the silence.

“Reed!” she hissed. “Let’s go!”

She was dressed in head-to-toe black like a cat burglar from a cartoon. I was wearing my gold minidress and my long wool coat, fully planning on still making the party bus to Kiran’s party when we were done here.

“I’m coming,” I replied through my teeth.

Together we raced up the stairs to the top floor, where my old room was located. I pointed out the door to Ivy. My heart pounded like I’d just sucked down eight cups of espresso. This was way too weird. Way too weird.

But when Ivy opened the door, it just got weirder.

My side of the room had been completely taken over by the Care Bear brigade. Everything was done in pastels. Pink bedspread, fluffy light blue and yellow pillows, an eyelet bed skirt. Amberly had even had a ribbon tent suspended from the ceiling over her bed, draping down over the mattress like she was some kind of Disney princess. On the walls were framed photos of her and a girl who could only be her little sister, grinning in front of various wonders of the world. The Taj Mahal. The Great Wall of China. The Pyramids. I would have been impressed if the photos weren’t so oddly stiff. Like she had Photo-Shopped the two of them into magazine cutouts or something.

“This girl needs professional help,” Ivy said, indicating a collection of porcelain dolls set up along the top shelf above my old desk. Their eyes stared out at us blankly from beneath perfectly placed ringlets.

“Let’s just get this over with,” I said.

“I’m down,” Ivy replied.

She turned on Amberly’s desk lamp so that we could see without the help of the light from the hallway, and I closed the door quietly behind us. I immediately attacked the desk drawers while Ivy dropped to the floor and pulled a few boxes out from under the bed. All I found was a massive collection of Hello Kitty office supplies. Ivy uncovered a box full of crafting materials and a collection of poetry books.

“Anything?” I asked as Ivy flipped through some of the books, hoping something incriminating might fall out.

“Nothing,” she said.

“I got the closet,” I told her.

“I’ll get the dresser,” Ivy offered.

My pulse pounded as I dug through the shoe boxes on the floor and the stacks of books and clothes on the shelves above. Ivy slammed each drawer as she finished with it, and with each slam my heart jumped a bit higher in my throat.

“Would you stop doing that?” I whispered.

“There’s nothing here!” Ivy replied without apology. Clearly she was already growing frustrated. “Maybe the bathroom.”

She turned around and slammed right into the end of Sabine’s bed. The mattress lurched and knocked into the bedside table, causing a candle and frame to topple to the floor with the unmistakable sound of cracking glass.

“Shit,” Ivy said under her breath.

“I got it,” I told her, walking over to pick up Sabine’s things.

I placed the candle down and checked the frame over. Sure enough, there was a crack right through the center of the glass. Crap. Looked like I owed Sabine a new frame. I was about to pop it open to remove the shards, when I saw something odd in the photo, right beneath the crack.

I had never really looked at the photo of Sabine and her mother before, except in passing it on my way to the bathroom, but now I saw that there was an extra hand in the picture. A creamy white female’s hand. Someone had their arm slung across Sabine’s shoulder from the other side.

“That’s weird,” I said.

“What?”

Ivy came up next to me to check it out.

“Look. She cut someone out of the picture,” I said, pointing at the hand.

“Or folded it,” Ivy said. She grabbed the frame from me. She started to undo the clasps at the back.

“Ivy! What are you doing?” I hissed, trying to snatch back the frame. “Leave Sabine’s stuff alone!”

“We need to throw away the broken glass,” Ivy said matter-of-factly.

Ivy finally freed the photo and the glass shards tumbled onto Sabine’s perfectly made bed. Sure enough, the photo was folded. I snagged what was left of the frame back from Ivy as she opened the picture in front of her. Her face went pale so fast it made my heart drop.

“Oh. My. God.”

“What?” I said. “What’s wrong?”

She turned the picture around, holding it up in front of her chest. The room around me blurred as I focused in on the photo. Focused in on the smiling face of a pretty blond girl with icy blue eyes.

On the face of Ariana Osgood.

My hands shook as I reached for the photo. Every single inch of me shook. On Ariana’s other side was an older man with white hair and blue eyes, who appeared to be laughing as the picture was being shot. Ariana’s dad. It had to be. He looked just like her.

I knew what I was seeing, but I couldn’t make sense of it. My brain refused to take it in. Mr. Osgood laughing with his arm around Ariana. Ariana smiling with her arm around Sabine. Sabine holding her mother close to her side. They looked like a big, happy family.

“I don’t understand,” I said, sitting down shakily on the edge of Sabine’s bed. My breath started to come fast and shallow, my chest heaving up and down. “I don’t understand.”

“Did she ever tell you that she knew Ariana?” Ivy asked, sitting down next to me.

“Never. She never said a word,” I replied, my mind racing as my skin started to burn. “She’s supposed to be my best friend, but all semester she’s been keeping this from me. She knows the girl who tried to murder me. She even looks like she’s . . . friends with her.”

“You don’t think that she’s . . . I mean, that Sabine is . . .” Ivy trailed off, as if it was impossible for her to say what she was thinking. I was right there with her. It was impossible for me to process it. That Sabine could be our stalker. That sweet, innocuous Sabine could be Cheyenne’s murderer.

Suddenly, I found myself on my feet, still clutching the photo. “I have to go,” I said, half blind with rage and confusion.

“Go where?” Ivy asked, standing as well.

“All those months I lived with her. All those months I trusted her with everything. And all that time she was lying to my face,” I spat. “If she could keep this from me, what else has she been lying about?” I added, holding up the picture.

“Reed, you can’t just confront her. We have to call the police,” Ivy said firmly, stepping in front of me as if to block my route to the door.

“So call the police,” I told her. “I’m going.”

She reached out and grabbed my wrist. “But the girl could be seriously dangerous.”

“I don’t care. There are a hundred people at that party,” I said. “What’s she going to do to me in front of a hundred people?”

“Reed, I can’t let you—”

“You can either let go of me, or I can make you,” I told her, staring into her coal-black eyes. “Your choice.”

Just like that, Ivy released me. And just like that, I was on my way across campus to finally confront the girl who called herself my best friend.

     
OVER



The music was pounding when we reached the solarium, Ivy trying desperately to explain everything into her cell phone—to make the officer on the other end understand. Red and pink lights flashed, bathing all the faces and distorting them into demonesque masks. Everywhere I looked people were laughing and sipping punch and dancing. Everyone I knew, obliviously prepping for a night of revelry.

But Sabine. Where was Sabine?

“Reed! I’m so glad you’re here.” Noelle appeared out of nowhere and slipped her warm hand into mine. “I think it’s about time we talk.”

“No,” I heard myself say. “Not now.”

A look of consternation crossed Noelle’s face, but I didn’t have time to explain. I slipped away from her and dove into the crowd. Behind me I could hear her blocking Ivy’s entrance, telling her she wasn’t invited and she had to go. If only Noelle knew what Ivy had done for me just now. If only she knew how everything had so suddenly and fundamentally changed. But she would find out soon enough.

“Reed! Hey.”

It was Josh. Adorable, innocent, kissable Josh in his suit with its open-collared shirt, looking oh so perfectly handsome. He stepped up close to me and lowered his lips toward my ear.

“I got your present. Thank you so much. The paintbrushes . . . the letter . . . it was amazing,” he said. “Can we maybe go somewhere and talk?”

I barely even registered the words. Felt nothing at his closeness. I could feel nothing but my rage. And then I saw her. Dancing near the edge of the crowd with Astrid and Constance and Trey and Gage. My friends. She had no right to be anywhere near my friends.

“Later,” I told Josh.

I stormed away from him, shoving aside Billings Girls and Ketlar boys as I went. I walked right past Astrid and Constance. Sabine noted my approach, and her entire face lit up.

“Reed! There you are! We were wondering when you—”

Shaking from head to toe, I unfolded the eight-by-ten photo and held it up right in front of her face. Sabine stopped dancing.

“What. The hell. Is this?” I demanded.

Around us, Astrid, Constance, Trey, and Gage slowly stopped moving and looked at one another warily. They couldn’t see the photo, but they obviously sensed the tension. Sabine’s smile faltered, but only for the briefest of moments.

“Where did you get that?” Sabine asked, her voice barely audible over the music.

“You know where I got it—from the frame next to your bed,” I replied, advancing on her slightly, still holding the picture up. “What are you doing with Ariana, Sabine? How the hell do you know her? How could you have kept it from me all this time?”

Sabine glanced around and laughed nervously, as our mutual friends were now gaping at her.

“I don’t know what she’s talking about,” she said, shaking her head.

“The evidence is right here!” I said, thrusting the picture at her. “You can’t even try to deny it. Tell me the truth, Sabine. What are you doing with Ariana Osgood?”

Sabine was still smiling, looking at me like I had lost it. My blood was boiling so hot my skin was going to sear right off.

“Reed, I—”

“The girl tried to kill me!” I blurted, my hand quaking. “Tell me how you know the psycho bitch!”

Just like that, something inside Sabine seemed to snap. The innocent, cornered puppy dog mask fell away and was replaced by something dark. Something evil. Something smoldering.

“Don’t call her that,” she said, her voice hard.

I had to laugh. “Call her what? Psycho bitch? That’s exactly what she is.”

Sabine got right in my face so fast I almost lost my balance. Her green eyes bored into mine. “She’s not a psycho bitch,” she hissed through her teeth. “She’s my sister.”

The world around me was sucked into a vacuum, leaving nothing but me and Sabine behind. The lights, the music, the voices, the laughter, the whirl of color all around me. Gone in a flash. All I could see was the rabid look in Sabine’s eyes. So very much like Ariana’s ferocity. So very familiar. So very obvious.

Ariana was Sabine’s sister. The one she always talked about like she was some kind of goddess, the one she had visited off campus, the one who had been “out of the country” for our fund-raiser. All that time she had been talking about Ariana. Of course the girl was out of the country. She was out of her freaking mind. Suddenly, I remembered a couple of weeks ago when Sabine had tried to get me to confide in her about my breakup with Josh. She had mentioned helping her sister through a bad breakup. Had she been talking about Ariana and Thomas then? My God, I was such a total fool.

“Your what?” Constance blurted, bringing me back into the here and now. The world rushed back in on me so fast I thought I was going to faint. And on top of that, the realization. The complete realization of the truth.

“It was you,” I said quietly, my hand and the photo finally dropping. Sabine had killed Cheyenne. Sabine had been the one haunting me. She had done it all for Ariana.

“It was all you.”

Sabine simply stared at me, but I saw the light of triumph in her eyes. She didn’t even seem upset at having been caught. She seemed . . . excited.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Trey said, stepping up next to us. Slowly a crowd was forming around us. Trey. Noelle. Astrid. Gage. “What do you mean, it was all her? What was all her? Reed, what the hell is going on?”

I couldn’t answer him. All I could do was stare at Sabine. “Why did you have to kill Cheyenne?” I asked her, my throat suddenly aching. “If you wanted me, then why didn’t you just come after me? Why did you have to hurt her?”

My voice broke on the word hurt, which pissed me off. Trey and Gage looked at each other, grim understanding creeping into their eyes.

“Because I wanted you to feel it,” she said fiercely, her teeth still clenched. “I wanted you to feel what it was like to slowly lose your mind. I wanted to put you through exactly what you put my sister through. An eye for an eye.”

“What?” Trey said. “What the hell are you guys talking about?”

“Let her talk,” I said, holding a hand out to Trey. “It feels good to talk, doesn’t it, Sabine? Just like Ariana did. Doesn’t it feel good to get it all off your chest?”

“Don’t talk about my sister like you know her!” Sabine snapped, getting right in my face. “You ruined her!”

There were a few gasps around me as the crowd thickened. Up until now, it had been difficult for anyone to hear us over the noise, but now that the other partygoers were starting to take notice, I could hear the whispers running already, disappearing into the heavy bass of the music.

“Ariana’s sister?”

“Sabine?”

“Reed just said Sabine killed Cheyenne. . . .”

I saw Josh slip into the front row of onlookers, his gorgeous face creased with concern and confusion. I felt stronger just seeing him there.

“Fine. Let’s just say I ruined Ariana,” I said sarcastically. “What did that have to do with Cheyenne?”

Sabine let out an evil laugh. “Don’t pin that on me,” she said, shaking her head. “I would never have had to go there if it hadn’t been for Josh. All I wanted to do was help Cheyenne steal him from you the way you stole Thomas from Ariana. Easy as pie. But no. Not Josh. He loved you too much. He was too strong. I had to drug him within an inch of his life that night just to get him to hook up with Cheyenne in the Art Cemetery.”

All the air rushed right out of my lungs. Astrid’s face went ashen and Constance let out a small whimper.

“What? That was you?” Josh demanded, coming forward. “You fed me those pills? You could have killed me!”

Sabine laughed. “Please. You’re fine. Get over it already.”

I couldn’t stop staring at her face, trying to find some semblance of the girl I’d known all year. The girl I had trusted. But there was no trace of sweet, innocent Sabine left. She was all darkness.

“Besides, the pills didn’t even do the job! You two still got back together. It made me sick, the way you just forgave him,” Sabine said, looking at my feet as if she wanted to spit on them. “That was when I realized I’d have to take a more extreme approach.”

“So it’s true. You did kill her just to get to me. To make me feel responsible,” I said, my palms sweating. A hard rock of guilt settled in over my heart. Once again I was indirectly responsible for murder. First Thomas, now Cheyenne. Both dead because of me. I felt Noelle step up behind me. Getting my back. Just like old times. She put her hand protectively on my shoulder.

“Collateral damage,” Sabine said with a sneer. “Necessary in all wars. And let’s face it, Cheyenne was kind of a bitch.”

Wars? Wars? She was clearly out of her mind. Completely and totally gone.

I could barely think. Barely feel. Barely process anything that was going on around me. There was no space. No air. But I needed to know. “And what, your battle plan was to haunt me? Make me think Cheyenne was dead because of me?”

Sabine laughed, her eyes wild. “You should have seen yourself. Every time I sent you an e-mail or left you a little ‘present.’ Things I stole from Cheyenne’s room that night her parents so generously let us paw through all her stuff. You were always on the verge of a nervous breakdown.”

Someone, somewhere, finally cut the bass-heavy music, and all around were whispers and elbows nudging elbows. I felt tears of anger and embarrassment well up in my eyes. I couldn’t take much more of this. All this time I had trusted her. All this time I had thought she was one of my only true friends. But all the while I had been living with the enemy. Sabine had tortured me for months and I had never once suspected her.

My God, she must have gotten such satisfaction out of seeing me slowly losing it. Seeing me lock myself in the bathroom. Watching me tear my dress off before the fund-raiser because the perfume on it was Cheyenne’s. She was one of only three people even to know that photo of Cheyenne and me existed, so she must have dug through my stuff until she found it and used it against me. I had treated her like my best friend and all the while, she had been plotting with Ariana.

Ariana. That was how Sabine had known about the blush beads and the bedding, Ariana must have told her. It was all so perfectly, sadistically planned. Sabine probably gave me that stupid rug just so she could crush the blush beads into it later.

Noelle gripped my arm tighter. “You’re out of your mind, Sabine.”

Sabine just laughed. “Oh, Noelle. Perfect little Noelle. You were the hardest to deal with. You kept getting in the way. Protecting Reed. Explaining it all away. Keeping her sane. Acting the part of the good friend.”

Everyone was listening now. Everyone silent. I frantically searched the crowd for Ivy. Where was she? Had she called the police? Why weren’t they here yet?

“It wasn’t acting,” Noelle said, her glossy hair falling over her shoulder. “Unlike you, I don’t have to pretend to be someone’s good friend.”

“Yeah? So I guess you were a good friend to Ariana, then? When you kidnapped her boyfriend and then became best friends with the slut who stole him away.”

Noelle narrowed her eyes. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“But you know what that feels like now, right? To lose your boyfriend to Reed Brennan.” Sabine’s eyes flickered between me and Noelle. “Although it looks like you’ve already forgiven her. I have to say, I expected more backbone from you, Noelle.”

My blood boiled. “Shut up, Sabine.”

“Reed, you’re so pathetically loyal to Noelle I could vomit,” Sabine sneered. “Driving a wedge between the two of you was like pulling teeth. But I did it. That video of you from the Legacy was priceless, wasn’t it? Girl like you could have a future in porn.”

A gasp escaped my lips. One that was echoed by plenty of onlookers.

“That was you?” I said.

“Of course it was me,” Sabine said, looking proud of her accomplishment. “I slipped Ecstasy into your drinks and into Dash’s all night long. I wrote the note that got you up to the roof in the first place.”

Suddenly an image of the note flashed through my mind. The girly handwriting. I had noticed it at the time, but had been too out of it to care. Out of it because of the Ecstasy, it seemed.

“And it all worked like a charm,” Sabine continued. “The two of you were so far gone and all over each other you didn’t even notice me filming.”

The room’s strobe lights continued to flash. Sabine’s face turned red, then pink, then red, then pink.

“You psychotic, sniveling little bitch,” Noelle said from over my shoulder.

“Now, now, just because you totally fell for it, there’s no need for name calling.” Sabine smirked at Noelle, her eyes wide in faux innocence. “It’s amazing how fast you turn on your friends. First Ariana, and then poor little Reed. You ripped her right out of your life without even giving her a chance to explain.”

“You’re insane, you know that?” I said. “You belong in the same padded cell as your sister.”

At that moment we all heard the sirens wailing in the distance. Sabine turned away and my heart flew into my throat. Everyone froze. Everyone but Josh and Trey, who lurched forward, grabbing her to keep her from running. For a split second, I felt nothing but grateful relief, but then I saw the look of terror on their faces. They released Sabine and backed away as she pressed the barrel of a gun directly against Trey’s heart.

Everyone around us gasped. There was a scream and a crash as some people raced for the door. I tried to back up but found that I couldn’t move. My feet would simply not budge. Suddenly I was freezing cold. So cold I couldn’t breathe.

Sabine turned the gun on me.

“Once you were out of Billings, I thought I finally had you. I thought I had finally succeeded in ruining your life. No friends, no boyfriend, no Billings, no future. But you just keep fighting, don’t you?” Sabine said, her hand as steady as granite. “After that sappy little speech you made last night, I knew it was time for drastic measures. You’re never getting back into Billings, Reed. You can’t have the life you stole from Ariana. You just can’t.”

“Sabine,” I heard myself say, breathless. “Don’t do this.”

“I held this very gun to Cheyenne’s head to make her take all those pills,” she said evenly. “Now I’ll finally have the chance to fire it.”

I took a step back. “Sabine—”

“Maybe I am just like my sister, Reed,” she said, her eyes filled with unshed tears. “But unlike Ariana, I am going to finish this.”

My life flashed before my eyes. Josh, Noelle, Thomas, Constance, Natasha, Kiran, Taylor, Dash, Scott, my parents, my grandparents, even my dog. This was it. This was the end of it all. I would never see any of them again.

“Reed! Oh my God! No!”

The sirens swelled. Josh shoved Gage aside and leapt toward me. Sabine closed her eyes and pulled. The shot went off, as deafening as a blast of thunder.

And then, everything went black.
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PROLOGUE
OCTOBER OF SENIOR YEAR



White headlights severed the darkness as Ariana Osgood veered from the two-lane highway onto an overgrown road near the outskirts of Easton, Connecticut. She gripped the steering wheel with one hand and adjusted the rearview mirror with the other, glancing nervously into it.

Calm down, Ariana. Just calm down.

She hadn’t been followed; she knew that. No one had seen her slip away from Billings House in Josh Hollis’s Range Rover. No one knew that she was retracing the route she’d taken just an hour ago with Noelle Lange, Kiran Hayes, and Taylor Bell. That she was coming back for Thomas. And no one knew why she needed to find him. Her secrets—their secrets—were safe.

Rocks and chunks of hardened earth popped underneath the Range Rover’s tires as she jerked the car off the road, cutting through the grassy field. She leaned forward and squinted into the blackness. He was somewhere out there. She just had to find him, talk to him. And once she did, he would understand everything. Understand that he was wasting his time with Reed Brennan, that she was nothing but a novelty. A terrible mistake. Understand that he was meant to be with Ariana.

Suddenly her headlights caught something. Someone. Someone slumping limply from a pole.

Thomas.

“No!” She slammed on the brake pedal and swerved violently, barely missing him. Hands shaking, Ariana fumbled with the lock and opened the door, leaving the car’s headlights on.

“Thomas!” Her voice sounded small in the open, deserted expanse around them. Thomas’s head lolled forward, his chin grazing his chest. He groaned and mumbled something Ariana couldn’t understand. Panic bubbled in her throat as she stared in disbelief at the figure in front of her, as if she was seeing him like this for the first time. Had they really left him in this condition? His arms and legs were tied to the pole with thick rope, and a black mesh bag was draped over his head. His chest and torso were covered with scratches from where her friends had jabbed him with tree branches. Dried blood encrusted a cut on his shoulder. The shirt he’d been wearing was on the ground, next to the baseball bat Noelle had forgotten to take with her when they’d left not even an hour ago.

Ariana’s heart twisted painfully in her chest. How could she have let this happen? She’d never meant to hurt him, had only gone along with Noelle’s plan so she wouldn’t suspect anything.

“Thomas.” The second her fingers grazed his clammy skin, he flinched, recoiling from the contact. From her. “Thomas, it’s me,” she choked, ripping the bag off his head. She had to cover her mouth to keep from vomiting. Thomas looked almost . . . dead. His wet curls were matted against his gray, sweaty face.

“I’m here. It’s all right,” she whispered, as much to herself as to him, and started to work on the knot binding his wrists. It didn’t budge. “You’re safe. I’m here to take care of you,” she grunted, pulling futilely at the knot. She could have killed herself for not thinking to bring a knife or scissors.

His eyelids fluttered. “Take care of me?” he croaked.

“Of course.” He would be so grateful to her for saving his life—for keeping their secret through all that—that he would never leave her again. Everything would go back to normal, and they could be together. Just like they’d planned. Just like he’d promised.

“Go to hell,” he moaned.

The venom in his voice stung like a slap across the face. Thomas had never spoken to her like that. Digging her nails into her palms, she reminded herself that he was probably still drunk, or high. He didn’t know what he was saying. He loved her, wanted to be with her. She knew he did. She just had to make him remember.

“Thomas, I just want to help.” She sounded weak. She hated sounding weak. She reached for the rope coiled around his wrists and tugged at the knots. “I—”

“Don’t touch me,” he said, his voice stronger this time. His blue eyes bore into hers, full of disgust. “You think I don’t know it was you who tied me up like this? You think I didn’t recognize your voice?”

“It wasn’t me! It was Noelle! I couldn’t stop her!” His image blurred in front of her as tears filled her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. After everything they’d been through together, it couldn’t end like this. “I would never hurt you. I love you,” she said, her voice a barely audible whisper. “You love me too. You have to.” A salty tear slipped down her cheek.

“Or what?” he spat. His stare sliced through her like a steel blade. “What are you gonna do, Ariana? Kill me?” A strange laugh slipped from his lips. “Like you killed—”

“Stop it. You’re drunk. You don’t know what you’re saying. You’re not thinking clearly.”

He shook his head, his desperate laugh still hanging in the air between them. “The thing is,” he croaked, “for once in my life, I actually am. Everything is clear now that I have Reed in my—”

“Don’t you dare say that name,” Ariana snapped, digging her nails into her arms. Hot rage rose inside her. “She’s not like us, and you know it. She’s a nobody, Thomas. A nothing.”

“She’s everything!” Thomas yelled. He lunged forward, his chest heaving. “Don’t you get it? She’s everything you’re not, Ariana. I love her.”

“No, you love me!” Ariana screamed. “Everything I did, I did for you. For us.”

“There is no us,” Thomas spat.

“No us?” she repeated dumbly, taking a step back and wincing at her vulnerability. She fought to keep her voice steady. “Do you not love me?”

“Not anymore. Not after the things you did. The things we did.” He was silent for a while. When he spoke again, his voice was calm. “But I’m going to fix it,” he said quietly. “Make it right. I have to.”

“What are you saying?” Her throat felt tight, like she couldn’t get enough air. How could he not love her anymore? He had to. Had to. He was the reason she’d done those things. The reason why those things were okay. Worth it. How was she supposed to live without him? How was she supposed to continue to watch him with Reed? Her stomach heaved at the thought and she gasped for air.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

Out . . . two . . . three . . .

“I’m going to the police. I’m going to tell them everything. I’m coming clean—about you, about me. And maybe while I’m there I’ll tell them what you and your little Billings friends did to me tonight, too.”

“No. No, no, no.” Ariana doubled over. This couldn’t be happening. Couldn’t. What had gone wrong? Why was he doing this? How could he not want her anymore? Not want to protect her? “You’ll ruin everything. My life will be over. Please,” she begged, stumbling toward him. She tripped over a rock and fell at his feet, heaving sobs emanating from her shaking body. “Please don’t do this to me.”

“I have to,” he repeated slowly. The cut from his shoulder had started bleeding again. “For Reed. She deserves the truth.”

“Thomas,” Ariana moaned, collapsing into the cracked earth. Tears streamed down her dirty face. Everything she had worked so hard for was slipping away. Soon, she would be left with nothing. No one.

The blurred image of a baseball bat wavered in front of her, just inches away. She watched as her fingers closed around its wooden neck. Watched as she drew the bat closer and brought herself slowly to her feet. It was as if she was watching someone else. “I can’t let you do this to me. I can’t let you ruin me, leave me,” she said quietly. It was someone else’s voice. It wasn’t hers. It couldn’t be. She was Ariana Osgood. Easton Academy’s Good Girl. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”

Fear and resignation seeped slowly into Thomas’s face, his voice. “You’re fucking insane,” he said quietly. “I should have known.”

“Shut up, Thomas.” She raised the bat over her head.

“Just like your mother.” He looked her directly in the eye and spat at her.

“Stop it!” she shrieked. The tears were coming harder now. “I’m nothing like her! Nothing!”

“You were never good enough for me. For anyone.”

You never know what people are capable of until they’re pushed to their edge, Ariana.

“You’re crazy. You’re insa—”

The sickening crack of the bat against Thomas’s ribs startled her. A primitive, guttural scream escaped from her soul as she felt his body give way under her hands. His cries intertwined with her own, until she couldn’t tell them apart. The begging, the pleading, the hollow thud of the bat swelled around her. She needed silence. A single moment of peace. She raised the bat over her head once more and closed her eyes.

And everything went black.



THE GOOD GIRL
DECEMBER OF JUNIOR YEAR



Ariana Osgood just wanted to go home.

She knew it was insane. She was, after all, standing at the edge of the ballroom at the Driscoll Hotel, playing witness to the most decadent party of the year. The party she had circled in red on her social calendar three months ago and had been looking forward to every day since. But now that she was at the Winter Ball, watching all of Easton Academy mingle and chat and dance, all she wanted to do was go back to Billings House and be with her friends. Her sisters. Inside Billings it was simple. Inside Billings she could just be.

Ariana reached up and touched her light blond hair, making sure for the fiftieth time that the chignon she’d worked so hard to achieve had held. How could she have forgotten how these events always put her on edge? Always made her feel hot and clenched and breathless. She was going to say something stupid. Or do something wrong. And everyone would see. Everyone would know.

Which was why she had spent the past fifteen minutes leaning against a grooved marble column on the outskirts of the room, just out of view of the table where her friends and boyfriend, Daniel Ryan, were sitting. Sooner or later they were going to notice her marathon bathroom trips and the current column-hugging, and she was going to have to rejoin their reveling. Better make these last few minutes of invisibility count.

Taking a deep breath, Ariana let the sounds of laughter and clinking silverware fade into the recesses of her mind and watched the scene around her unfold like a movie on mute. She committed every detail of the black and white marble room to memory as if her life depended on it. Noting details, cataloging a scene, always made her feel calm, in control.

There were her classmates, stiff and formal in their suits and dresses. The twelve-piece band singing pop versions of Christmas carols on the stage up front. The light December snow falling outside, the large flakes kissing the leaded windowpanes. The waxy mistletoe and the candlelit wreaths that—if she squinted her eyes just so—looked like explosions of gold.

But the curtains . . . well, those she had to remember down to the last filigreed stitch so she could report back to her mother about them. They were exquisite, all burgundy velvet with shimmering gold-thread fleurs-de-lis. Her mother, a New Orleans native, loved fleurs-de-lis. When Ariana was nine, her mother had given her a gorgeous gold fleur-de-lis necklace for Christmas. That had been Ariana’s favorite Christmas. The last happy one she could remember. The last one before her father started taking those extended business trips. Before her mother started to fade away. Ariana had never taken the antique necklace off, as if it could somehow tie her to those happier times.

“Whoops, sorry!” A drunk junior in a rumpled Betsey Johnson dress knocked into Ariana on the way to the bathroom, giggling and slurring and groping with her acne-scarred date.

With a blink, Ariana returned to her body, and the sounds of the ballroom rushed her ears at full volume. The band was playing “All I Want for Christmas,” and a girl let out a shrill shriek as her boyfriend lifted her off her feet and spun her around. Ariana sighed and pushed away from the cool comfort of the column, giving her teeth a quick flick with her tongue to clear away any wayward lip gloss as she wove her way through the crowd.

As she slowly approached her table, Ariana took a mental picture of her friends. The Billings Girls. She loved to watch them from afar, study their mannerisms, note their tics and gestures and habits. More than anything, she loved when she caught them doing something gross or stupid when they thought no one was watching. Like picking their teeth, or adjusting their boobs in their dresses, or checking out cute-but-dorky Drake boys from across the room. She liked to make mental lists of their imperfections. It made her feel less imperfect herself.

Of course, finding imperfections among the Billings Girls was never easy. It took a practiced eye. They were, after all, Easton royalty. Which meant that Ariana was Easton royalty. She had been ever since September, when she’d taken her place as a junior member of Easton’s most elite dorm. Now the Billings Girls, the ones her mother had always talked about as if they were characters in a fairy tale, were her dorm mates. Her friends. Her sisters.

When Ariana was just a few feet away, she noticed that Isobel Bautista, a senior who had taken Ariana under her wing at the beginning of the year, was playing with her violet D&G heels under the table, letting them swing from her toes as she gazed around the ballroom. Suddenly the right one fell off and landed a few inches away from her foot. Ariana watched as Isobel scooched down in her chair as casually as possible to retrieve it. As she was fishing around with her toes, she brushed Noelle Lange’s ankle, and Noelle whacked her boyfriend Dash McCafferty’s arm.

“You’re playing footsie with me? What are we, twelve?” Noelle joked.

“Wasn’t me,” Dash replied, flashing a killer smile. “But I’ll play anytime you want.”

Isobel finally shoved her foot into her shoe and sat up again, admitting to nothing, but the snapshot of normality soothed Ariana. She smiled and finally joined them.

“There you are,” Noelle said, flipping her thick, dark mane of hair over her shoulder as Ariana slipped into her chair. Noelle was, as always, wearing her signature black—a sleek satin Adam & Eve dress that showed off all her curves. “I was beginning to think you’d nicked a bottle of Dash’s contraband Cristal and gone streaking through the streets of Easton.”

Noelle took a sip of champagne from her crystal flute—the champagne Dash had paid off the waiters to serve their table in lieu of sparkling cider, since alcohol was prohibited at school functions—and then took a bite of a chocolate-covered strawberry. Noelle was Ariana’s best friend at Easton. They balanced each other well. Noelle was more brazen and confident, where Ariana was more reserved and cautious. During their hazing period at Billings, Noelle had helped Ariana through more than one crisis of confidence, while Ariana had helped Noelle refrain from telling off the older sisters on more than one occasion. She was sure that neither of them would have made it through initiation without the other.

“Noelle, streaking is so gauche,” Ariana admonished as she took a seat beside Daniel. She smoothed her white, layered Alberta Ferretti dress over her knees and wrapped her hands around the seat of her raw silk–covered chair. “I was just taking it all in. The social committee did an incredible job.”

“I swear, if you start rhapsodizing about the engraving on the silverware, I will kill you.” Noelle groaned and slipped a silver monogrammed flask from her beaded Marc Jacobs clutch.

“I think it’s cute when you go all poetic,” Daniel said, draping his arm across the back of Ariana’s chair. Ariana looked up at his chiseled profile, his auburn hair, his ridiculously long lashes, and felt for the millionth time the triumph of having a boyfriend like him. They’d been a couple for more than a year, and she still marveled that he had chosen her over all the other girls at Easton. “And Noelle . . .” He tipped his champagne flute toward her. “If you kill my girlfriend, you can kiss Dash good-bye.”

“It’s Christmas. There will be no killing on my watch,” Ariana said.

“Buzzkill.” Noelle offered the flask to Dash, but he waved it off.

“I have an early day tomorrow,” he said, checking his thick silver watch. He ran his hands through his wavy blond hair and blew out a sigh. “I have to be in Boston at six a.m. to meet my father.”

“Six a.m.? You are a saint, Dash McCafferty,” Paige Ryan said as Noelle handed her the flask instead.

Dash blushed, even with Noelle watching. Paige just had that kind of power over people. Her great-great-grandmother Jessica Billings had founded Billings House more than eighty years ago. Paige, with her auburn curls and glass green eyes, was Billings. The true leader. The girl who made even Noelle pause with uncertainty. She was also Daniel’s twin sister.

“So what did I miss?” Ariana asked.

“About ten minutes of your boyfriend talking about your Christmas vacation plans. It was lethally boring—even worse than when you get into your Emily Dickinson moods.” Noelle rolled her dark eyes. A black-vested waiter silently reached over her shoulder, clearing plates and neatly laying dessert forks over fresh napkins.

Daniel gave Ariana a quick kiss. “Vermont is going to rock,” he said with a wink.

Ariana gave Daniel a tight smile, her heart suddenly leaden in her chest. She knew what that wink meant. She and Daniel had long ago decided that they would lose their virginity to each other on their one-year anniversary. But when said anniversary had rolled around back in November, Ariana had chickened out. Of course, she hadn’t let Daniel know she was scared. She had simply insisted that she was not about to lose her virginity in a dorm room. Daniel had been disappointed but understanding. The very next day he had invited her to spend the holidays with him and his family at some gorgeous ski lodge in Vermont, promising some serious alone time.

Ariana knew what that meant. It meant no more excuses.

The question was, why wasn’t she excited about it? After all, Daniel was perfect. He won Firsts every semester, was captain of the lacrosse team and model-cute, and had already been accepted to Harvard early decision. But the thought of having sex with him made her feel as if she’d swallowed a herd of elephants. That couldn’t be normal. Any girl would kill to be in her position, to have a boyfriend like Daniel. What was wrong with her? She studied her napkin—white, silk, Italian—until the feeling passed.

“Well, I’m jealous.” Isobel adjusted the strap of her deep purple satin dress. “My parents are ditching me for Turks and Caicos. I’m campus-bound until Christmas.”

“You can come to New York with me if you want,” Noelle offered with a shrug. “My parents won’t even notice you’re there.”

I wish I could take her up on that, Ariana thought, then immediately felt guilty. She picked one of the decorative red and gold–wrapped boxes off the table and ran the ribbons between her fingernails until they curled.

“Or you could come to Vermont with us,” Paige said with a toss of her hair.

She was just passing the flask to Ariana when Thomas Pearson appeared out of nowhere and grabbed it from her fingers. He dropped into the empty chair between Ariana and Paige and took a swig.

“Good stuff,” he said, clearing his long brown bangs away from his eyes with a casual flick of his head. “But then, you girls always have the good stuff, don’t you?”

“Great. Now I’m going to have to have it sterilized,” Noelle groused, leaning over the table to snatch the flask.

Thomas turned and smiled at Ariana, his deep blue eyes merry. She silently cursed her bad luck. Thomas had always made her uncomfortable. The way he thought he was better than everyone else. The way he constantly teased her. The fact that he was a loser drug dealer with no respect for anyone around him . . .

“Sterilized, get it?” he said to Ariana, his tone deadpan. He loosened his black tuxedo tie and slung one arm over the back of his chair. “Because I’m ridden with germs. She’s hilarious.”

Ariana shifted her gaze and inched away from Thomas and closer to Daniel, tucking her shoulder into the crook of his arm.

“Seriously, come to Vermont,” Paige said to Isobel, ignoring Thomas as she always did. Even though he was Dash’s best friend and came from one of New York’s best families, Paige never gave him the time of day. “Save me from being the third wheel to the sappy couple over here,” she added, gesturing at Ariana and Daniel with a strawberry.

“Aw, you’re just bitter because Brady dumped you the second he got to Yale,” Daniel teased his sister.

Paige’s eyes flashed angrily. “Excuse me, I did not get dumped. I broke up with him.”

Everyone glanced around the table. They all knew that Brady Flynn had booted Paige. Several Yale-bound Easton alums had witnessed the dumping and instantly texted their friends about it. But of course no one would contradict Paige—to her face, anyway.

“So what’s the Lange family’s Christmas protocol?” Isobel asked Noelle, deftly changing topics before Paige exploded. The last time Paige lost her temper, it had not been pretty. During chores one morning post-breakup she had reduced the normally tough Leanne Shore to tears, demanding she remake Paige’s bed ten times until the hospital corners were at perfect ninety-degree angles. Afterward Leanne had spent an hour in the nurse’s office with her inhaler, fighting off a panic attack.

Ariana was proud that she had never broken down like that during hazing. Not in public, anyway.

“The ballet, cocktails with my father’s miserable excuse for an attorney and his overstuffed wife. The usual,” Noelle said. “My parents will probably try to sneak in a little face time with the extracurriculars and write it off as Christmas shopping, meaning they have to buy me more presents. They get a little ass, I get a little Armani. It’s a win-win.”

Noelle talked about her parents’ affairs like she was giving an oral report on the Industrial Revolution. As if there were nothing in the world that could have been more mundane. Ariana fingered one of her aquamarine drop earrings, envying how everything was so easy, so straightforward for her best friend.

“I can’t imagine what that’s like, worrying about when your parents are going to schedule in their ‘face time’ with their sloppy sides.” Daniel leaned back as the waiter delivered coffee cups and bowls of sugar to the table. “That’s gotta suck.”

Ariana inhaled sharply. No one at this table needed a reminder about how happy and functional the Ryan family unit was. Noelle’s dark eyes smoldered at the dig.

“Well, Daniel, not everyone can have the perfect family, perfect grades, and the perfect girlfriend,” Thomas said wryly, teasing Ariana with his eyes.

“If we did, what would we tell our therapists about?” Dash joked.

“Or pop Xanax over,” Thomas added with a short laugh.

“Like you need an excuse to pop anything,” Noelle put in.

Thomas smiled. “Touché, Miss Lange.” He snagged a sugar cube from the bowl and tossed it into his mouth. “What about you, Ariana. Popped anything lately?”

Prickly heat assaulted Ariana’s skin.

“Dude,” Daniel admonished, sitting forward to glare at Thomas.

“What?” Thomas feigned innocence with upturned palms.

Ariana forced herself to glance at Thomas. He was looking directly at her with his searing blue eyes.

Just then a camera flashed, illuminating the beveled edges of her glass with sparks of light. Ariana flinched.

“Jesus,” Noelle snapped, waving her napkin in the direction of the flash. “Sergei, enough with the stalkerazzi act already. Find new muses.”

Sergei Tretyakov stood just two feet from the table, a black Nikon with a telephoto lens hanging from his neck. Sergei was a Latvian exchange student and an outsider at Easton. He had dark, sloping brows, coal black eyes, and a slightly crooked nose. He could have been quirkily attractive, but he was painfully shy and had a tendency to stare. Plus he always wore these old, dirty tennis shoes no matter what else he had on. He was even wearing them tonight, to a formal event. Ariana could tell a lot about a person from their choice of footwear, and Sergei’s kicks screamed “street urchin.” Still, she felt a certain reluctant affinity for him. She was, after all, a fellow observer.

“Just one more,” he said softly in his lilting Eastern European accent.

This time, he pointed the camera directly at Ariana and snapped away. Ariana blushed at being singled out.

Daniel stood up, his chair scraping loudly against the marble floor. “Dude, did you just take a picture of my girlfriend?”

The table went silent and Ariana could feel Noelle’s eyes on her. She stopped breathing.

Not again . . . not again . . . not again . . .

Ariana watched Sergei’s face go ashen. He backed away slightly, his shoulders curled forward.

“I’ve taken everyone’s picture tonight.” Sergei was like a cowering puppy in the face of an irate owner. Ariana couldn’t take it. Besides, the last thing she wanted was a scene like the one that had played out in the woods last summer. Not here. Not now.

“Daniel, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” she said in a soothing voice.

But Daniel wasn’t having it. “No, it’s not fine.” He fixed his eyes on Sergei and crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you think my girlfriend’s pretty?”

Sergei blinked uncertainly. “Well . . . I . . . yes?” It came off like a question.

Daniel’s cheek twitched. Several waiters brought out tartlets and crème brûlée on silver trays, filling the room with the scent of smoked apples and nutmeg.

“So what do you like best about my girlfriend? Her smile? Her hair?” Daniel’s eyes gleamed. “Her cleavage?”

Thomas and Dash hid smirks behind their hands. Noelle and Paige stood up, rolling their eyes at the display of testosterone, and headed toward the bathroom. Isobel whipped out her Sidekick and started texting, probably alerting the other students in the room to the main event unfolding at table one.

“Daniel, stop,” Ariana said quietly as Sergei stared at the floor.

“And do you take pictures of all the pretty girls?” Daniel asked, a condescending smile playing on his full lips. “Or is it just my girlfriend?”

“I think I’ll go now,” Sergei said, backing away from the table.

Ariana flinched as Daniel grabbed Sergei’s arm. “Just a second, buddy.”

With one quick motion, he lifted Sergei’s camera over his head and started scrolling through the stored images. Sergei made a swipe for the camera, but Daniel held it out of reach.

“Oh, here’s a picture of Ariana, and another and another. Isobel—you’re in here too. And that’s a nice one of Natasha. Hmm. No guys in any of these. Interesting. You know, you’re lucky I don’t call the cops on you, pervert.”

Thomas snickered quietly.

“That’s enough,” Ariana said firmly, her cheeks flushed and heart racing.

Daniel stared at her for a second, his eyes hard, angry, empty. Then his whole body went slack and he punched Sergei in the shoulder. “Kidding, man. I’m just giving you a hard time.”

“So can I have my camera back then?” Sergei looked bewildered.

“A little later,” Daniel said with a wink. “I think it’s best if I keep it for now.”

The band switched to a slow song and the air suddenly smelled like hazelnut coffee. Sergei held out his hand. “You can’t just take my camera.”

Daniel sat back down and cocked his head to the side. “Dude, you can’t just take pictures of my girlfriend.”

Sergei looked torn for a second as he stared longingly at his Nikon, then turned away. In his haste to leave he nearly knocked over a waitress refilling water glasses at a nearby table. She glared at him and sopped up the spill with a napkin.

“You shouldn’t have done that.” Ariana took a sip of champagne, hoping Isobel’s message hadn’t reached too many people. Hoping they hadn’t noticed that her boyfriend had just senselessly humiliated the awkward exchange student.

Daniel held his hands up and laughed. “Hey, I was just messing with the guy. Besides, he shouldn’t being taking pictures of you. Not without asking, anyway. Guy has to learn a little respect.” His voice turned serious, and he put his hand on her knee. It felt cold and heavy. Possessive. “You know I’d do anything for you, Ari. Anything. Don’t forget that.”

Ariana smiled tightly. “I won’t.”

Daniel’s words should have sounded sweet and loving. But as Ariana caught a glimpse of Sergei across the room, looking naked and vulnerable without his camera, she couldn’t help but hear them as a threat.



PERFECT



Ariana looked at her watch. Twelve twenty-seven a.m. She tried to fight the irritation that prickled along her skin. Her friends had left a half hour ago, her feet ached from her ivory Chloé heels, and the ballroom was nearly empty, save for a few stragglers and hotel maintenance workers, dutifully clearing tables and sweeping the floors.

Stifling a yawn, Ariana surveyed the damage around her. Half-empty crystal flutes rimmed with fading Chanel-lipstick pouts littered the tables. The tapered candles that peeked from the Christmasy centerpieces had melted into nothing, and the sharp smell of burnt vanilla and wilting greenery hovered in the air. The chandelier that had seemed magical earlier in the evening now cast a garish light over the tired waitstaff. The room suddenly looked ordinary. Used. Ariana felt an inexplicable pang of sadness as she sipped the last bit of flat champagne from her glass.

“Party’s over, Osgood.”

Ariana jumped at the sound of Thomas’s voice. He sat down heavily next to her on the bench near the ballroom’s exit, his arms crossed over his wrinkled dress shirt. His blue eyes were slightly unfocused, and it was clear he’d had too much to drink.

“So why are you still here?” She crossed her legs and placed her champagne flute on the floor. Thomas smelled like whiskey and something vaguely spicy.

“Well, I’m certainly not waiting for my boyfriend, who’s currently puking his guts out in the bushes. Because that’d be lame.” Thomas sniffed and rolled up one of his sleeve cuffs.

Ariana tugged on her necklace, moving it back and forth on its delicate chain. A tiny part of her agreed with Thomas. She should have taken up Noelle’s offer to ride home with her and Dash. But then she thought about how Paige had glared at the suggestion—a not-so-subtle reminder that it was Ariana’s duty as girlfriend to take care of Daniel. She just wished he hadn’t challenged Gage Coolidge to that power hour. Because then she could be home right now, tucked between her sateen sheets.

She turned to Thomas. “What were you doing out in the bushes?”

“Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that. Bushes are always fun.” Thomas smirked suggestively. “You’ve heard of fun, right?”

“I do recall hearing of the concept,” Ariana replied flatly, trying to step up to his banter.

“Right. I can definitely see you getting stupid and crazy,” he said sarcastically.

Ariana’s face grew warm. “I’ve done plenty of stupid and crazy things.”

“True. You are dating Daniel Ryan,” he replied.

“Ha ha,” Ariana said, then realized with a pang how immature she sounded. Across the room a waiter dropped a wineglass. He swore, then bent down to pick up the jagged fragments. “Daniel and I are very happy,” she added.

Thomas put his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “So you thought his little tête-à-tête with Sergei was, what? Gallant?”

“He was drunk,” Ariana pointed out. “And if I remember correctly, you were laughing.” She unhooked her vintage Gucci bag from her shoulder and put it on her lap. Her container of Tic Tacs rattled inside. “I was laughing at Daniel, not at Sergei.” Thomas ran his fingers through his hair. One side stuck out a little over his ear, making him look, ever so briefly, like a vulnerable little boy in his rumpled formalwear. “So, are you ready to ‘rock’ in Vermont?” he asked with a knowing grin.

Ariana felt like the words were a challenge. Even though her stomach twisted at the thought of losing her virginity to Daniel, she lifted her chin and said coolly, “I can’t wait.”

A worker in his mid-twenties grabbed an empty bottle of Perrier off one of the tables, dropping it with a clank into the recycling bag he was dragging behind him.

“Really? ’Cause you look like you’re about to join Danny boy for a group vomit in the bushes.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Disgusting, but right.” Thomas smirked. He pulled an old New York subway token out of his pocket and rolled it back and forth across the wood of the bench. It left a little black streak on the pristine oak finishing. “You do know you can do better.”

Even though Ariana knew he wasn’t serious, knew he was just teasing her as always, she couldn’t help feel a flutter at the compliment.

“Daniel is the perfect boyfriend.” Ariana met Thomas’s blue eyes with her own.

“Maybe on paper,” Thomas retorted.

And he was right. Ariana knew he was right. Daniel was perfect on paper, but sometimes, in reality, not so much. Like tonight. Getting drunk and treating Sergei like dirt and ignoring her when she asked him to stop. Not so perfect.

But she would never admit that to Thomas.

“Please. He just had a little too much to drink. On a normal day, he’s amazing,” Ariana told him, pressing her hands into the bench at her sides and looking straight ahead. “Like last night, he knew I had a ton of work to catch up on so he brought me dinner in my room—plus a couple dozen roses”

“Ooh. How original.”

“It was—”

“Whatever. I don’t want to talk about Daniel Ryan.” Thomas leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head. “I want to talk about you.”

“Me.” Ariana was nonplussed.

“Yeah. What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

“The worst thing?” Ariana leaned back too, molding her back along the slats of the bench. She made a mental list of the things Paige and her friends had forced the new girls to do to prove their devotion to Billings. Like the time Paige had made her break into Hell Hall with a Sharpie and black out parts of the assistant headmaster’s name plaque so that it read ASS MASTER.

He started to whistle the theme to Jeopardy.

“Stop it,” Ariana said.

“I want to hear something real. Something bad. Something hot.” His voice dropped to a whisper, and he nudged her knee with his. Ariana froze. The light contact sent her skin humming. Suddenly his face was only inches from her own. She could feel his breath on her neck. Her own breath caught in her throat. “Come on, Osgood. Shock me.”

“Well . . .” Ariana stalled, working to retain her composure and calm her racing heart. It was hard, though, with Thomas’s eyes probing every inch of her body, as if uncovering every last one of her many secrets. She felt exposed. Naked. Exhilarated.

What would he do if she reached up and touched his cheek?

For a moment she felt dizzy, heady with the possibility that she could actually do it. He was right there. They were alone, relatively. He wouldn’t be able to tease her anymore if she did something that risky. Yeah, that would wipe that knowing smirk right off his incredibly handsome face.

Ariana felt her hands twitch with anticipation and shoved them under her thighs.

What was wrong with her? This was Thomas Pearson. Everyone knew he was a player. The kind of guy who hooked up with girls as long as they amused him, then moved on once he decided he was bored. The kind of guy who hadn’t batted an eye when his best friend, Eli Tate, had gotten expelled last year after the dean found him high in his room next to a half-empty bottle of Xanax—a bottle that everyone knew Thomas had sold him. More than that, she was supposed to be in love with Daniel.

But for some inexplicable reason, she couldn’t turn away from Thomas. Couldn’t break eye contact. Couldn’t help but want to do something wrong for once. Couldn’t help but want him.

“Someone’s thinking naughty thoughts,” Thomas sang in a whisper, gazing at Ariana’s lips.

Ariana’s entire body tingled. She opened her mouth to speak, not knowing what she was going to say.

“Ariana!” Daniel’s bark obliterated the moment. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Ariana instantly slid all the way to the other end of the bench, as if Thomas had just burned her with a hot iron. Had Daniel seen anything? Not that there was anything to see, but—

“Wow. When he says ‘jump,’ do you say ‘how high?’” Thomas teased.

Ariana narrowed her eyes at him, even as her heart pounded a painfully fast beat.

“Be there in a second,” she called to Daniel. But he had already disappeared back into the hallway.

Suddenly all Ariana could feel was the sting of Daniel’s disinterest. Wouldn’t most guys be a little bit concerned if they spotted their girlfriend alone on a bench with a guy like Thomas? It was embarrassing. And Thomas had noticed it too. There was nothing Thomas Pearson didn’t notice.

Suddenly, Ariana knew what she had to do. She turned to Thomas, a smile tugging at her lips.

“Sorry to disappoint, but I guess I am a good girl. Always have been, always will be.” And with that, she placed her hand on his leg, letting her fingertips graze the length of his thigh as she slowly stood up. She couldn’t believe she was doing this—especially with Daniel right outside.

Apparently, neither could Thomas, whose eyes were wide with shock. The air felt thick with electricity, and Ariana could feel her pulse in her fingers. Her throat. Her heart. Everywhere. Touching him, even if just for a second, felt inevitable. Like there was nothing else she could do but touch him. Breathing heavily, Thomas reached out, as if to take her hand, but Ariana stepped away. She turned her back on him and walked to meet Daniel in the hallway, heady with triumph. She had shocked Thomas Pearson. Mr. Aloof himself.

Apparently she was capable of such things.

“Sorry to make you wait. You okay, babe?” Daniel asked, putting his hand on the small on her back and steering her toward the hotel’s exit.

“Fine,” she lied. She actually felt faint and vaguely ill from the gravity of what she had just done—the line she had just crossed. She had done something unpredictable. Something off-script and unplanned.

And she had enjoyed it.

But now, as they entered the empty lobby and Daniel took her hand in his, the spell was broken and guilt crashed over her in waves. Only a horrible person could think about a guy other than her boyfriend, even for a second—and at a Christmas dance, no less.

“Have I mentioned tonight that I love you?” Daniel asked, holding the front door open for her. A sleek black car sat in circular drive, the driver waiting patiently at the curb.

Ariana looked up at Daniel, searching his angular features and Brooks Brothers tux, looking for a stain, a scar, a flaw. There was none. Even post-booting he was perfect.

“I love you too,” she murmured, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. In that moment, she decided that whatever had happened with Thomas was nothing. Stupid. Meaningless. The result of too much champagne. Daniel was her boyfriend. Her life. The right guy.

She repeated the words over and over in her head, believing them each time. But when she stepped out into the freezing December night air, she realized that her leg still burned where Thomas had touched her.



MORE



“She needs something more,” Ariana murmured aloud on Sunday afternoon. “Something he can’t give her.”

She swiveled in her desk chair, turning away from her laptop and the unfinished Word document that was taunting her. She snapped on the Christmas lights she and Noelle had strung around their dormered windows and watched as dusk began to settle over the campus. It was getting dark earlier and earlier each day. “So is it really wrong for her to look for romance somewhere else, if she knows she’ll never truly be happy with him?”

“Depends.” Noelle emerged from the walk-in closet they shared, peeking over the tower of designer threads she was carrying in her arms. “Maybe she isn’t trying hard enough. Have they tried doing it in public?” She expertly navigated the mess of clothes that littered her half of the room, dumping the stash from the closet into an open Louis Vuitton suitcase on her unmade bed. “Because whenever I start to get a little bored with Dash, we go someplace where we know we might get caught. Ups the naughty factor. Or if she has a camcorder, she could—”

“Not that kind of romance,” Ariana groaned, spinning back toward her desk. She tossed an old issue of Quill, the Easton literary magazine she contributed to, on the floor and typed one sentence into her computer. “And remind me never to borrow a movie from you without making sure it’s not homemade.”

“Noted.” Noelle opened her top dresser drawer and pulled out several tubes of M.A.C. lip gloss.

Ariana picked up the pomegranate-cassis pillar candle Daniel had given her that morning as an early-Christmas-slash-sorry-I-got-drunk-last-night present and inhaled its waxy scent. “Anyhow, I’m talking about real romance. The kind of romance where you feel a burning desire to be with the person all the time.”

“Who are we talking about, anyway?” Noelle asked, zipping up her red Vera Bradley makeup bag before grabbing a pair of caramel brown leather boots near the doorway.

“Emma Bovary,” Ariana said. “And don’t even think about taking my Michael Kors boots home with you. I need them for Vermont.” She put the candle back down on her desk next to the three silver-framed photographs. They were her favorite pictures. One was a photo Paige had taken of her and Daniel last summer at the Ryans’ Martha’s Vineyard estate. The second was a black-and-white photo of Ariana by herself, taken by Daniel at Noelle’s house in the Hamptons last summer, as Ariana blew a kiss at the camera. The other was an old candid of Ariana and her mother on the back porch of the family’s sprawling home in Atlanta. They were both smiling, happy. It had been taken years ago, before her father had essentially checked out of their marriage. Before all the hospitalizations. Before Easton. Before Billings. It felt like another time, another life. The girl in the photo might as well have been another person. But Ariana loved the image just the same.

“Emma Bovary?” Noelle held a shimmering bronze minidress in front of her and pursed her lips at the full-length mirror on the closet door. “You mean that sophomore slut who slept with Gage after finals last year? Because he felt a burning sensation after he was with her, but I can guarantee you it wasn’t desire.”

“That was Emma Benning,” Ariana corrected, forcing herself to look away from the photograph. “I’m talking about Emma Bovary as in Madame Bovary.” She waved her worn copy of the novel in the air. “As in, the tragic heroine of one of the most celebrated and controversial French novels of all time. We’re reading it in Mr. Holmes’s lit class, and we have a paper due before break.”

Noelle yawned and glanced at the glowing alarm clock next to her silk-covered bed. “You just spent two minutes telling me a story about a depressed Frenchwoman who can’t even get her husband to screw her?” She crossed her arms over her cream cashmere V-neck. “That’s one hundred and twenty seconds of my life I’ll never get back,” she chided, throwing the dress into her suitcase. “So I’ll be taking those Michael Kors boots with me as reimbursement.”

Ariana didn’t even bother to argue as Noelle shoved the boots into her bag. If she decided she really cared that much, she would simply sneak in there later tonight when Noelle was in deep-sleep mode and take them back. It was their way.

“It’s actually an incredible book,” Ariana sighed, lowering the book to her lap. “But this paper is incredibly bad.” She drummed her fingers on the desk and deleted the last sentence she’d written. “It’s only supposed to be a few pages, but I can’t concentrate long enough to write a coherent sentence.”

“Please. You know that Holmes will give you an A anyway. All you need to pass his class is a decent ass,” Noelle said. She tilted her head, checking out Ariana’s butt. “That’s at least a B-plus.”

“Thanks a lot.” Ariana rolled her eyes.

“What’s wrong? Worrying about the trip?” Noelle sat on her suitcase and tugged at the zipper. It didn’t move.

“A little,” Ariana admitted. Of course Noelle knew. Noelle always knew. It was almost like she had a sixth sense for gossip and other peoples’ insecurities.

“Nervous about meeting the parents? I hear they’re a little stuffy, but fine.” She leaned over and brushed a piece of lint from her black patent leather Louboutins, her dark hair falling like a curtain over her face. “At least Daniel invited you. Dash’s parents would never let me horn in on their holiday plans. God forbid a McCafferty holiday photograph ever differed one iota from the year before. I shudder to think what’ll happen when grandkids come along. They’ll probably have a kids’ photo and an adults’ photo. I mean, really. Would it be that big a deal to have one extra person hanging around?”

“Noelle Lange.” Ariana twisted her hair into a bun and stuck a pencil through it. “Are you jealous?”

Noelle hesitated for a split second and Ariana knew that no matter what Noelle said next, she had hit the nail directly on the head. It was rare that Noelle showed a chink in the armor, and Ariana savored the moment.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Noelle said. “I don’t get jealous.” She gave up on the zipper and sat down on the floor to sort through another pile of clothes. “And besides, we weren’t talking about me. We were talking about you. And how you’re so nervous to meet Daniel’s parents that you can’t even pull together a few pages of decent bullshit.”

“It’s not that,” Ariana said slowly, using her mouse to highlight everything she’d written about Madame Bovary’s more-than-questionable ethics. Her finger hovered uncertainly over the delete key. “I’m sure his parents are fine.” She lowered her finger and pressed the button. Her failed efforts of the past few days disappeared, leaving a clean, blank screen. Ariana instantly felt better. It was nice when mistakes were so easily wiped away.

“So what is it, then?” Noelle asked impatiently. “You’re acting like you don’t even want to go. The place sounds amazing. It’s supposed to be extremely—”

“Exclusive,” Ariana finished for her, slamming her laptop screen closed in exasperation. “Believe me, I’ve heard. And it’s not that I don’t want to go. It’s just that I’m a little nervous about . . .” She paused and glanced down at her lap. “About Daniel.”

“Nervous about Daniel?” Noelle echoed. “Why? You’re going to be with your hot boyfriend at an exquisite resort doing nothing but skiing, sitting around the lodge, and . . .” She paused, a devilish grin spreading across her face. “Having sex. And now I get it.”

Ariana buried her face in her hands. “Ugh. What’s wrong with me?”

“Just pre-virginity-loss jitters.” Noelle shrugged and threw a Hermès scarf at Ariana. “Stop thinking about it and just do it already.”

Ariana picked up the scarf and wrapped it around her neck. “But I just want to make sure it feels right.”

“It’s definitely not going to feel right,” Noelle offered matter-of-factly. “It’s going to feel like hell. So you have a few glasses of wine first, and it’s over before you know it.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Ariana flopped down on her bed and wrapped her arms around her squishiest pillow. “I just don’t want to regret anything about my first time.”

“You really have to deal with this obsessive need of yours to control every aspect of every situation,” Noelle said, amused. “And besides, what’s to regret? Daniel Ryan is the perfect guy. And he loves you. Everybody knows it.”

“I know,” Ariana sighed. She wound a lock of her wavy hair around her index finger and pulled it tight. She wanted to tell Noelle that she wasn’t certain she loved Daniel back, but she kept her gaze fixed on the ceiling. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words. She knew how Noelle would look back at her. Like Ariana had lost her mind. Like she was crazy.

“Ariana,” Noelle said quietly, sitting down at the foot of Ariana’s bed. “Almost every girl at this school would kill to be you.”

Implication: every girl at this school with the exception of Noelle, who was perfectly happy being herself.

“Daniel is totally and completely right for you,” Noelle continued. “So stop freaking out.”

“You’re right,” Ariana sighed.

“Aren’t I always?” Noelle held out her hand, and Ariana gave her back the Hermès scarf. “I’m meeting Dash. When I get back, you’d better have your head on straight.” She crossed to her side of the room and pulled a small camcorder out from under her bed.

“Dry spell?” Ariana laughed.

“Not for long.” Noelle smirked, heading for the door. She opened it and stepped into the hall. Billings was unusually quiet for a Sunday afternoon; most of the girls were probably still sleeping off hangovers from the night before.

“Oh, and Ariana?” Noelle called over her shoulder.

“Hmmm?” Ariana turned her head toward the door.

“Only an idiot would pass up a Daniel Ryan for a Thomas Pearson. That’s obvious to the world, right?” Her dark eyes flashed.

Ariana’s heart rose in her throat. She sat up quickly, banging her head on the headboard. “What? Noelle, I don’t—”

But the slam of the door sliced through her voice. Ariana threw her pillow in frustration.

How did Noelle always know?



DISTANCE



“Something more, something more, something more,” Ariana whispered to herself, staring up at the darkened ceiling from the comfort of her bed.

She hadn’t moved in hours. Had just lain there obsessing about her unwritten paper. There was no way she was going to be able to sleep until she had some kind of breakthrough. Luckily, Noelle was still with Dash, so there was no one around to hear her talking to herself. Then, suddenly, her cell phone buzzed and she grabbed it, more than happy to let whoever was calling get her out of her head. The second she saw the name on the caller ID, her heart seized. It was already eleven o’clock. No good news came this late.

“Mom!” She sat up, propping a pillow behind her head. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“Hi, baby.” On the other end of the line, her mom sounded far away, lost. Empty. “Just wanted to hear your voice, that’s all. How’s my angel?”

“I’m great, Mom. Fine.” A lump rose in Ariana’s throat even as relief washed through her. Her mom was okay. She sounded medicated, but okay. Ariana swallowed fiercely. “How are you? Where are you?”

“I’m still here, but I’m going home soon. I just signed all the paperwork a few minutes ago, so they should be letting me out in at least seventy-two hours.” She laughed weakly. “Things take forever around here.”

“I know, Mom.” Ariana hated it when her mother called. She loved talking to her, loved telling her everything that was happening with classes and teachers and friends, but still, she hated the calls. Her mother always sounded so fragile, so weak, as if one wrong word, one wrong intonation, would break her. And Ariana knew—dreaded, really—that the time would come when she wouldn’t be able to fix her anymore.

“So, sweet girl, tell me everything. How is Billings House?” For a brief moment, Ariana heard something in her mother’s voice lift. She heard hope. Hope, and the sound of a doctor being paged in the background.

“Good, Mom. Really great.” Ariana searched her mind for something to tell her mother that would make her happy. She had a feeling that her recent existential crisis concerning the loss of her virginity wasn’t that something. “And things are going great with Daniel. We’re leaving on Tuesday for Vermont.”

“That’s right!”

Ariana could hear the unfamiliar sound of a smile in her mother’s voice. She rolled over to her side, glancing back at the photo of the two of them, and the tears surfaced again. The white Christmas lights around her window blurred together.

“The lodge where we’re staying is supposed to be really incredible,” Ariana said, letting a single tear slip down her cheek. “Apparently the vice president stays there every year.” She couldn’t believe she was regurgitating the same boring stories Daniel had lulled the entire table to sleep with the night before. But she knew that these stories were exactly the kinds of stories that her mother lived for.

“Oh, you’re going to have such a fabulous time. Be sure to tell Daniel I said hello. And Dr. and Mrs. Ryan. Be sure to give them my best as well.”

“I will, Mom.” Ariana closed her eyes and forced her voice to stay steady. “But I’m going to miss coming home this year. Are you sure you don’t want me to change my plans and fly down to Atlanta?”

“No, no,” her mother said, too quickly. “Don’t be ridiculous. You go with Daniel. I want you to go. You know I’ve always liked him so much.” She paused. “I’m so proud of you, Ariana. So happy for you. You have everything I’ve always wanted you to have . . . everything I didn’t get to have.”

“I know. I just don’t want you to be alone.” Ariana bit her lip. “Promise you’ll call me if you need anything? I don’t know how great my cell service will be in the mountains, but—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ariana, I’ll be fine!” Her laugh was strained. There was a brief pause and the sound of muffled voices. “I have to get off the phone now,” she said. “I’ll talk to you soon, sweetheart.”

“Okay. Love you, Mom. And congratulations on going home. Wish I could be there with you to celebrate.”

“Love you too, baby.”

Her eyes still closed, Ariana held the phone to her ear long after the line went dead.



DISCRETION



“How is it always colder in here than it is outside?” Ariana murmured as she followed Paige, Isobel, and Noelle through the arched doors of Easton’s chapel the next morning. A shiver ran down her spine, and she tightened the sash on her white wool coat. Growing up in Georgia, she had never experienced the kind of cold that dominated the school year in Connecticut. It was a biting, relentless cold that seeped straight through to the bone and held on tight. No matter how many scarves and hats and coats Ariana acquired, she had yet to find a way to protect herself from it.

“I don’t have time for this,” Paige snapped. “My Louis Vuittons aren’t going to pack themselves.”

“Don’t worry. It should be a short one,” Isobel assured Paige, shaking out her glossy black hair after removing her wool slouch hat. “You’ll be back to Louis before he has time to miss you.”

Headmaster Cox had called the special morning assembly to discuss campus protocol during winter break. Unlike Paige, Ariana was grateful for the distraction. She needed a break from looking at her blank laptop screen and worrying about her mom. Her mom, who would be home alone in just a matter of hours.

It was dark inside the chapel, thanks to the stained glass, which let in only a smidgen of the gray sky outside. The lamps that flickered around the lectern were the only sources of light in the room. Ariana hugged herself as she followed Noelle to the junior pews near the center of the chapel, parting ways with Isobel and Paige, who, as seniors and Billings Girls, took seats of privilege in the very last row. Easton was riddled with such small reminders of rank. Rituals that kept everything, everyone, in the appropriate place. Ariana slid into a seat next to two other Billings Girls in her class, Leanne Shore and Natasha Crenshaw, shooting them both a quick smile of greeting.

“Here. Take these,” Noelle said, handing over her wool-and-cashmere gloves as Ariana blew on her hands. “Your fingers are turning purple.”

“Thanks,” Ariana said. She felt ten times better as she pulled the gloves on. It was nice, the way Noelle was always taking care of her. “All I want for Christmas is a good pair of gloves,” she joked.

“I’ll be sure to tell Daniel that. Nothing says romance like a big old pair of wool mittens.” Noelle rolled her eyes.

“Attention, students.” The chapel went deathly silent as Headmaster Cox spoke into the microphone at the lectern. His voice echoed around the chapel, bouncing from the rafters to the stained glass. “Welcome. My remarks will be brief, but they are important, and I suggest you pay close attention.”

A loud snore sounded on the other side of the chapel, and Gage Coolidge slid down in his pew before any of the teachers had the chance to catch him. A few snickers rose up around him. Either Headmaster Cox didn’t hear the boys’ laughter, or he didn’t care enough to acknowledge it. Ariana glanced across the aisle and saw Thomas giving Gage a silent high five. Mature. As always.

Seeing Thomas now in the light of day, messing around with Gage, Ariana was proud to realize that she felt absolutely nothing at all. No spark, no blush, no warmth. Perhaps it had just been the atmosphere, the few swallows of champagne she had indulged in. A moment of temporary insanity. Everyone had those, right?

“As you are all aware, Easton Academy’s campus will be closed beginning at precisely six o’clock tomorrow evening,” Headmaster Cox continued. Shadowy light from the lanterns played across the dean’s partially bald head, almost as if a bunch of kids were making shadow puppets against it. “Six o’clock sharp. The only exceptions to this rule are the students who have already received my permission to be on campus. Those students, and those students alone, will stay in Drake for the duration of break. No other dormitories will be open to students during this time.” Everyone knew that Headmaster Cox was talking about Easton’s exchange students. They always stayed together over breaks and holidays, since it was usually too far for them to travel home. “The cost of heating each of the dormitories is too great, considering the relatively small number of students on campus.”

“So all those thousands they extort from our parents for tuition can’t pay the bills, huh?” Natasha whispered. She only briefly looked up from the New York Times crossword she was doing—in pen. Last month she’d announced that she was going to do this every day until she completed one all on her own.

“No luck yet?” Ariana whispered.

“Not for lack of working my ass off on it,” Natasha joked in response, her dark eyes smiling as she filled in number twenty-four across. Then Leanne gave Ariana an unwarranted look of death and Ariana faced forward again. The two were roommates and best friends, but Ariana always thought that Leanne was a little bit too possessive when it came to Natasha.

Feeling frozen out of any further conversation, Ariana unwillingly let her mind drift back to the talk she’d had with her mother. Part of her was happy for her mom, happy that she could finally get away from the blank white walls, the cold nurses, and the restricted visiting hours. Happy that she could finally go home. But part of her knew that her mom wasn’t ready. And Ariana couldn’t go through it again. Couldn’t come home to an eerily silent house. Couldn’t call for her mother and hear the sound of her own voice echo in the soaring entrance hall. Couldn’t run up the stairs, down the long hallway into the bedroom, and find—

“I repeat.” Headmaster Cox’s voice boomed throughout the chapel, and Ariana snapped to attention, her chest heaving, heart pounding. No. Stop. She had to stop torturing herself. It had been over two years ago, and still the images flashed in her mind as clearly as if it were happening all over again. “Any student who is found to be in violation of these rules will face immediate expulsion.”

A fresh wave of silence swept over the student body. Headmaster Cox was not one to make idle threats. Ariana willed herself to breathe.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

Mom is fine. She’s fine. She’s going to be fine.

Out . . . two . . . three . . .

It’s not going to happen again. You don’t have to worry.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

It’s over. It’s all over. Just calm down. Calm . . .

From the corner of her eye, she caught Noelle glancing quizzically in her direction. Ariana resumed a normal breathing cadence, but she wasn’t sure how long it would last. She needed air. Real air. It was too cramped in these pews.

“This includes any student who is caught on campus without the requisite paperwork, and any student who attempts to enter a dormitory other than Drake,” Headmaster Cox clarified. “There are no exceptions. None.” He paused for effect, gazing down with authority at the students seated in front of him.

Suddenly Ariana saw the face of the EMT as clear as day. The one who had been hovering over her when she awoke from shock.

I have to get out of here. Now.

“That is all. You are dismissed.”

The noise level rose in the chapel before the headmaster had the chance to step away from the microphone. Students crammed together and rushed for the chapel doors, filling the center aisle. Dizziness overwhelmed Ariana as she jumped to her feet. She shoved past a group of sophomore girls and ignored Noelle’s calls. She couldn’t stop the thoughts of her mother, thoughts of that awful day, from flooding her mind, from suffocating her. Finally she reached the doors and stumbled under the archway, gulping in the sharp winter air. She leaned against the intricate stonework and closed her eyes, trying to distance herself from the students around her and her own thoughts, all at once. Trying to escape.

“Hey, naughty girl.” A familiar voice oozing with confidence rose above the noise around her. She opened her eyes and saw Thomas standing in worn jeans and a thin gray T-shirt. Snowflakes fell around him, but he wore no coat. Nothing to guard against the weather except for a tattered brown cap. Still, he didn’t seem to notice the cold.

Her heart flipped.

Dammit. So much for that. Apparently it had been the distance between them that had kept her body from reacting to him in the chapel.

“What?” Ariana asked, her face growing warm.

Thomas smirked. “I know you said you were a good girl, but that thigh-graze proved otherwise. Hence, the new name.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ariana pursed her lips in disapproval, her voice low. “I was drunk. So I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t call me that.” She pushed away from the wall and headed around the side of the chapel toward the academic buildings.

“Like you don’t love the idea of me having a special name for you,” Thomas said, following after her.

Ariana whirled on him. “I don’t. Just leave me alone,” she snapped.

Thomas held up his hands for a brief moment, but then fell into step with her, a maddening grin spreading over his face. “I don’t think you were drunk. And I don’t think it was a mistake.” Against the backdrop of the heavy gray skies, his blue eyes seemed to glow. He pushed back the long bangs that spilled over his forehead.

Ariana looked away, fixing her gaze straight ahead. “It doesn’t matter what you think,” she said in what she hoped was a light tone.

“Whatever you have to tell yourself.” Thomas laughed.

Ariana shook her head, as if she could erase the memory of what she’d done on Saturday night like an Etch A Sketch. Her mom’s fragile voice echoed in her mind, her excitement about Daniel. About the Ryans. All Ariana wanted was to forget about Saturday evening. Forget about Daniel’s stupid drunkenness. Forget the way Thomas had made her feel free. Forget the way Thomas had looked at her, like he knew what she was thinking. He didn’t. No one did. Not Daniel. Not even Noelle. And definitely not Thomas.

She paused in the center of the quad and turned to Thomas, leveling him with the most serious glare she could muster.

“Let me say it again. Slowly so that you can understand through the haze of whatever drugs you’re currently road-testing. Leave. Me. Alone.”

Thomas’s face fell. For a split second he actually looked hurt. But then, just as quickly, he regained his cocky composure.

“Fine. I’ll leave you alone. For now.” He glanced left, smiled, then looked back at her. “Later, naughty girl.”

As soon as he was gone, Ariana glanced over to see what had made him smile and her stomach clenched. She found herself face-to-face with Daniel and Paige.

Ariana’s fingers shook and she gripped her left forearm with her right hand, practically cutting off her own circulation even through her heavy coat. Had they been behind her the whole time? Had they heard her conversation with Thomas? She forced a smile, leaning in to give Daniel a peck on the cheek.

“I didn’t know you guys were there.”

Had they heard him call her naughty girl? If so, her life as she knew it was over.

“Obviously.” Paige’s smile was frozen on her face, her eyes cold. “Ready for class?”

Ariana nodded, afraid to speak.

“Good.” Paige stepped between Daniel and Ariana. “Then let’s go.”

“See you later,” Daniel said. His expression was confused, but not hurt. Not angry. Ariana had no idea what to think.

“Yeah. Later.”

Ariana and Paige started across the quad and Ariana’s every step was shaky, tentative, as she waited for Paige’s attack—but it never came. Not in words, anyway. But every once in a while Ariana could almost feel Paige’s cold, judging stare boring into the side of her face. She refused to look over and meet her eyes. Instead, she told herself over and over that it was just her imagination.

And she almost believed it.



C’EST MOI



“You’ve all heard the saying ‘Life imitates art’? Well, this was a perfect example.” Mr. Holmes leaned against the mahogany desk at the front of the classroom, his copy of Madame Bovary in one hand and a stainless steel coffee mug in the other. “When Flaubert’s story of an unhappy, unfaithful married woman was printed in the Revue de Paris, Flaubert himself was brought to trial on charges of immorality.”

“He’s so hot when he’s talking about immorality,” Paige whispered from the chair next to Ariana’s.

“Agreed,” Isobel said. “Almost makes me want to read the thing.” She tossed her glossy black tresses over her shoulder. “Almost.”

Ariana rolled her eyes and focused on taking notes. Almost every girl on campus had a crush on the young English teacher, who had come to Easton several years ago after graduating from Princeton. But Ariana didn’t care about his looks. She loved the way he made the characters, the worlds they read about, come alive. Being invited to be a part of his Topics in Eighteenth-Century French Literature seminar was a huge honor. There were only eight people in the class, all seniors, with the exception of her. She loved that Mr. Holmes thought she was smart enough—good enough—for one of the toughest classes at Easton.

“The thing is, Flaubert did feel a real connection with Emma Bovary,” Mr. Holmes was saying. “He wrote many of his own personal flaws into her character. One of his most famous quotes is ‘Madame Bovary, c’est moi.’” He rolled up the sleeves of his crisp white collared shirt. “Translation?”

“What is, ‘I am Madame Bovary’?” blurted Connie Tolson, a nerdy senior seated a few chairs to Ariana’s right. Her ramrod-straight posture made her look like she had just pulled something in one of the major muscle groups.

Mr. Holmes chuckled. “Absolutely right, Ms. Tolson. Bonus points for the creative delivery.” He dropped the book on his desk and wiped his palms on his khakis, leaving faint chalk stains.

“Oh, please. What is, ‘desperate and so out of her league’?” Isobel hissed, a wry grin creasing her olive cheek.

Ariana shook her head. “You’re terrible.”

Isobel smiled. “And proud of it.”

“Remarkably, Flaubert establishes a strong connection between his readers and Emma. So even though she’s weaving a web of excess, sex, and betrayal, we really empathize with Emma throughout the novel,” Mr. Holmes continued. “We see the destruction this woman is causing, solely for the purpose of her own fulfillment, and still we feel for her. In a strange way, we root for her, want her to find happiness. And we’re devastated when she doesn’t.”

“Um, I’m not,” Connie called out. “She was wrong to cheat on her husband so many times. A woman who does things like that doesn’t deserve to be happy.”

And a girl who wore red slip-on ankle boots didn’t deserve to be a student at Easton, but Ariana wasn’t raising her hand and announcing it to the class. She kept her eyes on Connie, taking in the holier-than-thou smirk she was broadcasting in hi-def around the semicircle.

“Interesting idea, Miss Tolson.” Mr. Holmes raised an eyebrow. “But I’ll play the devil’s advocate here. Don’t we all deserve to be happy? Or at least to search for what we think might make us happy? Isn’t that a basic human right?”

“Not if being happy means you’re hurting someone else,” Connie replied matter-of-factly.

“I agree,” Paige announced. Shock passed over Connie’s pinched features, and Isobel nearly choked on her coffee. “People who don’t think about how their actions affect the people they love are selfish.” She leaned forward in her chair, looking past Isobel and directly at Ariana. “Don’t you think, Ariana?” she asked sweetly. Her green eyes blazed.

Ariana’s pulse raced. Paige had heard Thomas’s nickname for her. There was no other explanation.

“Miss Osgood? Care to weigh in on this one?” Mr. Holmes smiled.

“Actually, I do,” she said quietly, taking a deep breath. If they had been inside Billings, Ariana would probably have submitted to being bullied by Paige, but not here. Not where it might affect her grade. “I don’t think it’s fair to place all of the responsibility for Charles Bovary’s happiness on Emma. He’s responsible for his own happiness, just like she’s responsible for hers.” Mr. Holmes nodded, and Ariana felt her voice strengthening. “And even though she never found it, at least she had the guts to try.”

Connie crossed her arms over her navy sweater vest and flashed a judgmental glare. “So you’re saying it’s okay to have . . .” She paused, tossing her skinny French braid over her shoulder. “. . . intercourse with as many people as you want to, just to make yourself happy?”

“Sounds like Emma isn’t the one who needs to be having intercourse,” Isobel said, just loudly enough. Ariana could have sworn she saw a hint of a smile pass over Mr. Holmes’s face.

She’d known she liked him.

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Ariana shook her head emphatically, avoiding Paige’s glare. “She made mistakes, and she paid for them. We all make mistakes, and I think that’s what makes us feel so close to Emma. She’s human. She’s flawed. But she’s doing her best, and we have to give her some credit for that.” She sank back into her chair, surprised at the tirade that had slipped, almost involuntarily, from her lips. She hadn’t known she felt so strongly about the issue until she was face-to-face with Connie and Paige and their intolerant views. But she was smart enough to know why she had reacted the way she had.

Thomas.

“Ariana’s absolutely right,” Mr. Holmes said, slipping his book into a leather messenger bag on top of his desk. “Emma Bovary’s flaws are what make her so accessible to us. And she does pay for her mistakes. Although, Miss Osgood,” he said kindly, “one could also argue that her painful death is retribution for her immoral behavior.”

Ariana felt a distinct pang in her chest. Like Holmes was condemning her to the same fate as Emma Bovary right then and there.

“Like karma,” Ariana said quietly.

“Exactly like karma,” Mr. Holmes replied, fiddling with his wedding band. He glanced up at the clock. “Sorry, folks. I kept you a few minutes late. We’ll continue this discussion after the break, so if you have any thoughts on morality as it relates to the book, jot them down and bring them in.” He pulled a folded newspaper from his back pocket. Like Natasha, Mr. Holmes was always working on the New York Times crossword puzzle. “Just a reminder that your papers are due in my mailbox—no e-mail attachments, people—before you leave campus,” he called over the din of chatting students. “Have a great break, everyone.”

The paper. Suddenly, Ariana’s blood coursed through her veins at a fevered rate. In all the morning’s drama, she had completely forgotten about the paper. And so far, all she had was a blank Word document and a massive case of writer’s block—which was unlike her. Ariana had always been able to focus, no matter what was happening around her. As a child, she’d learned to sink into her own mind and settle there until it was safe to return to reality. To curl up in bed with Jane Eyre or Mrs. Dalloway and pretend she didn’t hear the chilling screams, the threats her mother tossed at her father like active grenades. Just try me. I’ll do it. . . . I swear to God, I’ll do it, and you’ll be sorry. . . .

“What’s wrong with you?” Isobel pulled a pair of oversize Gucci sunglasses from her tote and slipped them on as Ariana and Paige gathered their things.

“Nothing,” Ariana said, nervous about making eye contact with Paige. Paige had the power to make her winter break miserable. To make her life in Billings miserable. In her quest to please Mr. Holmes, she had gone temporarily insane and forgotten that fact. Why had she felt the need to show Paige up? No one crossed Paige Ryan, and everyone at Easton knew that. Even Connie Tolson. “It’s just this paper,” she told Isobel as she buttoned her coat. “I’m nowhere close to being done. I think I’m going to have to stay behind for a day or so to finish.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Paige scoffed. “Just ask for an extension.”

Isobel nodded. “He let me turn in my paper on Dangerous Liaisons a week late.”

“Yeah. I suppose,” Ariana said, even though the thought filled her throat with bile. She had never asked for an extension before, and she didn’t want to start now. But she knew that Paige wasn’t simply suggesting that Ariana get an extension. Paige didn’t suggest. She ordered. Clearly the idea of Ariana missing a day of Daniel’s precious Christmas plans was unacceptable to her. “I’ll ask,” Ariana conceded, letting her blond hair fall over her face as she reached down to pick up her bag. Anything to avoid having to look at Paige. “I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

“Later,” Isobel said lightly. Ariana watched as she and Paige sashayed past Mr. Holmes’s desk and out the door. She sat quietly in her chair as the classroom emptied, her insides writhing with nerves. She hated the idea of asking for more time, of losing Mr. Holmes’s respect. But short of pissing Paige off even more than she already had, it was her only option.

“Mr. Holmes?” Ariana’s voice sounded small. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Can I ask you a question?”

Mr. Holmes looked up from his crossword puzzle. “Of course, Miss Osgood,” he smiled. “What can I do for you?”

He had a way of making her feel calm, self-assured. She took a deep breath. “I was just wondering if I could get an extension on the paper? I’m leaving town tomorrow morning with my boyfriend, and—” She stopped, her face flushing. Why had she mentioned Daniel? A completely unnecessary detail, and not one that made her case any stronger. Her heart felt like lead in her chest as she saw Mr. Holmes slowly shaking his head.

“I’m afraid not,” he said, interlacing his ink-stained hands on the desk in front of him. “Ordinarily, I would, but I have to get final grades in to the registrar by Friday at noon. I’m sorry.”

Ariana’s heart sank. “Right. Okay. Thanks anyway.”

She quickly rose from her chair and slipped out of the classroom before Mr. Holmes could say another word. Her face burned with humiliation. She knew she shouldn’t have asked. It was a mistake. A mistake that she would now have to remedy by writing an A+ paper, since he was now going to be expecting something substandard. And she was going to have to pull this A+ paper out of thin air in a matter of hours. Otherwise, she was going to be forced to explain to Paige why she couldn’t leave for Vermont tomorrow. And facing Paige was the last thing she wanted to do.



NOT FRIENDS



“Would you just pick something so we can get out of here?” Noelle snapped as she stood between two racks of windbreakers in downtown Easton’s North Face store. With her flawless skin, Tiffany diamonds sparkling in her ears, and a Longchamp tote hanging from the crook of her arm, she looked like a mannequin that had accidentally been displayed in the wrong store.

“Okay, what about this?” Ariana held up a ski hat—red, fleece, thermal.

“Really? We’ve been standing in this hot-as-hell store for half an hour so you can buy him fleece?” Noelle said. “I don’t understand. You already bought him a perfectly acceptable Christmas present.”

“I just wanted to get him something a little extra,” Ariana said, feeling deflated.

“Then just get the hat and let’s go. This place is giving me hives,” Noelle said, adjusting her scarf.

“I don’t know. . . .”

Noelle groaned and slipped her sunglasses on. “Whatever. Come meet me at Sweet Nothings when you’re done being obsessive.”

“I’m not being obsessive,” Ariana replied. But Noelle was already gone, filling the store with cold air as she swept out. “I’m not,” Ariana repeated quietly to herself as she fingered the red hat.

But of course she was. The second she’d left Mr. Holmes’s class, she’d felt this overwhelming need to buy Daniel the perfect pre-Christmas gift. True, she’d already gotten him a Tag Heuer watch engraved with his initials. But after her conversation with Paige, she realized that she needed to do something to prove her devotion to Daniel. And that something couldn’t wait until Christmas Day.

But now it was five fifty-five. She still hadn’t started her paper, and the store was closing in five minutes. Ariana wanted more than anything to follow Noelle, to just leave, but she couldn’t walk away. She had gotten it into her mind that she needed something more for Daniel, and she couldn’t go back to Billings until she had found something.

One of the salesgirls started cashing out her register while the beefy manager hung around by the door, his keys already out. Ariana suddenly felt stretched tight and panicky. Why had she convinced herself that the only thing that could bring her back to center was a stupid hat? Picking up a thick cashmere scarf, Ariana decided not to dwell on the nagging suspicion that it was because being worthy of Daniel went—in Paige’s mind, at least—hand in hand with being worthy of Billings. And the idea that Paige might have heard Ariana and Thomas talking after morning assembly made Ariana sick to her stomach. But there was no way to be sure exactly what Paige knew, or what she suspected—and Paige would never come right out and say it. That would be too easy. A cryptic comment here, an icy stare there, until Ariana went insane. Slow, murderous torture. That was the Billings way.

She sighed, put the scarf down, and examined the sleeve of a blue windbreaker. Suddenly a frigid hand clamped the back of her neck and Ariana’s breath caught in her throat. She whirled around. Thomas Pearson smirked down at her. Even as her heart stopped beating and her neck tingled where he’d touched her, she forced her eyes to narrow in indignation.

“What is your problem?” she snapped.

“You shouldn’t scare so easy,” he replied with his irritatingly sexy smirk. A light dusting of snowflakes was scattered over his hair, and his nose and cheeks were flushed, his eyes bright. Adrenaline raced through Ariana’s veins, making her entire body feel shaky.

“What are you doing here?” She glanced quickly around. Apart from the salesgirl and the manager, there were only two other people in the store, both girls, but neither from Easton Academy.

“Um, shopping?” He looked at her like she’d lost her mind.

“Like you’d ever wear North Face,” she replied, hoping her pounding heart wasn’t visible through her sweater. “Aren’t you more of a grunge boy than a ski rat?”

“So now you’re keeping tabs on my style?” Thomas raised an eyebrow.

“Stop doing that,” she demanded, trying to keep her voice low. She fought the urge to fan her cheeks. Had it been this hot in here just two minutes ago?

“Doing what?” he smirked.

“Acting like you know me. Like we’re friends.” Thick tension hovered in the space between them. God, she wanted to reach out and brush the snow out of his hair. Instead she turned away from him for a moment and grabbed the red hat up again. “We’re not.”

“No kidding.”

He took a step closer to her. So close she could see that the blue right around his pupils was slightly darker than the rest of his eyes. Her heart thudded in her chest and her breath came out short and raspy. Because even though she was holding the hat she was about to buy for Daniel, she wanted to pull it over Thomas’s dark hair and pull his lips to hers. She wasn’t supposed to be attracted to someone like Thomas, someone who didn’t make sense, someone who could make her lose control, someone who was right now leaning in to kiss her.

She closed her eyes, feeling his warm breath, waiting for the contact.

Suddenly, the clothing rack behind them jarred, sending Ariana tumbling forward into Thomas’s chest.

“Oops!” A girl’s voice sounded on the other side of the rack. “Sorry.”

Heart pounding, Ariana pushed away from Thomas, her eyes darting around the back of the store. The walls were getting closer, pressing the racks of thick clothing in all around her, squeezing out the air. She felt as if her ribs were curling in on her chest, crushing her lungs. Her temples pulsed.

“You need to leave. Now.”

“Ariana. What’s wrong?”

Even in the midst of her growing panic, she heard the concern in his usually playful voice and was touched. She braced a hand on top of a metal rack full of ski jackets and forced herself to breathe.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

Out . . . two . . . three. . . .

“Are you okay?”

He touched her back with his palm and she flinched away. Of course she wasn’t okay. She was in the middle of a panic attack. Couldn’t he see that? She had been careless, had let her guard down for just a second. Had done it where anyone could see. It was too dangerous. If word ever got back to Paige . . . Ariana didn’t want to think about what could happen. What Paige had the power to do. Things had almost gone too far. That could not happen again. Ever.

“Just go,” she said, her voice raspy.

“Fine.” And just like that, the concern was gone. His face shut down. And then he was gone as well.

Ariana closed her eyes and continued to count through her breathing. In . . . two . . . three . . . Out, two, three. Until the walls finally expanded again. Until the air whooshed back and her skin began to cool. When she opened her eyes again, the remaining salesgirl was eyeing her warily from the counter.

“We’re closing,” the girl said with disdain. As if she were talking to some smelly street urchin who had come in solely to loiter and get warm.

Move, Ariana told herself. Just move.

She lifted her chin and somehow made it to the front of the store, where she paid for Daniel’s hat. She no longer cared if it was perfect. She just needed to buy it and get the hell out of there. She needed to get back to Billings. Better yet, she needed to get away, period. As she exited into the night, she barely felt the icy wind whip her hair around her face.

“What exactly were you doing in there?” Noelle hooked her arm through Ariana’s and nodded toward the front of the North Face store.

Ariana’s blood ran cold. Why wasn’t Noelle in Sweet Nothings? Why was she waiting for her on the street? Had she seen Thomas leave? But following Noelle’s gaze, Ariana realized Noelle was pointing at Sergei, who was strolling across the street, a small North Face shopping bag swinging from his wrist. He must have walked out right before Ariana had. How had she not noticed him inside?

“Looks like your little Latvian admirer has upgraded to stalker.” Noelle smirked. She gave Sergei a mocking little wave. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and upped his pace. “How cute,” she said sardonically.

“Noelle, that is not cute. I cannot have a stalker.”

Especially not if he saw me with Thomas. Ariana clenched her fists as Sergei glanced back at her with his cold, flat eyes. Had he been in the store the whole time? Had he witnessed her panic attack? And—even worse—had he seen what she and Thomas had almost done? Ariana’s pulse started racing again.

“Oh, please. He’s totally harmless,” Noelle said with a dismissive flick of the wrist. “So he has a little crush. Who the hell cares?”

I do, Ariana thought as Noelle dragged her down the sidewalk. Because if Sergei had seen her with Thomas—had seen them almost kiss—then she cared very much.



INVITE



“What do you mean you can’t leave for Vermont?” Daniel’s eyes blazed.

Morning light poured through the large windows on the far side of Easton’s dining hall. As the room started to fill with students, the sounds of laughter, clinking silverware, and scraping chairs bubbled up around Ariana. She shifted in her wooden seat, glancing around to see if anyone was watching. Of course, they were. But luckily, most of the Billings Girls had yet to arrive.

“It’s just that I have to finish this paper,” she said quietly.

Or, more accurately, start this paper. Ariana had stayed up all night trying to put her thoughts on paper, but unfortunately the only thoughts in her mind were about sex. She kept trying to picture losing her virginity to Daniel, kept trying to map it out in her mind so she’d be prepared when it happened. All night long she had been imagining her and Daniel in the posh lodge bedroom with candles all around. She was wearing her favorite white silk nightgown; he was wearing a T-shirt and striped pajama pants. He started to kiss her. They slowly undressed. The whole thing was fine. Perfect even. But then, when she arrived at the pivotal moment in her daydream, Daniel always morphed into Thomas. Every time. And then she would break out in a sweat and have to start the whole thing over again.

At this rate, she was never going to be prepared. And she was never going to write that paper, either.

“How long have you known this was going to happen?” Daniel demanded.

“Since last night,” Ariana admitted.

Daniel huffed an exaggerated sigh. “Then why didn’t you call me?”

Because I couldn’t bear to let you down, Ariana thought. I couldn’t admit that I’d failed. Failed you, failed us, failed . . . failed . . . failed. . . .

“I don’t know,” she said lamely.

“Ari, the Hearsts are coming over for dinner tonight. I wanted you to be there. My parents are expecting you to be there.” A vein along Daniel’s temple pulsed.

Ariana grabbed her forearm and squeezed. She hated when Daniel got like this. It made her feel so small. “I know, and I’m sorry. I just need this afternoon, and then I’ll come up and join you. I just can’t leave with you in an hour.”

“This freakin’ sucks.”

“I know. But I got you a present to keep you warm until I get there,” she said with false enthusiasm, handing him a silver-wrapped box with a red velvet ribbon. She had spent forty-five minutes getting the bow just right.

Daniel just looked at it, still stewing.

“Open it!” Ariana said brightly.

He sighed again and tore the ribbon off, letting it fall to the floor. Ariana watched it flutter to the floor, her jaw clenched in irritation.

It was just a bow, she told herself. You can’t expect a guy to notice a bow. . . .

Daniel pulled the hat out and stared at it, saying nothing. The seconds felt like hours. She wished he would accept her apology and move on. The dining hall was filling up quickly now, and the Billings Girls were almost through the line. She didn’t want to have this conversation in front of everyone. Especially not Paige.

“Daniel?” Ariana prompted.

“It’s great. Thanks,” he said moodily. He tossed the box on the table just as their friends started to arrive.

“Uh-oh. Someone’s pissed,” Noelle teased Daniel. She placed her tray of cereal and fruit down and sank into her usual spot next to Ariana. Paige, Dash, and Isobel filled the other seats. “Did Ari tell you about her hot rendezvous last night?” It was as if all the air had been drained from the cafeteria. As everyone turned to look at her, Ariana clutched her coffee mug so tightly her knuckles turned white. Noelle couldn’t be talking about Thomas, right? Had she seen them after all?

“Don’t bother playing coy,” Paige said, sitting down at the head of the table and biting into a green apple. Her face looked pinched. Angry. “It’s insulting.”

“Yeah.” Isobel smiled. “Noelle already told us all about your Latvian lovah,” she said, licking a dollop of yogurt from the back of her spoon.

“Your Latvian lover?” Daniel looked baffled.

“You know, Sergei,” Noelle sang, brushing her dark hair over her shoulder.

The entire table dissolved into laughter, and Ariana felt all the tension flow out of her body. She forced a laugh and counted the number of buttons on Noelle’s Marc Jacobs blouse—twelve—until her heart settled in her chest.

“That freak? What’d he do now?” Daniel snapped.

“Nothing,” Ariana replied. “We just happened to be in the same store at the same time.”

The explanation seemed to satisfy Daniel. He picked a grape out of Ariana’s fruit cup and slumped back in his chair, brooding as he chewed. Clearly he was still annoyed about Ariana’s announcement, but at least he knew nothing about Thomas.

“So what time are you leaving, Noelle?” Isobel asked.

Ariana buttered her toast and let the conversation wash over her. She noticed Thomas sitting a few tables over, shaking his head at Gage, who was doubled over in laughter. A few tables down from them was Sergei sitting alone, wearing his trademark argyle sweater and glasses, hunched over a book. Ariana didn’t know why the sight of him make her heart ping in her chest. She shouldn’t feel sorry for him. He was creepy and possibly stalking her. But she couldn’t help but feel like she understood him a little. Because even though she had friends, had Billings, she could relate to his loneliness. No one really knew her, either.

Daniel touched her arm. Swallowing the gigantic lump that was now hovering in her throat, Ariana tuned back into the conversation. When she looked into his eyes, she could see that he’d decided to forgive her. She felt her shoulders relax.

“Is there anything I can do?” he offered, smoothing his green khakis over his knees. “Make it easier for you to get out of here on time?”

“Like what?” Ariana asked as Paige speared a piece of grapefruit with a butter knife. An acidic drop landed on Ariana’s cheek. Paige smirked a halfhearted apology and went back to her grapefruit.

“Write a few pages while you pack?” Daniel offered.

“You haven’t even read the book!” Ariana laughed.

“Doesn’t matter,” Dash said over a mouthful of bagel. “Dude can pull any assignment out of his ass. He wrote Gage’s Western civ term paper in an hour and a half last year and he got an A-minus.”

Ariana glanced quizzically at Daniel, and he shrugged. “Lost a bet,” he explained.

“Thanks,” Ariana smiled, happy that, for the moment, things seemed back to normal. “But I have to finish this on my own. If you want to help, you can take my bags up to Vermont so I don’t have to deal with them on the train.”

“You got it. Anything else?”

“You can try on your present,” she said playfully.

She grabbed the fleece hat off the table and tugged it over his head. Daniel pulled that hat down over his eyes, then pushed it up again so that it was just above his brow. He smiled adorably at Ariana.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“Very sexy,” she replied with a laugh.

Noelle rolled her eyes and took a sip of her coffee.

Daniel tugged the hat off and stuffed it in his backpack. “I love it. Thanks. Really.”

“You’re—” The sound of Ariana’s cell vibrating on the table cut her off. It buzzed loudly, vibrating slowly across the table. Isobel and Paige watched as Ariana reached out and picked it up. The blue screen flashed the words 1 NEW TXT MSG. She flipped the phone open, curious. Everyone who would text her was sitting right here.

Old chapel, 7 p.m. Don’t be late, naughty girl.

Her heart stopped and she glanced up. Thomas was still sitting with Gage just a few tables away. But this time, he was looking directly at her. She blushed and immediately snapped the phone shut.

“Who’s that?” Daniel was looking at her curiously. She forced herself to look back.

“Hmmm?” she asked, still gripping the phone in her hand.

“On the phone,” Daniel said impatiently. He reached for her cell, but Ariana stuffed it into her Kate Spade bag, hoping Daniel couldn’t see her clenched jaw, the nervous energy that was now racing through her.

“Nobody,” she said quickly.

“What’s the matter with you?” Daniel demanded, his shoulders rigid and angry. “Why won’t you let me see it?”

“Why won’t you let me have any privacy?” Ariana shot back. Her face burned. Isobel, Dash, Noelle, and Paige had all abandoned their breakfasts to watch their argument.

Daniel’s eyes flashed. “Because. You’re my girlfriend.”

“Wow. Medieval much, Daniel?” Noelle joked.

Ariana could have hugged her friend for standing up for her.

“He’s right,” Paige said in a tone that dared any of them to contradict her. “He does have a right to know. Especially when she’s acting so cagey.”

Noelle looked down at her food, rolling her eyes only slightly.

“I’m not being cagey,” Ariana said steadily, willing herself to not sound defensive.

“So who was it, Ariana?” Paige challenged.

“Fine! It was my mother, okay? She texts me these sappy messages and they’re too embarrassing to show to anyone,” Ariana improvised, hoping they couldn’t see through her. Couldn’t see the red LIAR sign that had to be flashing over her head. “Can the inquisition end now?”

“Your mom knows how to text?” Paige asked, looking skeptical. The clasp on her citrine-and-diamond necklace had fallen to the front, and she quickly adjusted the chain.

“She’s on Instant Messenger, too. It’s bizarre.” Ariana shrugged, trying to appear blithe. But as desperate as she was for everyone to believe her, she started to feel anger burn at her core. She had never done anything wrong before. Never given Daniel reason to worry. And maybe she had made one small—teeny, really—misstep with Thomas, but she was always so good.

Noelle yawned. “That’s it,” she announced. “I’m officially bored.” She got up and pulled on her camel-colored suede coat over her cardigan. “I’ve got to finish packing.”

“Same.” Dash nodded.

“And I need to finish my paper.” Ariana stood up and grabbed her bag, swinging it over her left shoulder, away from Paige. Just in case the girl made a swipe for her phone. Glancing across the room, she saw that Thomas was looking at her again, watching intently. “See you later?” she said to Daniel.

“I’ll come by to get your stuff,” he said, rising to give her a quick kiss.

Keeping her eyes on Thomas, Ariana pulled Daniel closer and turned his peck into a long, deep kiss. By the time she was done, Daniel was blushing and Thomas looked stunned. As Ariana turned and walked with Noelle toward the exit, she couldn’t help smiling.

Maybe Thomas was right. Maybe she was a little naughty after all.



CARELESS



A razor-thin sliver of dusk glowed outside Ariana’s window, the last remnant of day before darkness enveloped the campus. She checked her watch. It was exactly 6 p.m. on Tuesday. She had one hour to put her paper in Mr. Holmes’s mailbox and catch a cab to the train station.

As she leaned over her desk and clicked the print command on her laptop, her eyes fell on the framed photo perched on her desk, the one next to the picture of her and her mom. It was the black-and-white shot Daniel had taken of her. Ariana was wrapped in a fluffy, oversize beach towel and stretched out on a lounge chair, blowing a kiss to the camera. The girl in that picture looked happy. In love with her boyfriend. Normal.

She could be that girl again. She wanted to be. Thomas might be sexy and exciting, but Daniel was familiar. She knew everything about him. No surprises. For better or worse, he was the guy for her. The guy who could give her everything she wanted. Everything her mother wanted. Thomas was just a blip.

She pulled her cell phone from her Kate Spade tote, scrolled through her text messages, and read Thomas’s one last time. Then she deleted it. As soon as the text was gone, she felt better. Lighter, somehow. She’d made her decision.

She snatched her paper from the printer tray, stapled it hastily together, and stuffed it in her bag. Winding a soft aqua scarf around her neck, she glanced one last time at the photographs on her desk. She’d made the right decision. The decision her mom would approve of. She slung her bag over her shoulder and slipped out of the room without looking back.

A lacy curtain of snow draped over her the moment she stepped outside Billings House. As she cut across the deserted grounds, the snow seemed to be falling heavier, thicker around her than it had earlier in the day. Hell Hall loomed just ahead, dark and imposing against the snowy sky. She took the stairs two at a time, and pushed through the doorway.

The lights had already been turned off. The sound of her footsteps echoed down the hall as she hurried in the dark to the faculty mailroom. She slid her hands along the wall and paused when she reached the last door. She strained to hear the sound of a professor’s laugh, or a muffled conversation. Nothing but thick silence buzzing loudly in her ears.

She leaned against the heavy, stubborn door, nudging it with her hip to force it open. A dusty Tiffany lamp glowed on a table in the far corner of the room. Rows of small wooden cubbies stretched along one wall, and she scanned the names below each mailbox until she found Mr. Holmes’s slot. She pulled her paper from her bag and stood on tiptoe, sliding it into his already overstuffed cubby.

A loud clatter in the hallway shattered the silence, and Ariana instinctively ducked behind the wall of mailboxes. She had thought she was alone. Immediately she felt silly. Easton was the safest place in the world. She just wasn’t used to the place being empty. Shaking her head, she was about to come out when she heard footsteps, and something told her to stay where she was. She heard a door opening—or was it was the wind rattling the ancient windows? She couldn’t tell. She held her breath and closed her eyes. Silence.

What was going on? The campus was practically deserted. Who else would be coming to Hell Hall at this hour? Slowly, Ariana pulled open the door and stepped cautiously into the hallway. It was empty. She quickly headed for the door but felt the overwhelming sensation that someone was watching her. Her steps turned into a jog, and the only sound she could hear was her heart pounding loudly in her ears.

This is stupid, she chided herself even as she ran. There’s no one here. No one. No one. No—

Just a few feet from the double doors, she slammed into something. Someone. Ariana screamed. A hand clamped over her mouth and her back slammed into the wall. A hooded figure. Strong and tall, but thin. Ariana opened her mouth to bite down when she caught the familiar, spicy scent of Thomas Pearson.

“Calm down! It’s just me.”

He let her go and she gulped in a huge breath.

“Jesus, Thomas. Do you have a death wish or something?” Ariana sank back against the wall, adrenaline draining from her body. She wiped her clammy hands on her coat and tried to slow her breathing. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Just in the neighborhood.” He lowered his hood and laughed. She felt her body begin to relax. Even in the dimly lit hall, his eyes were stunningly blue.

“Try again.” She felt the heat radiating from his body. She knew it was ridiculous, but suddenly she felt warmer.

“Okay. I knew you would need a little help getting to the chapel.”

Ariana’s heart skipped a beat, but she remembered her decision. She had to stick to her plan. “I can’t. I have to catch a cab. I’m meeting Daniel in Vermont tonight.”

“So go in the morning,” he said simply, moving closer.

She took a step back, bumping in to the hallway wall. He was mere inches from her now, and Ariana felt the resistance melting from her body. It was as if he had some sort of power over her. The power to make her forget what she had with Daniel. To forget what could happen if anyone saw her with him. What she could lose. Billings. Easton. Her mother.

But when he was that close, all that existed was Thomas. All that she wanted was Thomas.

“You know you want to stay.” He took another step closer. The tips of his shoes bumping against hers.

I do, Ariana thought, her longing taking over. I do, I do, do.

She had to touch him. Had to kiss him. Now. Right now or she was going to lose her mind.

“Aria—”

She silenced him with her touch. She grabbed him around the back of his neck and pulled his mouth down on hers. Power surged through her body as she took control, kissing him until he finally woke up from his shock and kissed her back. He yanked her scarf from around her neck, and his lips moved down from just below her ear, down, down to her collarbone. He groped for the buttons on her coat as she struggled with the belt. The moment she was free of it, his hand slipped inside and under her sweater. Her skin seared everywhere he touched her. She let the coat drop to the floor and slid her hands up under his clothes, running her fingers over his chest. Every inch of her body trembled with excitement, with a kind of energy she’d never felt before. Want flooded through her and she gave in to it, feeling completely, wonderfully out of control. She needed more. More. More now.

But when he starting pulling her sweater over her head, she pushed him away. “Wait. Not here,” she whispered. “The professors . . . they’re still around. . . .”

Wordlessly, he grabbed her hand. Ariana had just enough time to grab her coat and bag off the marble floor as he tugged her toward the double doors. Once outside, the snowflakes swirled thick around them, and Ariana felt as if her heart were swirling too. Wildly spinning with no chance of stopping. She didn’t think about how she was supposed to be in love with Daniel. How she was supposed to be on her way to the train station. She just let Thomas lead her through campus to the edge of the woods. She had no idea what was going to happen. How far she would let things go.

And for the first time in her life, she didn’t care.



DESTROYED



“After you.” Thomas held back several thick, snow-covered pine branches. Behind them were a series of cracked stone steps leading to the old chapel’s doorway. The building had been marked for demolition at the beginning of the year and was supposed to be torn down by the end of December. The student body had been warned by Dean Marcus to stay away from the woods until the area was cleared, but a select few, Thomas included, had ignored the dean’s warning. It was the perfect place to drink and get high.

“I haven’t been back here in a while.” Ariana tilted her head back, taking in the circular stained-glass window above the door and the crumbling steeple that stretched into the cloud of snow above. She felt a sudden, unexpected surge of sadness. The old building had withstood so much over the years and had become strangely more beautiful, stronger with age. But it was only a matter of time before it would be completely destroyed. Gone forever.

Thomas made his way up the steps and pushed the door opened with a creak, gesturing for Ariana to go inside. She took a deep breath and crossed the threshold.

“Shit, it’s freezing,” he whispered as he closed the door behind them. His breath hovered white and heavy in the stale air.

Ariana nodded silently, even though she knew he couldn’t see her in the dark. She braced herself against the bitter cold that permeated her clothes, seeping into her skin and chilling her insides. With any luck it would keep her brain frozen so she wouldn’t have to think about what she was doing. That she was in a condemned chapel. With Thomas. Alone.

“Here we go.” A flash of light exploded in front of Thomas, and he lowered his lighter to two candles in wall sconces on either side of the door. The dim light cast shadows over the rows of dusty pews and cracked stained-glass windows that ran the length of the small chapel. “Hey, can you light those?” Thomas handed her the lighter and nodded toward the altar.

Ariana took the lighter gingerly and held it in front of her, making her way slowly to the altar. The flame caught on a shard of blue glass at her feet. She knelt to pick it up, suddenly overwhelmed by the decaying beauty around her. This place was cracked and broken, just like she was. She felt the weight, the gravity of the space. Of all who had been there before. She could sense the ghosts all around her, spirits of students long dead and forgotten, clinging to the hallowed walls of their glory days.

One day, that would be her. And Thomas. And Noelle and Daniel and Isobel and the rest. One day they would all be dead and gone. . . .

“Ariana?”

Thomas’s voice jolted her. The metal of the lighter burned her thumb and she winced, dropping it on the floor.

“I’ve got it,” she said, feeling stupid.

She groped for the lighter, then quickly walked to the front of the chapel, which was dotted with votive candles, a few burned down to the wick. A cigarette butt rested on the altar steps. She nudged it off with the toe of her boot.

“What are you doing on campus tonight, anyway?” she asked, trying to call attention away from her clumsiness as she carefully lit each votive. “Aren’t you going back to New York for the holidays?”

If Thomas heard her, he didn’t answer. The wicks of the candles popped and sizzled, illuminating a thick marble altar and the several rows of benches behind, probably meant for the choir.

“Thomas?” He was still at the back of the chapel, fiddling with a cell phone. After a few seconds, he snapped the phone closed and slipped it into Ariana’s bag.

“What are you doing with my phone?” she demanded. How dare he go through her stuff?

“Letting Ryan know to not expect you.”

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and headed down the aisle toward her.

Daniel. Goosebumps prickled her skin at the sound of Daniel’s last name, and her throat was suddenly dry.

“What did you tell him?”

“Relax.” Thomas laughed. “Told him you didn’t finish your paper in time, and you couldn’t get out of town tonight.” He sat in front of the altar just a few steps below her and rubbed his hands quickly over his thighs. “So tonight, you’re all mine, naughty girl.”

Thomas sat down on a long wooden pew and pulled her down next to him, all in one swift motion. His blue eyes flashed in the candlelight, and warmth spread through Ariana’s body like hot wax.

I love you, she thought. Then almost laughed at herself. How ridiculous—in love with Thomas Pearson. But she couldn’t stop her heart from pounding. Couldn’t stop her hands from grasping his jacket and pulling him to her. Didn’t want to be anywhere but right here with him in this dark, cold place, even while the perfect boy waited for her at an exclusive resort with his wonderful family and some elaborate gift undoubtedly hidden away in his luggage.

What was that, if not love?

Thomas cupped her face in both hands and kissed her, this time with less urgency. It was sweet, soft, searching. As if he wanted to slowly take in every inch of her. Daniel had never kissed her like this. Never made her feel beautiful like this. He was more mechanical, stiff. This kiss was warm. It was right. It was . . . perfect.

Ariana relaxed into the moment, taking everything in. The hiss of the flickering candles, the snow falling on the dilapidated roof . . .

The sound of the chapel door, creaking open. Slamming shut.

They were not alone.



NEW



Panic hardened in Ariana’s veins. She’d given in to herself for once in her life, done what felt right just one time, and she was about to get caught. What would her mother do when she found out Ariana had been expelled? She wasn’t strong enough for this, for the humiliation that would come. Ariana was sure of that. Sure she’d be responsible for the aftermath. She jumped up and reached for her coat, which had somehow made its way off her shoulders once again.

“Don’t stop on my account,” a familiar voice called out.

Tentative relief spread through Ariana’s body. Not a teacher. Not security. Thank God. She almost wanted to cry.

“Tate!” Thomas barked, jumping up. “You scared the shit out of us!”

Eli Tate, Thomas’s former roommate, ambled down the aisle in dark jeans and a hoodie, a crooked grin plastered on his face. Even though Eli lived just a couple towns over in Connecticut, he hadn’t been back to campus since his expulsion.

“Pearson!” Eli clasped hands with Thomas. “What’s up, loser?” He laughed. “Miss me?” He nodded in Ariana’s direction. “Hey.”

Ariana tried to speak, but her throat felt constricted, dry. She nodded, wiping her sweaty palms on her wool pants.

“What the fuck are you doing here, man?” Thomas demanded, resting his forearms on his knees as Eli dropped down next to him on the bench.

“Better question is, what are you two doing here?” Eli flashed his familiar, impish grin.

“Just hanging out,” Thomas said warily, catching Ariana’s eye. “Ariana had to stay behind for a couple days to finish up some things.”

“I bet,” Eli snorted, letting his eyes linger on Ariana.

“So really, what are you doing here?” she asked quickly.

“Needed a break, so I trained in from Greenwich,” he replied, stretching his arms over his head. “Evil stepsister number two is getting hitched next week, and if I had to sit around the house and hear one more screaming phone call to the florist, I was gonna lose it.” He pulled something from his jacket pocket and rolled it between his fingers, examining it carefully. Ariana tried not to look obvious as she craned her neck a little to see what it was. A joint. “Thought I’d come over to campus and hang out. Didn’t know you two were already staked out here.” He smirked, giving his wiry curls a shake. He picked up one of the votives and held it to the end of the joint. He inhaled deeply, then paused. A sickeningly sweet smell hovered around him. “Shame they’re tearing this place down.”

“Yeah,” Thomas said vaguely. “Shame.”

Ariana thought she saw the beginnings of a smile in his eyes, but she wasn’t sure. She had the sudden urge to tell Eli to leave. She’d gotten a taste of what being with Thomas was like, and she wanted more. Craved more. Her body still throbbed with anticipation, restless energy. She wanted Thomas alone. She needed to find out what could happen.

Eli passed the joint to Thomas. He closed his eyes and brought it to his lips. Ariana felt her body tensing. Would Thomas rather get high with Eli than spend time with her? He should have been thinking of ways to get Eli to leave. A spark of anger flared up inside of her.

Why did the men in her life always put her second? Her father, Daniel, Thomas. Why did she never come first?

“Ariana?” Thomas held the joint in her direction.

And just like that her irritation melted. He was still thinking of her, including her. Only she had never smoked before. It had never quite seemed her. But who the hell knew who she was, what she could do? Didn’t just being here prove that?

“Why not?” she said casually, taking the joint from Thomas and praying she would do it right. She pinched the joint between her thumb and index finger and inhaled, just like Eli and Thomas had done. Her lungs burned, and she doubled over in a coughing fit. She could feel her cheeks burning in embarrassment, and tears sprang to her eyes.

Nice try, loser, a voice in her head taunted her. Why do you even bother?

“You okay?” Thomas asked gently, reaching out and touching her knee. Now that his touch was pitying, she didn’t want it.

“M’fine,” she choked out, jerking her knee away from him.

“Whoa.” Eli laughed, propping himself up on his elbows. “Pearson’s really starting to rub off on you. Last year when we were all in Cabo you wouldn’t touch that shit. Remember? Gage did that prissy impression of her?” he asked, slapping Thomas on the shoulder.

Ariana’s face burned. No one had ever told her that Gage had mocked her after that incident.

“I didn’t go to Cabo last Christmas,” Thomas reminded him. “My parents made me go to Switzerland. Blake was skiing in that big tournament thing.”

“Riiiight. You missed one hell of a party, man,” Eli said. “But then, so did Ariana,” he said, nodding at her. “Girl refused to unclench the whole time.”

“Well, a lot can change in a year,” she snapped. Although this one thing will stay the same. She handed the joint back to Eli.

“Fair enough.” Eli shrugged, taking another hit.

“So how long are you planning on sticking around, Tate?” Thomas asked, shooting Ariana a meaningful glance. Her heart skipped a beat.

Eli shrugged. “Depends on how long I can get away with ducking out on this wedding shit.”

“It would probably mean a lot to your sister if you were there,” Ariana said flatly. If she had to carry him back to Greenwich herself, she would.

“Stepsister,” Eli corrected her. “And trust me, she doesn’t care if I’m there or not, so long as she gets her fucking white silk tent in Aruba.” He stood up, clapped Thomas on the back, and headed down the aisle for the door, the joint held tightly between his fingers.

“Are you leaving?” Ariana asked, aware that she sounded too hopeful.

“Gotta take a piss,” he called over his shoulder.

Something seemed wrong about saying the word piss in a chapel. Then again, something seemed wrong about hooking up in a chapel with a guy who wasn’t even her boyfriend. She wasn’t in much of a position to judge.

“We’ve got to ditch him. ASAP,” she whispered as the chapel doors slammed shut. She jumped to her feet, wrapping her coat tightly around her frame. “Get up.” She extended her hand toward Thomas, the cold rushing over her again. Her fingers were tinged a light blue, her nose and ears completely numb.

Thomas looked up at her with a mixture of curiosity and amusement. “I think I like the new you.”

She liked the new her too. Even in this frigid, abandoned space, with a boy she barely knew, she felt safe. Secure enough to say exactly what she wanted. She fiddled with the fleur-de-lis around her neck, wondering if this was what it felt like to be Noelle. To know what you wanted and expect to get it.

“Then let’s go,” she said playfully.

Thomas grinned and let her pull him to his feet. He glanced at the doors through which Eli had disappeared, then started in the opposite direction. “This way.”

“Wait! My bag.”

Ariana scurried over and grabbed up her things, then took Thomas’s hand again. He tugged her toward an arched exit at the back of the church, and the rush of excitement that had stolen over her just minutes before seized her again. Outside, they stepped right into a drift of snow that came just below her knees. It seeped through her pants, melting against her skin, but she didn’t care. She was warm all over.

Thomas led her into a small clearing behind the church, where the canopy of tree branches had prevented the snow from piling too deep. Wind swirled overhead and Eli was nowhere to be seen.

“So . . .” He grinned, barely visible in the dark. “You’re the boss.”

“We can’t go back to Drake. Too many teachers around.” Ariana tucked her hands into her coat pockets. “A hotel?” she mused. A sudden gust of wind sent a dusting of white powder into her face, and she turned to shield herself. “The Driscoll? It’s close enough that we could walk, and it probably wouldn’t take that long.”

The thought of being with Thomas, alone, in a warm hotel room sent a shiver down her spine.

“Yeah.” Thomas pulled his cell from his pocket and pressed a single button, holding the phone to his ear.

“Speed dial?” Ariana groaned. “I really wish I hadn’t seen that.”

“It’s room service,” Thomas said, trying to keep a straight face. Trying, but failing. “They make an unbelievable cheeseburger. Swear.”

Ariana raised an eyebrow.

“You don’t believe me?” Thomas pretended to be indignant.

“About as much as I believe you’d read Playboy for the articles.”

Thomas held his hand up. “Yeah. Just wanted to book a room for tonight?” He paused, his face falling. “Okay. Thanks, man.” He snapped the phone shut and shoved it back in his pocket. “They’re booked. Guy at the desk said every hotel in town is packed. People can’t get out of here because of the snow.”

Ariana’s heart sank. It was crazy to want to be alone in a hotel room with Thomas. Crazy to be here with him now. But she couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

“So I guess we only have one option,” she said gravely. She nodded at the smooth covering of snow on the ground.

Thomas laughed, backing away from her. “Oh, no. No way. You’re crazy.”

It took every ounce of bravery Ariana could summon to do what she did next. She lowered her body to the freezing cold ground, leaned back on her elbows, and looked up at Thomas, her blue eyes tempting.

“Am I?”

She stopped breathing. She couldn’t believe what she was saying. Doing.

Thomas’s smile widened. “How could I say no to that?”

Ariana grinned, ecstatic and relieved all at once. He knelt down and buried his hands in her thick, blond hair before touching his lips to hers. Ariana’s heart filled with pure happiness as he lowered himself on top of her. She didn’t care about the cold anymore. Couldn’t feel anything but the heat of his body. She turned her face to let him run his lips along her cheek and out of the corner of her eye, she saw a dark shape in the snow.

And froze.

“Thomas,” she croaked, pushing him away. “Stop.”

Bile rose in the back of her throat. She was seeing things. She must have been.

“What?” He squinted quizzically at her. “What’s wrong?”

Her body felt as though it had been filled with lead, but her mind was racing. Screaming. It wasn’t possible. He couldn’t have. . . . She forced herself to sit up. Reached for the object and held it in front of Thomas, shaking the snow from it. She was going to throw up.

“What’s that?” Thomas asked.

“Daniel’s hat,” she managed, fighting the nausea that swept over her. “He must have been here. He must have come back for me.”

“No,” Thomas said, looking around nonetheless. “He left this morning. This hat could belong to anyone. It could be Eli’s or some other moron who was up here smoking.”

But Ariana knew better. The hat was brand-new. Obviously unused. It was too much of a coincidence. Daniel had been here. He must have found out somehow and now he was watching her. He knew what she had done.



BREAKING AND ENTERING



“He knows.” Ariana stared straight ahead, still clutching Daniel’s hat. Numb to the icy chill that gripped her body and refused to release her. Numb to the snow that seemed to fall harder with each passing second. She felt nothing but fear. Every muscle in her body tensed, like those of a frightened, trapped animal.

“Ariana.”

Hearing her name on his tongue made her want to cry. But she couldn’t. The fear rose up in her throat, made it hard for her to breathe.

“Every guy on campus has a hat like that. It’s like seeing a polo shirt in the snow and being positive it’s Daniel’s.” He tugged the hat from her grip and chucked it into the woods. “Let’s get out of here. It’s freaking freezing.”

Ariana nodded. “You’re right.” She let him pull her up and dusted the snow from her wet jeans. “That hat could be anybody’s.”

She was simply repeating the words Thomas wanted to hear. A small part of her knew she was being irrational, thinking Daniel was here, but he was the worst person to have seen them. The one person who could make everything fall apart at once. How could her mind not go there? Besides, she’d just given him that hat. What were the odds?

Another wave of panic gripped her as her mind raced over the events of the day. Daniel probably hadn’t believed her lie about the text. What if he’d just pretended to believe it to save face in front of their friends, then stayed behind to make her pay? He didn’t like to lose. That quality was what made him a star athlete. It made him a Ryan. The kind of guy who would do anything to keep from losing Ariana. Anything.

And if he was here somewhere, following her and Thomas, there was no telling what he’d do.

“Come on. We can stay in Ketlar.” Thomas grabbed her hand, but her fingers were too cold to feel him.

“Ketlar’s not open.”

She clung to him as if he could erase the fear. Make it not true. Make that hat somehow not be there.

“I rigged the back door. We can stay in my room.” He stepped ahead of her as they reached the edge of the woods, leaning against a thick, snow-covered pine branch so Ariana could pass through.

“I don’t know,” Ariana said, pausing as the wind whipped her hair around her face. “What if someone sees us? We can’t get caught. And what if Daniel—”

“Daniel’s not here!” Thomas shouted against the wind, releasing her hand. His tone was sharp, stinging, and Ariana took a shocked step back.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, not knowing exactly what she was apologizing for.

Thomas’s shoulders dropped. “No. I mean, I’m sorry.” His voice softened and he looked off to the right, toward the school. Away from her. “It’s just, I’m sick of hearing about Daniel Ryan.”

Ariana’s heart warmed at the vulnerability in this statement.

“And I’m aware that we can’t get caught. I’m screwed if I get expelled,” he said. “But I can’t think of any other options.”

“Fine,” Ariana said. “We’ll go to Ketlar.”

He reached for her hand again and they walked the rest of the way in silence. As she trudged through the snow, bent against the wind, Ariana tried to get her feelings in order. Thomas’s tone had wounded her. It had made her feel like a scolded child. Plus, why did he care so much about getting caught? He always got away with everything. And he wasn’t the one who had everything to lose if he got expelled. He wasn’t the one whose family would be destroyed if he was caught. When they reached the back door of Ketlar, Thomas easily pulled it open.

“The wonders of duct tape,” he said, pointing to the metallic strip he’d secured over the lock. He pulled his lighter from his pocket and ignited it, then gestured for Ariana to go in ahead of him.

The halls were eerily lifeless. Usually filled with laughter and loud music, they now echoed with heavy silence. Ariana shivered in the cold, watching her breath rise and disappear in front of her. Silently, she followed him to the second floor, turning away as they passed Daniel’s room.

They stopped at the end of the hall, in front of Thomas’s door. It was bare, unlike most of the other doors on the hall, which were covered in bumper stickers, dry-erase boards, and pictures. He pushed the door open with his free hand.

“It’s not exactly a room at the Driscoll,” he announced, holding the lighter in front of them. “But it should work. At least for tonight.”

The security lights on the quad afforded enough light for Ariana to see the state of Thomas’s room. It looked almost identical to the space she shared with Noelle, except it was about half the size. Thomas’s side of the room was sparse and neat. His thin plaid bedspread was stretched tightly over his single bed, and the desk next to it was almost bare, with the exception of a few sharpened pencils in a pencil holder and an empty fifth of Captain Morgan’s. The essentials. The other side of the room was littered with dirty clothes and textbooks. A large metal sign that said, IT’S MILLER TIME, hung over a cluttered desk, and the bed was unmade.

“Classy,” she said wryly. “Did you rob a liquor store?”

“Harsh words from someone who just committed a felony.” Thomas smirked. “Breaking and entering. Considering your reputation, I would have expected more from you.”

Ariana exhaled slowly. It seemed that the tension between them had dissolved as quickly as it had appeared. And knowing that they were together in Thomas’s room, out of the storm—out of sight—made her feel safe. She dropped her bag on Thomas’s desk chair.

“You seem to be forgetting that I’m not the one breaking and entering here. I’m just the accomplice.”

“Nice try. But you’re in this just as deep as I am. If I go down, you’re coming with me.” For a moment, the shadows moving across Thomas’s face made him look different. Like a stranger. Dangerous. But then he smiled and he was Thomas again. “Let me get the light.”

“Don’t.” Ariana said quickly, reaching for him. She gripped his sleeve. “Someone might notice.” She didn’t want to tell him that there was something in her that needed to keep the relative darkness between them. Knowing that he couldn’t entirely see her face, couldn’t read her, would make it easier for her to get closer to him.

“Good call, naughty girl.”

He let the lighter go dark and leaned toward her. All the tiny hairs on Ariana’s neck stood on end and her lips pursed, anticipating his kiss. But then he leaned right past her and opened his top desk drawer, plucking out a pair of candles.

“Interesting,” she said, raising an eyebrow and sliding aside to give him more room. “This wouldn’t be some sort of ploy to seduce me, would it?”

Thomas placed the candles on his desk and quickly lit them, then glanced at her over his shoulder. “Like I really need candles.”

Ariana blushed as her heart flipped over ten times. How did anyone get so confident? It was intoxicating. Thomas turned and dropped down on his bed, looking up at her with a cocky smile in the flickering light.

“You gonna stand there all night?” he asked slyly. “Much warmer over here.”

Ariana didn’t move. Suddenly, now that she was here—now that she was faced with the stark reality of being alone with Thomas, being in bed with him—she couldn’t do it. What was she thinking? That she was going to lose her virginity to him right here, right now? After telling Daniel that she couldn’t sleep with him in a dorm room? After putting off her perfect boyfriend for so long, was she really going to give it up to Thomas Pearson?

Besides, Daniel might have followed them here. He might be standing outside the door right now, listening. The very thought sent the walls closing in on her. There was no telling what he would do if he heard the wrong thing.

“I can’t,” she said.

Thomas’s smile froze. “You’re kidding.

“I’ll just sleep in your roommate’s bed,” Ariana told him, trying not to cringe as she sat at the very edge of the other bed. The faint smell of spoiled milk leaked from a mini fridge under her bed.

“Wait a second. First you have me calling the Driscoll Hotel and now you’re all shy?” Thomas challenged, propping himself up on one elbow to see her.

“Don’t be mad,” Ariana said.

“I’m not mad. Just curious,” he replied. “Split personalities interest me.”

“I’m not crazy,” Ariana snapped.

Thomas stared at her for a long moment. So long that Ariana almost started to squirm.

“Fine. Whatever you want.” Thomas shrugged.

He got up and stripped down to his boxers right in front of her. Then he got right into bed, tunneling under the covers.

“But you should know that my roommate’s kind of a man whore. I’ve seen some pretty skanky girls coming in and out of this room. And I gotta tell you, in the four months I’ve known the guy, I’ve never seen him wash his sheets. No telling what kind of—”

“I’ll sleep on top of the sheets,” Ariana said. She glanced around her for a comforter. There wasn’t one. She could already feel the sharp cold settling into her bones. She shivered, pressing her face into the sheets to warm her nose. They smelled like mildew. She glanced over at Thomas. If he was a gentleman, he would offer her a blanket. Or at least some sweats or something. Anything dry and warm.

“Nice and warm over here,” Thomas said with an exaggerated yawn. “Biohazard-free, too.”

Her fists clenched in indignation. “How nice for you.”

She was not going to ask him for clothes. She refused. Instead, she pulled off her sweater to get the wet sleeves away from her skin, exposing the white T-shirt underneath. Then she yanked her coat over her body, trying to keep the wet outside layer away from her. She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, curling into a tight ball. She was colder than ever.

“Yup. Nice and warm,” Thomas sang, cuddling further under his blankets. “Toasty, really. Toasty, toasty, toasty . . .”

“For God’s sake,” she snapped, sitting up. “If I come over there, will you shut up and go to sleep?”

He lifted up the covers and slid back toward the wall, giving her room. “Neither one of us is going to get any sleep.”

Ariana was glad Thomas couldn’t see the flush that crept from neck into her face.

“We’ll see,” she said.

She dropped down next to him and turned over so her back was to him. As he settled the blankets over her body he let his arm drape around her waist. Despite her early protestations, she luxuriated in the warmth.

“Now what?” Thomas whispered in her ear, sending pleasant shivers all down her side.

“Now we sleep,” she told him firmly, even though her entire body was tingling.

“Sure,” he said. “You just wake me when you can’t take it anymore.”

Ariana said nothing, but she lay there, awake, as Thomas slowly fell asleep, worried that if she moved even slightly he might think she was coming on to him. Worried that at any second Daniel would open the lockless door and catch them together. But after watching the digital clock tick from minute to minute for over an hour, after listening for footfalls in the hallway that never came, she finally let the sound of Thomas’s steady breathing lull her to sleep.



THE MORNING AFTER



Ariana jolted upright, her chest heaving. Ragged, uneven gasps filled the air around her. The familiar nightmare, cut together like a terrifying collage, had woken her. The empty bottle of wine, the trace of her own screams, the blinding flash of fluorescent light. And her mother’s voice.

You never know what people are capable of until they’re pushed to their edge.

She shivered and looked around for something familiar. But there was no picture of her on the desk. No Christmas lights around the windows. No neat stacks of worn novels piled next to her bed. Just a soccer ball wedged under the desk and a near-empty bottle of Captain Morgan.

Her breathing slowed as she realized where she was. Releasing Thomas’s plaid bedspread from her grip, she glanced down at him. He slept on his stomach, his head turned toward her. She watched his body rise and fall calmly next to her. His mouth was slightly parted, his breathing even. She tried to ignore the twinge of jealousy she felt. She hadn’t slept like that in too long. Not since the nightmares had started, just over a year ago.

She turned to find her sweater and a hand on her back made her jump. She reminded herself that it was just Thomas. Just Thomas.

“You seem tense, naughty girl,” Thomas yawned behind her. “Luckily, I happen to know a few ways to calm you down,” he added suggestively, pulling her back down. He wrapped his warm arms around her from behind and cuddled into her back, their bodies melding together.

Ariana forced a laugh, not turning around. “I should go,” she said softly, without moving. She knew she should pull away from him. Should get up and walk out the door. Go to Vermont. End this thing with Thomas, whatever it was, while she still could. But the strength of his arms seemed to soothe her. They were so close she could feel his heart beating. Her whole body slowed under his touch, making it impossible for her to do the right thing.

“You’re not getting out of here any time soon. Not if I have anything to do with it.”

She wanted to tell him that he didn’t have anything to do with it, didn’t have any say in what she did. But she would have been lying. And she couldn’t bear the thought of being both a cheat and a liar. That wasn’t her. It couldn’t be her. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself.

“Did you sleep okay?” she asked.

“Sure.” Thomas softly brushed her hair aside and kissed the back of her neck. His words hummed on her clammy skin. “But I would have preferred that neither of us got any sleep.” He slid his hands across her hips and started to move them up her stomach.

She raised her hands to his, stopping him, and rolled over to face him. He had a crease on one side of his face, stubble covered his chin and cheeks, and his hair stuck up in back. But even with all this, he was still so handsome.

“Tell me something about you,” she said.

She needed to hear something that would justify all this. Something that would make it okay that she was here with him instead of on the slopes with Daniel. She needed him to make this okay.

Thomas smirked, bringing his lips close to her ear. “Why?” he whispered.

Chills shot down her spine, and suddenly it didn’t matter if he made it okay. All she wanted to do was kiss him. “Because.” Ariana was so breathless as she looked up at him, she could hardly form the words. “Because we just spent the night in the same bed and we hardly know each other.”

As she looked into his eyes, she realized that wasn’t really true. They might not have spent much time together, might not have known the small details, but somehow, she knew him. He knew her. She could feel it in the way her mind, her body responded whenever he looked at her. Even if she didn’t know his middle name or whether he’d worn braces or if he loved his parents . . . she knew him.

“Well, I’ve never actually told anyone this,” Thomas said softly, his face serious. “But I’m psychic.”

“Psychic?” she repeated.

“Yeah,” he said earnestly. He was so close now his nose was touching hers. The light contact sent her blood racing. “Like for example, I know that in five seconds, you’re going to kiss me.”

Ariana’s heart slammed into her rib cage over and over. “Oh, yeah?” she said playfully.

“Yeah.”

Daniel would kill her if he knew what she was doing right now—what she was thinking. But she didn’t care. At that moment it didn’t matter. All she wanted was to be with Thomas. To let herself go. To let him do whatever he wanted.

“Four . . .” Thomas flashed his perfect, boyish grin.

“Not gonna happen,” Ariana joked.

“Three . . .”

“You’re going to have to kiss me first.”

“Two . . .”

He shut his eyes.

“Uh-uh . . .” she sang.

“One.”

Ariana closed her eyes and waited for the kiss she knew was coming. Then her cell phone rang. Automatically, her head shot up and she knocked skulls with Thomas. Hard.

“Sonofa—”

Thomas released her and fell back, hand to his forehead.

“Sorry! I’m sorry,” Ariana said, ignoring the pain as she groped for her phone in her bag. When she finally found it, the display said that she had a new text message. Heart pounding, she quickly opened it.

Daniel: Can’t get warm up here without u. Call and let me know ur ok.

Ariana was crushed by a sudden wave of nausea.

“Who’s that?” Thomas asked, his face still contorted with pain.

“Nothing,” Ariana said quickly. “No one.”

She slung her legs over the side of the bed and got up to crack the window. Snow swirled outside, blanketing the entire campus with a fresh coating of white. There were at least two feet of thick powder. Ariana had never seen so much snow in her life, and she let the cold air pour over her and wash the nausea away. She felt as if she’d just been caught in the act. That Daniel had somehow known the exact moment to text her to keep her from doing what she was about to do with Thomas.

Flipping open her phone, she read the text again.

Okay. Just breathe. Breathe and think this through.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

Out . . . two . . . three . . .

And suddenly, her mind cleared. Daniel was waiting for her in Vermont. This meant that the hat in the woods really was a coincidence. He wasn’t still on campus. He didn’t know what she had been doing. Which meant that she could still fix this. She could still turn back and make this all okay.

Ariana took in another breath of icy morning air and held it, staring out at the gray early morning light. She had never seen campus from this angle before. She’d been in Ketlar plenty of times, but always on the other side of the building, where Daniel’s sloppy disaster of a room was located. She thought of all those nights he’d helped her sneak past Mr. Cross, the Ketlar Hall advisor. How he always let her wear his favorite, worn Harvard sweatshirt when she got cold. How warm and cozy she always felt when they cuddled while watching movies on his laptop. How he always walked her back to Billings no matter what time it was, risking getting caught every time.

Maybe it wasn’t exhilarating and dangerous like the last fourteen hours with Thomas had been, but it was her life. The life she was supposed to have. The life her mother wanted for her. Thomas Pearson could not be part of that life.

“Something wrong, naughty girl?” Thomas asked, walking to the window and snaking his arms around her from behind.

Cold, dark rage instantly overcame her. The arms that had made her feel so safe moments ago suddenly burned her skin.

“Let go of me,” she snapped, ripping herself away from him.

Thomas took a step back, startled, but Ariana barely noticed. Her mind was racing off on a horrible tangent and she couldn’t stop it. She was dirt. She was nothing. She wasn’t worthy of Daniel Ryan. Look what she’d done to him. Look where she was while he was waiting for her in Vermont. Look who she was with. Ariana grabbed her sweater off the extra bed and clutched it in both hands, twisting it into a spiral. Daniel would die if he knew.

Guilt crashed down on her in merciless waves. Each time she tried to catch her breath, another swept over her, dragging her under. She doubled over, gasping for air, fighting the bile that surged from her stomach to the back of her throat. Tears stung her eyes.

“Ariana, what’s wrong?” Thomas reached out and rested his hand on her back.

She jerked away. “Don’t touch me!”

“Sorry.” A surprised look passed over Thomas’s face, and he held his hands up in surrender.

“I have to go. I have to shower.”

She felt so dirty. So awful she could hardly stand to be in her own skin.

“Okay. Okay, fine. I’ll come with you and show you where the—”

“No!” Ariana whirled on him. What did he think they were going to do, shower together? She couldn’t believe he was still coming on to her. Couldn’t this guy take a hint? “I’m not showering with you. I have to get out of here. I have to get away from you.”

Ariana sat and yanked her boots on, angry tears spilling down her cheeks.

“Okay. What the hell just happened here?” Thomas demanded.

Ariana looked up at him. He was still shirtless. Standing there in his boxers. Disgusted, Ariana looked away and shoved her hair behind her shoulders.

“What just happened is, I woke up. I realized what I’m doing, how wrong this is,” she spat. “I’m going to Vermont. I’m going to be with Daniel. This was a mistake.”

Thomas’s face was saturated with confusion. Ariana felt a new wave of guilt, but she couldn’t let him get to her. He was not important. Not anymore. She had to focus.

Daniel . . . Daniel is the one I need.

“Fine.” In an instant, Thomas’s face hardened and he took a step back toward the bed. “Good luck getting out of here in this weather. And try not to get caught. If I’m gonna get a third strike, it’s not gonna be for you.”

“What?” Ariana blurted. She stood and snatched up her coat and bag.

“You’re not the only one who has something to lose here,” Thomas yelled, yanking a long-sleeved T-shirt on over his head. “I’m not gonna get expelled just because Easton’s resident prude wanted to use me for the lamest walk on the wild side ever.”

Without even thinking, Ariana slapped Thomas clean across the face. Then, while he was still standing there, stunned, she turned and stormed out of his room, slamming the door behind her. Her palm stung from the contact as she hurried down the hallway and into the stairwell, fumbling with her phone. Daniel’s cell went right to voice mail. Ariana took a deep breath and concentrated on sounding chipper.

“Daniel, hi. I’m so sorry. I got caught in this stupid storm, but I’m doing everything I can to get there. I’ll see you soon.” She took the stairs two at a time, but she wasn’t breathing. If she breathed he would hear that she was upset. “I love you,” she added quickly.

Then she burst out into the cold, gasping for air. Wind whipped past her, nearly knocking her off her feet as icy snow pelted her face. But the frigid air cleared away everything else and Ariana started to feel in control again. It was okay. It was all going to be okay.

Her moment of insanity was over.



NOT SORRY



Lukewarm water spilled from the showerhead over Ariana’s smooth, pale skin. She’d been so desperate to get away from Thomas that she had almost used her electronic key to enter Billings through the front door, then remembered at the last second that she wasn’t supposed to be on campus, and that security would be alerted if someone tried to enter any dorm other than Drake. Cursing herself for nearly messing up so badly, she had trudged around to the back and used Mrs. Lattimer’s key to get in through the rear door. Noelle had had the key made at the beginning of the semester, in anticipation of the many times she wouldn’t make it back to Billings in time for curfew. She kept it wedged behind one of the wrought iron sconces that illuminated the back entrance. Ariana was the only other person on campus who knew about the key, but she’d never had to use it. Until now.

Exhausted, she leaned against the frosted glass shower door. The large sea foam green bathroom tiles were usually calming, usually made the shower feel like a spa—her own small oasis. But today they just seemed hard and cold. She flinched as the water temperature dipped, then rose again. She knew that it didn’t matter how long she stood under the water. The guilt would be impossible to rinse away.

She had to believe that it wasn’t too late to fix things. If she could just get to Vermont, everything would be fine. She would remember that she loved Daniel, and why. Remember all the sweet things he had done for her in their year together.

And there had been so many. As she worked her coconut-scented shampoo through her tangled hair, she smiled at the memory of her birthday last spring. Daniel had shown up at her door in jeans and a T-shirt, holding a bottle of Clos du Mesnil. They’d taken a car to Manhattan, where he’d surprised her with a private literary tour of the West Village. They roamed the quaint streets together, exploring her favorite American authors’ haunts. Shared a bottle of red wine in a tiny, poorly lit bar overlooking Washington Square, where Henry James was said to have struggled through The Wings of the Dove. Downed a tall mug of dark beer at Chumley’s, where she could almost feel the ghosts of Fitzgerald and Hemingway in the next booth over. For an entire afternoon, she’d been transported to a place where she didn’t have to worry about her family, or making good grades, or keeping Paige Ryan happy so she would get a bid at Billings. She could lose herself in another time, in the stories she loved so much. And Daniel had done it all for her. Because he loved her.

He showed it every day, in the way he was so protective of her. Like that thing with Sergei the other night. Like . . .

Suddenly the memory of that awful night back in August came rushing back to Ariana and her eyes popped open. She didn’t want to remember what Daniel had done that night, but the images came back in full color nonetheless. All the Billings Girls and their boyfriends had been hanging out in the woods, a last gathering before classes started. Ariana was snuggled against Daniel in front of the fire, sipping a beer, when she felt his body tense beside her. He’d accused one of Dash’s buddies from home of staring at Ariana, and just like that, Daniel had snapped.

Ariana squeezed her eyes closed again and braced her hand against the wall, trying to block it out, but she couldn’t. She heard the crack as the guy was slammed back against a tree. The sick, dull thud of Daniel’s fists as they hit him again and again. The pathetic pleading, over and over and over again.

Please, man . . . I didn’t mean anything . . . please stop. . . .

Finally, Dash had dragged Daniel off and helped his friend back to his car, but everyone else had acted as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Paige had shrugged it off with a roll of her eyes and a “That’s my brother.” Even Noelle had seemed impressed that Daniel would go so far to protect his territory.

His territory. Me, Ariana thought.

Her skin prickled with heat even as the water turned colder. She had to get out of the shower before she got pneumonia. As she grasped the shower nozzle and turned it all the way to the left, the sound of screeching pipes echoed in the bathroom, but the water temperature didn’t change. Ariana held her breath and ducked under the chilly spray, combing the shampoo out of her hair with her fingers.

Something caught her ear and Ariana froze. Had she just heard a creak, or was she imagining things? Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a shadow slip by. She grabbed her arm, anxiously digging her fingernails into her flesh.

“Hello? Thomas? Is that you?”

Nothing. But she was sure someone was there. Who was it? Was some random person watching her? For a long moment, Ariana didn’t move. She simply held her breath and listened. There was nothing. It was her imagination. She was seeing things.

Then, another creak. Ariana turned off the icy cold water.

“Hello?” she called. The word hovered in the air a moment after she’d spoken. “Is someone there?”

Silence.

She opened the shower door a crack. The bathroom was empty. Single drops of water were falling slowly from the porcelain sink. But it had been dripping earlier, too, right? And everything was in its place: Noelle’s cubby stocked with shampoo, loofahs, and expensive clay facial masques; Ariana’s electric toothbrush; her towel, draped over the bench just outside the shower door. She blinked. Strange. She could have sworn she’d hung it on the door hook. She always hung it on the hook.

She shook her head. It was just her imagination. That was all. She was in Billings, alone, for the first time, and it was creeping her out. She’d obviously been rushed and upset and put her clothes in a different place. Not a big deal. She exhaled a shaky sigh of relief and reached for her towel.

Suddenly, the door to the bathroom swung open. Ariana screamed.

“Perfect timing,” Thomas Pearson said with a leer.

“Thomas!” Ariana screeched, wrapping the towel around her as tightly as possible. “You scared the shit out of me!”

Oh my God, Thomas Pearson just saw me naked. Completely. Naked.

His features contorted, like he was trying to keep a straight face. There was snow in his hair and his cheeks had turned adorably pink from the cold. “Sorry. I mean, sorry I scared you. Not that I saw you naked. Just to be clear.”

“That’s not funny.” She closed the door again, putting the foggy glass between the two of them, and huddled in the corner to take a breath, hand to her chest. “What are you doing here?”

Thomas walked into the bathroom. She could hear him rifling through the medicine cabinet over the sink. “Just wanted to give you a chance to apologize. You know, for being such a bitch.”

Ariana froze as she toweled off her hair. There was a casual tone in his voice. He was joking. Now that she’d had a chance to cool off, she felt the humiliation of her overreaction back in his room, and decided to follow his lead. Pretend it was no big deal.

“Why didn’t you answer when I said your name?” she asked.

There was a pause. “What do you mean? I just got here.”

“But I just heard you a few minutes ago,” she protested. “You were in the bathroom.” She secured the towel around her and opened the door. Thomas looked genuinely confused. Ariana’s heart thumped with fear. “You really just got here?”

“Swear.”

But someone had been there. She was sure of it. Was Thomas lying? Or was Daniel on campus messing with her? Or had it been someone else entirely? Ariana’s empty stomach turned dangerously.

“How did you get in?” she demanded.

“Noelle’s key,” he replied simply, perusing the bath products next to the shower. He picked up a giant jar of conditioner, inspecting the label. “What the hell is jojoba oil?”

“How do you know about Noelle’s key?” She stepped onto the woven bath mat and hugged herself against the cool air.

“Common knowledge, naughty girl.”

Common knowledge. Noelle had probably told Dash about it. Which meant that Paige probably knew about it, too. And Daniel.

Thomas put the jar down and took an uncertain step toward her.

“Give me a second.” She held the door to her room open. “I’ll be right out.”

“I’ll be right here,” Thomas said with a suggestive smile before closing the door behind him.

Alone again, Ariana leaned against the wall and tried to slow her breathing. What if Daniel was here? What if he was inside Billings right now, listening in on her and Thomas?

But no. No. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t skip out on his parents, his sister, their Christmas vacation, just to mess with her. He wouldn’t. She had to believe that. She had to believe it or she was going to go insane.

“Just deal with the current problem,” she whispered, wiping the fog off the mirror and staring at her reflection.

Thomas.

What was she going to do? She had thought this was over. Thought that slap, for better or for worse, had put a stop to this insanity. But now, here Thomas was, in her room. They were alone and her skin was humming again. She took a deep breath and slipped into her white silk robe.

She had to tell him they couldn’t do this anymore. Maybe it was intriguing and fun, but it couldn’t be real. What she had with Daniel was real. Yes. That was what she was going to tell him, and he would just have to understand. She looked into the mirror, into her own blue eyes, and steeled herself for the conversation. But when she reached for the door handle a minute later, she realized she was still shaking. And it wasn’t from the cold.



PLEADING MANTRA



“Thomas, I—”

Ariana’s words died on her tongue as Thomas held out a pair of Noelle’s sexiest underwear—a red thong with a tiny wedge of fabric at the front.

“Are these yours or Noelle’s? ’Cuz I gotta say, my imagination is going to some pretty sweet places right now. . . .”

“They’re not mine,” she said, snatching them away from him and tossing them onto Noelle’s bed with all the other clothes that hadn’t made the cut for her trip home. “Thomas, listen—”

“Look, I just came over here to make peace because it looks like we’re going to be stuck here for a couple of days,” Thomas said, pushing his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “And I still haven’t heard that apology for teeing off on me.”

Ariana clutched her arm again. “What do you mean, stuck here?”

Thomas gestured at Ariana’s computer, which was showing streaming video of a weather forecast. Clearly he’d helped himself to her Internet connection. She reached over and turned up the volume.

“. . . highway has been closed and all mass transit is suspended for the duration of the storm,” the weatherman was saying as he was assaulted by wind and snow. “The governor has declared a state of emergency and all nonessential personnel have been told to stay home. The fewer people on the roads, the better. . . .”

Ariana’s heart felt sick as she turned the volume down again.

“It’s a nightmare out there,” Thomas said.

Ariana turned and stared out the window. All she could see was white. It was like an opaque veil had been wrapped tightly around Billings House, trapping her inside.

“We’re stuck,” she said slowly, her mouth dry. “Together.”

“Yeah, but don’t worry. I won’t do anything to make you smack me again,” Thomas said, his blue eyes dancing.

“You won’t?” Ariana asked dumbly. She felt like she was just waking up. Just realizing that Vermont was not going to happen. It was taking her brain a minute to adjust.

“I’m not an idiot. I get the point. You’re not going to cheat on Daniel,” Thomas said. “So if you want, we can be stuck here as friends.”

He looked her directly in eye. No fidgeting, no innuendo, no cocky grin.

“Just friends,” she said cautiously.

She wasn’t sure if she could be friends with Thomas Pearson. Or that she wanted to be. But she did know that she didn’t want to be stuck in this room alone. She couldn’t do that. Not without losing her mind.

“Just friends,” Thomas said.

“Fine.”

Ariana nodded and started rooting through her dresser for warm clothes. Just friends was good. She could do this. If she just concentrated on Daniel, she could ignore Thomas’s eyes. His smile. The memory of his bare chest pressed against her back all night. She could. Really.

“Cool. So, as my friend, I have this story that I have to tell you.” Thomas plopped down on her bed. The bedsprings creaked loudly. “I just walked in on this smoking hot girl in the shower, and she was totally nak—”

Ariana clamped her hand over his mouth. Thomas looked up at her like she was nuts, but she kept her gaze trained on her door. She’d heard something. In the hallway. And this time, she definitely hadn’t imagined it.

Thomas grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away from his mouth. “What?” he said, following her gaze.

“Someone’s here,” she whispered.

Thomas scoffed. “There’s nobody here but—” He stopped at the clear sound of footsteps nearing the door. “Shit!”

He jumped up and she practically shoved him into Noelle’s walk-in closet. They ducked inside and closed the door quietly behind them. Ariana stepped directly onto a stiletto heel with her bare foot and had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. She cursed herself for choosing Noelle’s closet. It might have been bigger than hers, but it was crammed with so many clothes, shoes, and bags that she and Thomas barely fit inside. Their bodies were pressed against each other, and she could feel Thomas’s warm breath on her shoulder. Suddenly, she was aware of the fact that there was nothing but her thin robe between the two of them. Her skin pulsed with fear and excitement.

Then the door to her room slowly creaked open and Ariana forgot everything but her fear. She held her breath, leaning against Thomas for support, her skin slick with sweat. Someone crept into her room and across the creaky wood floor. A desk drawer slammed and Ariana gripped Thomas tighter. Whoever was out there was rifling through her things. Rage bubbled up inside of her, but she swallowed the urge to open the closet door.

Let it go. Just let it go. . . .

She had to let it go. She couldn’t risk getting caught on campus. Headmaster Cox had been very clear about his rules.

A deep rumbling rose from Ariana’s stomach, and she cringed and wrapped her arms tightly around her waist in a weak attempt to muffle the noise. She felt Thomas’s body shaking with silent laughter. Until now, she hadn’t even thought about the fact that she hadn’t eaten since the day before.

The footsteps got closer to the closet and stopped in front of it. She screwed her eyes shut.

Please. Please just leave. Go. Go. Go.

Ariana gripped her arm in desperation. She pictured her mother, getting the news that her only daughter had been expelled from Easton. Pictured her alone, in that big, empty house. Flipping through photo albums filled with the pictures Ariana had sent almost every month since she’d arrived at Easton. Pictures of her and Daniel. Of dances and picnics and Daniel’s lacrosse games. Of her and Noelle hanging out in their room. Of the dark, regal buildings that cast foreboding shadows over campus.

If Ariana was expelled, if Easton was gone and Billings was no longer a part of Ariana’s life, her mother would have nothing to be proud of anymore. Without those places, those things, those people, Ariana was nothing. Nobody. And her mother would have nothing to live for. Ariana trembled with terror at the thought.

Finally, the footsteps moved away from the closet, and a few seconds later, the door to Ariana’s room slammed shut. Instantly, Ariana burst out of the closet. She was dying to go for the door and catch the intruder in the hallway, but she knew she couldn’t.

“Ariana, you’re shaking,” Thomas said, reaching for her.

“I know I’m shaking! There was someone in my room!” she hissed in response. She dove at her desk and started checking her desk drawers. She was torn between relief and rage. No one was supposed to be in Billings. Just how many people knew about Noelle’s key? Besides, what would anybody want in her room? “Who the hell was that?”

“A teacher, maybe? Checking all the rooms to make sure everybody’s out?” Thomas sounded uncertain.

She shook her head. “A teacher wouldn’t go through my stuff. And they’re all supposed to be in Drake, anyway.”

She paused in front of her desk, letting her gaze wander from her laptop to her copy of Madame Bovary, and over the candle Daniel had brought her a few days before. Something didn’t seem right. Something was missing.

Thomas shrugged. “Who knows? As long as we don’t get caught, we’re okay.”

“How can you be so casual about this?” she snapped, running her hands over the surface of her desk. The thought that someone had been here, had been going through her things, made her skin crawl. “Someone was—” A splinter slipped underneath the surface of her skin. “Shit.” She winced, peering down at the drop of blood that appeared on her fingertip. “Someone was going through my personal things, and you’re acting like it was no big deal.”

“It’s just . . . there’s nothing you can do about it, so there’s no reason to get all stressed out.” Thomas walked over to window, his shoulder lightly brushing her. She felt him pull away quickly, as if he had just burned himself. “It’s not like you can go to the headmaster. We’re not even supposed to be here.”

Ariana ignored him, focusing for a moment on the splinter wedged in the tip of her throbbing finger. Why couldn’t she figure out what was wrong, what was different with her desk? Something had changed. Just like something had changed in the bathroom between the time she’d gotten in the shower and the moment Thomas had appeared.

“Can we forget about this?” Thomas sighed. “Put on some clothes and let’s get you something to eat before your stomach rats us out to the entire campus.”

“Fine. I just need to figure out what’s missing from my—”

Ariana’s throat closed as her blood ran cold. She had just realized what was different. Whoever had been in her room had passed up her laptop, her diamond earrings, her delicate antique watch, and had taken only one thing.

The black-and-white picture of Ariana—the one Daniel had taken of her in the Hamptons—was gone.



PANCAKES AND GRILLED CHEESE



Daniel. It had to be. Who else would have broken into her room and taken only a picture of her? A picture Daniel had taken. Who else?

Ariana felt suddenly exhausted as she quickly threw on a pair of fresh jeans and a blue cashmere sweater. Thomas was waiting for her in the hallway, but she had to take a moment to just think.

If it was Daniel, why was he torturing her like this? Why not just come out and confront her? He was hotheaded, quick to anger. The way he’d jumped Dash’s friend . . . But maybe he’d been so hurt by what she’d done, he’d decided to torture her, then confront her. The possibilities, the not knowing, were making her head hurt.

“How long does it take to put on a sweater?” Thomas asked, barging into the room. He blinked as she looked up, her shoulders slumped forward. “Oh. You’re dressed.”

“Didn’t you tell me to get dressed?” she asked flatly.

“Yeah, but I thought if I surprised you I might catch the second act of Nothing but Skin,” he joked.

Ariana leveled him with a no-nonsense stare. “I thought we were going to be just friends.”

“We are.” Thomas rolled his eyes. “Now let’s go. I’m starving.”

Ariana hesitated. “Thomas . . . you don’t think it was Daniel who was in here before, do you?”

Thomas stopped on his way to the door. He tipped his head back and sighed at the ceiling. When he turned to her again, his expression was almost condescending, like he was about to explain some simple math concept to a first-grader.

“Ariana. Your boy’s not here. He’s in Vermont. The hat we saw was one of a million just like it around here. A coincidence. And yeah, somebody came in here. But it was probably just the housekeeper.” Something in his eyes told Ariana he wasn’t as confident about the intruder explanation as he was about the others. “Either way, we’ve gotta eat, right?”

“Right,” she sighed. The heat had been turned off in the dorm and she was still cold, so she pulled her coat on over her clothes.

“So come on. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

He turned and started rummaging through her desk drawers.

“What are you doing?” Ariana demanded, annoyed. Why did people keep touching her stuff?

He held up a silver paper clip. “Just call me Pearson,” he said smoothly. “Thomas Pearson.”

“What—”

Thomas held a finger to his perfect lips. Then he swiped Noelle’s favorite Donna Karan tank top from her bed and sauntered toward Ariana, swinging the practically nonexistent piece of fabric in his hand. In a single move, he wrapped it tightly around her head, like a makeshift blindfold.

“Thomas, I’m really not in the mood for this.”

She lifted her hands toward the blindfold, but Thomas gently grabbed them away, holding them both down in front of her as he faced her.

“Exactly. If we’re stuck together until the weather lets up, I’m gonna need you to snap out of this mood. You’re bringing me down, Osgood.” His tone was light, but Ariana heard something strained in his voice.

“Fine,” she reluctantly agreed.

“Good.” He slipped behind her and clamped his hands on her shoulders, coaxing her slowly across the room. “Door,” he announced, steering her carefully into the hallway.

Ariana opened her eyes and tried to make out shapes through the flimsy fabric. Everything was muddled and distorted. Her heart started to pound. She didn’t like this one bit. Didn’t like the total lack of control.

“I don’t know why I have to be the one who’s blindfolded,” Ariana said in a clipped tone.

“Because I’m the one who knows where we’re going, Einstein.”

As he guided her through the dark hallway, he softly hummed the James Bond theme song in Ariana’s ear. The reverberations of his voice sent pleasant shivers down her neck and over her shoulders, and somehow, she started to relax. She was in good hands. Thomas’s hands.

“Stairs!” he sang.

Ariana smiled in spite of herself. Together they started down the stairs, Thomas’s grip on her shoulders tightening to keep her from falling if she missed a step. But Ariana was nothing if not meticulous. She noted exactly how her feet were supposed to fall to keep her on track, making sure she stepped exactly the right distance each time.

“Here we are.” Ariana heard him fumbling with a lock, then heard the slow creak of an opening door. He rested his hand on the small of her back. “Go ahead.”

The whole blindfold game had been totally pointless. Billings was a small house, and Ariana knew exactly where they were.

“Thomas. You didn’t,” she said, yanking the tank top from over her eyes.

“What?” Thomas asked, smiling triumphantly. “You don’t like?”

Ariana looked around the small, neat living area. A love seat littered with embroidered pillows sat perpendicular to the doorway, flanked on either side by mahogany side tables. A brown wing chair, matching ottoman, and low coffee table piled with neatly arranged books—Miss Manners’ Guide to Domestic Tranquility and The Little Book of Etiquette—were the only other pieces of furniture that could fit in the room. Every surface in sight was covered with crocheted lace doilies, and half the throw pillows featured Siamese cats.

She tossed Noelle’s tank top over an ugly needlepoint pillow stitched with the words WHAT PART OF “MEOW” DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND?

“Mrs. Lattimer is going to murder us,” she said. The Billings housemother was notoriously private about her apartment. Before today, Ariana had only caught the briefest glimpses inside it, and only when she happened to be walking by as Mrs. Lattimer was stepping in or out.

“Only if she finds out we were here,” Thomas replied. He swiped a doily from the back of the couch and draped it over his arm. “Welcome to Chez Lattimer, Billings House’s fine dining experience.”

“Seriously, Thomas. Maybe we should try someplace else.”

Breaking into Billings was one thing. Breaking into the housemother’s locked apartment upped their misdemeanor to a felony.

“Where else are we going to go?” Thomas asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

Ariana bit her lip. For a moment she considered just calling Headmaster Cox, telling him they were here. But then she thought about the assembly of the day before—how he’d said there’d be no exceptions. She realized with a heavy sigh that she and Thomas had already broken too many rules. Thomas was right. There was nowhere. The other remaining students were using the cafeteria, so pilfering food from the kitchen was not an option.

“Before you answer, allow me to show you one of Chez Lattimer’s most tempting features.” He reached for the thermostat dial on the wall and turned. “Wait for it. . . .” The sound of the ancient pipes screeching in the wall made Ariana jump.

“Heat!” she said happily. She felt as if her bones had been frozen for days.

“Heat,” Thomas confirmed.

“This Chez Lattimer is growing on me.” Ariana walked over to the tiny kitchen area and sat down on one of stools at the counter. “So, what are your specials?”

Thomas shrugged as he stepped onto the white linoleum floor. “Your guess is as good as mine.” He opened a few cabinets. “Let’s see. On the menu today, we have brown rice, pancake mix, or Metamucil.”

“Wow. Everything sounds so good,” Ariana deadpanned. “Surprise me.”

“Pancakes it is.”

Thomas rooted around the kitchen until he found the requisite ingredients, plus measuring cups, a griddle, and a bowl. He laid it all out on the counter and got to work.

“You know how to cook?” Ariana smiled. She liked the idea that she was learning something new about him.

“How hard is it to follow directions?” he replied.

Ariana watched as he measured the mix in a dry measuring cup and the oil and milk in a liquid measuring cup. A boy would only know the difference if he’d cooked before—Thomas was trying to hide the fact that he knew what he was doing.

“So you’ve never made these before,” she challenged.

His back to her, Thomas paused in his stirring. “Okay, fine. You caught me,” he said over his shoulder. “I can do pancakes and grilled cheese.”

“Interesting specialties,” Ariana said.

“Yeah, well, when I was a kid we didn’t really do dinners together as a family and the maid was always making, like, fish with mango chutney, so I used to sneak back into the kitchen and make what I wanted.”

“Pancakes and grilled cheese,” Ariana said with a smile.

“Exactly.”

Ariana understood. It was just like her twelfth birthday when she’d had to plan and throw herself a party because her dad was away and her mother was in one of her states. Sometimes you just had to learn to do these things for yourself. She wondered what had broken Thomas’s family. Had it been anything like what happened to hers? A philandering father and a mother who wasn’t all there even before he broke her heart?

“You never mentioned why you’re not going home for Christmas,” Ariana said. She watched as Thomas concentrated on the mixing bowl.

“City’s too crowded over the holidays,” he said quickly. Defensively.

“Thomas,” Ariana said.

He glanced up, and their eyes locked. The vulnerability, the pain that she had seen in passing flashes, was there, written in his expression. But this time, it didn’t disappear. It only intensified the longer she held his gaze. Only sharpened the deeper she looked.

A lump rose in the back of her throat, and she bit the inside of her cheek. She’d seen that kind of pain before. Staring at her reflection in the mirror of a hospital bathroom. Wondering what unforgivable thing she’d done in life to deserve a family like hers. Instantly hating herself for the thought.

He was silent for a while. “Let’s just say Christmas Eve is not fun at the Pearson home. Unless you’re big on drunken parental throwdowns.”

“Oh,” Ariana said. “Has it always been like that?”

“Pretty much since birth,” Thomas said with a grim smile. “What about you? Why would you rather spend Christmas with the Sticks-Up-Their-Asses?”

Ariana smirked. “Kind of a long nickname for ‘the Ryans.’”

“I’m working on it,” Thomas replied. He ran some water over his fingers, then flicked them toward the heated griddle. Water droplets popped and sizzled across the surface. He even knew how to test for the right temperature. “Your parents fighters, too?”

“No.” Ariana took a deep breath and sighed, letting the familiar heaviness of family thoughts settle around her. “Worse. They don’t speak. Ever. Even when they’re in the same room. She just looks at him with this pathetic longing and he completely ignores her presence.”

“Well, silence is good,” Thomas offered.

“Not this kind of silence,” Ariana said sadly, looking down at her hands.

Thomas turned away for a moment and stirred the pancake batter. Ariana let the rhythmic sound of the whisk lull her.

“I never really thought about it as a kid,” Thomas said finally.

“Thought about what?”

“The way things were. How they screamed at each other if they were ever around each other for more than twenty minutes. How at the end of every meal, they ended up passed out in different rooms. And then, one Christmas Eve when we were really young, they were out of town on business. Tokyo or some shit. And so my brother and I—”

“Blake?”

He nodded. “We went over to a friend’s house for dinner. And it was like something was off. The dad wasn’t screaming. The mom wasn’t crying.”

Thomas poured the batter onto the hot griddle and a frantic sizzling sound filled the room.

“Now you know why I like the Sticks-Up-Their-Asses,” Ariana said.

“They’re normal?” Thomas asked skeptically. He put the bowl down on the counter. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Way more normal than I’m used to.”

Thomas finished up with the pancakes in silence, then flipped them onto two separate plates and slid them onto the countertop. He sat down on the stool next to Ariana’s, his elbow grazing hers. Neither of them pulled away.

“Syrup?” Ariana said with a smile.

“As you wish,” Thomas replied, handing it over to her atop his forearm as if it were a bottle of wine.

Ariana poured a splash of syrup onto her stack and cut a perfect triangle out of it. Meanwhile, Thomas grabbed the bottle, doused his pancakes, and used his knife and fork to decimate them into a thousand tiny pieces before shoveling a whole forkful into his mouth.

“So were your parents always like that?” he asked after he swallowed.

Ariana’s food turned to cement in her stomach. She had never told anyone about her mom. Not even Noelle. She had never wanted to. Never felt she could. It felt disloyal . . . and embarrassing. She lowered her fork and wiped her fingers with her napkin systematically, one by one.

“You can’t tell me anything that would shock me,” Thomas said matter-of-factly. “Trust me.”

Ariana looked over at him. He stared back, his gaze unwavering. Open. Suddenly she felt as if she could tell him the whole truth. His family was screwed up, too. Not like the Ryans. Or even the Langes, who did love each other, even if they had odd ways of showing it.

“You have to swear you won’t tell anyone,” she said.

“Who would I tell?” Thomas replied.

He had no interest in gossip. That was what he was telling her. He was above that. And she believed him. Ariana took a deep breath, clutched her arm, and let go.

“My mother has been in and out of mental hospitals since before I can remember.”

She glanced at him for his reaction. He didn’t even blink.

“So growing up, it was mostly my dad and me,” Ariana went on. “My mom was only home here and there.”

“No brothers and sisters?” he asked.

Ariana’s fingers clutched her arm more tightly, but she didn’t answer. She had no interest in going there.

“So anyway, when my mom was home, everything was always great for the first couple of days. She would cook and play games with me and just be this . . . this kind of light,” Ariana said, staring off. “Sometimes it lasted longer than others, but sooner or later she would always come back down.”

“Depression?” Thomas asked, taking a bite of his pancake mash.

“Serious depression,” Ariana confirmed. “She’d lock the bedroom door and nobody was allowed in. My dad would always try, but he got more and more frustrated. He started disappearing for days and weeks at a time. Luckily I had a nanny to take care of me. Otherwise . . .”

“What would any of us have done without our nannies?” Thomas joked, trying to lighten the mood.

“Anyway, my mother would always get him to come home with threats,” Ariana continued. She tore her paper napkin in half, then in quarters. Perfectly symmetrical little squares.

“Threats?” Thomas asked.

“She’d threaten to . . . you know. . . .” She looked at Thomas. He stared back. He was going to make her say it.

“Kill herself,” she said quietly. She tore the napkin again. Eights, then sixteenths, and on and on. The pancakes on her plate had soaked up all the syrup and were turning cold. “And then, one day when I was nine and he’d stayed away for over a month . . . she finally did it.”

“Your mother committed suicide?” Thomas blurted. Then he blushed, realizing his faux pas.

“No! No. Well, she tried,” Ariana explained.

And just like that, she saw it again. Her mother’s seemingly lifeless body, curled up in the fetal position on the bathroom rug. The stark orange pills against the white tile floor. Her blond hair spilling out in a perfect halo around her head. Ariana saw it all, and suddenly she felt numb.

“It was the last day of school before Christmas break,” she said flatly. Her voice had gone monotone. Detached. It was the only way she could get through the memory. “I’m the one who found her. Called nine-one-one. The doctor said if I’d gotten there even five minutes later . . .”

She heard herself screaming for her mother over and over again. Saw herself hysterically crying into the phone.

“How’d she do it?” Thomas asked. He’d stopped eating.

The question brought her back. “Vicodin. Washed it down with a bottle of vintage wine my dad bought her on their honeymoon,” she said, and forced a smirk. “You have to give her points for dramatic flair.”

“No shit,” Thomas said with a short laugh. “Wow. You must really hate Christmas.”

“With a passion,” Ariana said.

Her insides felt shaky, but she was glad she’d told Thomas. Her family, her past . . . it wasn’t a secret anymore. Something to feel ashamed of. She had told someone and the world hadn’t come to an end.

“Still, I wanted to go home and see my mom, but she really wanted me to be with Daniel, so—” She stopped herself.

Thomas looked down at his plate for a second. When he looked up again, his eyes seemed to be a deeper blue than they had been seconds before.

“What about you?” Thomas asked.

“What about me?”

“You said your mom wants you to be with Daniel. But what about you? What do you want?”

Ariana blinked. No one had ever asked her that before. How was it possible that he was the first?

“I . . .” Her voice faltered. “It’s . . . complicated.”

“Complicated? You either like the guy or you don’t. That’s the opposite of complicated.”

The challenge in his voice set Ariana on edge. “It’s not that simple,” she replied. “My mother . . . she lives through me. She’s so proud of me, of my life here. . . . If I ever ended things with Daniel, or got expelled, she would just . . .”

She couldn’t finish her thought. Couldn’t bear to imagine what would happen. And it would be all her fault. All. Her. Fault.

“That’s why I have to go to Vermont,” she finished. “I don’t have a choice.”

“But that’s not fair.” Thomas was incredulous. “You shouldn’t have to live your whole life for her. Doesn’t she want you to be happy?”

“Yes, but she believes Easton and Billings and Daniel are the things that will make me happy. And they should.” Her voice was getting higher and higher as she spoke. “I mean, they do. He’s a great guy, and he loves me.”

Thomas laughed cruelly. “Daniel Ryan doesn’t love anyone but himself.”

“You don’t know anything,” Ariana said, stacking her napkin pieces on the counter. “Why else would he be ready to lose his virgini—”

Thomas gaped at her.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute. Daniel Ryan told you he was a virgin?” he blurted.

Ariana felt her face flaming. “He is a virgin.”

Thomas’s eyes danced merrily, and suddenly it felt like the room was growing warmer. The condescending way he was looking at her, like she was naïve. Stupid. Her blood boiled in her veins. In her mind’s eye she saw herself picking up the heavy griddle and slamming the back of Thomas’s bent head with it, just to get that look out of his eye.

“Stop looking at me like that!” she said, standing. Her fingers twitched.

“I’m not. . . .” Thomas replied, his eyes serious again. “I’m just . . . I can’t believe he told you that. And I can’t believe you bought it.”

Ariana’s blood began to cool.

“I didn’t buy anything. It’s the truth,” Ariana said firmly. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

“You just made it my business,” Thomas said, standing. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” Ariana didn’t move a muscle.

“I’m going to prove to you that he’s lying,” Thomas said lightly. “Unless you’re scared to know the truth.”

Ariana lifted her chin. “I’m not scared of anything.”

“Good. Then I propose a bet,” Thomas said, picking his coat up off the couch where he’d tossed it earlier.

“What kind of bet?” Ariana asked.

“I bet I can prove that Daniel Ryan is no virgin,” Thomas said, looking down at her. “If I’m wrong, I’ll . . .”

“Come back here and clean this mess up on your own?” Ariana suggested, though the very idea of leaving it behind made her skin crawl.

“Fine, and if you’re wrong, you have to kiss me again,” Thomas said.

“Very creative,” Ariana said, rolling her eyes.

“Men are a simple breed,” Thomas joked.

“Fine,” Ariana said. “Let’s get this over with.”

She pushed past him and yanked her own coat off the sofa. She knew Daniel would never lie to her. Not about something this big. And after the way he’d demeaned her, she couldn’t wait to wipe that cocky smirk off Thomas Pearson’s face.



NEAR MISS



Thomas shoved open the back door of Billings and they were both blasted in the face with ice and snow. Ariana could hardly see three feet in front of her.

“Come on. I’ll make sure you don’t blow away.” Thomas had to shout to be heard over the whistling wind. He offered her his ungloved hand.

She took it with her gloved one, telling herself it was just for survival purposes and for no other reason, and together they set out into the storm. The snow had piled up so high it kissed the frames of the first-floor windows. As they took their first steps, their legs sank down and the snow came right up to their knees. Ariana cringed as the cold soaked her fresh pair of jeans. Sharp gusts of wind blew the falling snow in dizzying circles around them.

Ariana’s eyes burned. Tears spilled down her cheeks when she blinked.

“Maybe this was a bad idea,” she yelled. She turned around and stared longingly through the window into Mrs. Lattimer’s apartment. The memory of the cozy little kitchen disappeared with the next blast of wind.

“Just keep going,” Thomas replied.

They trudged the rest of the way without trying to speak. When they finally reached the back door of Ketlar, they huddled under the overhang, out of the way of the ice and snow. Ariana took a deep breath. Her hair was soaked, her nose was running, and her ears felt as if they were about to break off.

“That wasn’t so bad.” Thomas’s eyes looked gray against the eerie, snowy sky. The dark clouds above had a yellowish tinge, making it impossible to tell that it was just past noon.

Ariana simply stared him down, thinking about Noelle, all cozy in New York, probably eating mahi-mahi at Fred’s at Barneys with her parents, and the Ryans sitting together in front of a roaring fireplace in Vermont. All things she could be doing were she not stuck in this blizzard. She pushed her matted hair behind her shoulders. “Let’s just get inside.”

Thomas reached for the door and Ariana saw a dark figure move out of the corner of her eye. Suddenly Thomas yanked her inside. Together they ducked below the window in the Ketlar front door and Ariana held her breath.

“Who the hell is that?” Thomas whispered. “No one’s staying on this side of campus.”

Ariana inched up and, ignoring Thomas’s whispered pleas to stay down, peeked out the window. A tall, lithe figure, hunched against the wind moved slowly by, following the general route of the cobblestone pathway that was covered by the snow. Jet black hair whipped wildly in the wind.

“It’s just Isobel,” Ariana whispered, dropping down again. “I don’t think she saw us.”

Thomas breathed a sigh of relief. “What the hell is she doing back here?”

“She’s here for a week while her parents are on vacation.”

“Isobel Bautista couldn’t figure out another vacation plan?” Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like an excuse to me.”

Ariana shrugged and tried to slow her breathing. Her lungs felt like they were filled with shards of glass. “We have to be more careful. If the wrong stay-behind student catches us, we’re screwed.”

“I know.” Thomas stood and grabbed Ariana’s hands to pull her up. “I can’t get caught. My parents will disinherit me.”

“Yeah. Mine too,” Ariana said dryly. She pressed her hands on either side of her nose in an attempt to warm it. It didn’t work.

“No. Seriously.” Thomas’s voice echoed in the empty Ketlar lobby. “One more strike, and I’m cut out of the will. Everything goes to Blake.”

Ariana stared at Thomas in disbelief. “They’d do that?”

Thomas nodded. “They warned me after the last time Headmaster Cox called them. Some freshman told the Wesley advisor that I sold him Adderall.”

“Did you?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Ungrateful prick,” Thomas muttered. He turned and strode over to the elevator as if he hadn’t just admitted to being a drug dealer. “Let’s go,” he threw over his shoulder. “You’ve got a bet to lose.”



THE BET



“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Ariana said, standing outside the door to Daniel’s dorm room. “He’d kill me.”

“Kill you, huh? Sounds like a winner,” Thomas teased.

Ariana shot him a look of death and shoved the door open. Piles of dirty sports uniforms, back issues of ESPN magazine, and protein bar wrappers covered the floor. His dresser exploded with clothes, and a bowl of half-eaten cereal sat on his desk.

“This is nasty,” Thomas announced, eyeing a pair of grass- and mud-stained shorts on Daniel’s bed. “Even for a dude.”

“He doesn’t have a lot of time to clean,” Ariana said, wrinkling her nose as she stepped over a lacrosse helmet.

“Oh, right. Because he’s so busy with all his clubs and teams and being First every semester. Message received,” Thomas replied.

Embarrassed that he’d read her so easily, Ariana turned away and automatically started picking up after Daniel, folding clothes that looked clean and swiping the dirty ones into his hamper. As she was trying to shove a T-shirt inside, Thomas pulled it away from her and dumped the entire contents out in front of the closet doors.

“What are you doing?” Ariana wailed.

Thomas rifled through the clothes. “Proof enough?” he asked, lifting a lacy camisole from the mess. “Either your boy is getting some on the side, or he likes to play dress-up. Either way, you lose.”

“That’s mine.” Ariana smiled, snatching the cami away from him. “Glad you like it, though.”

“Huh.” Thomas eyed the camisole in her hands, then shifted his gaze to her body, letting his eyes wander.

“Strike one,” she said quickly, stuffing the flimsy garment into her pocket. “Give up?”

“No way,” Thomas scoffed. “I’m just getting started.”

He ambled over to Daniel’s desk, opening and slamming the doors one after the other. Finally he tossed a bunch of books on the floor and a slow grin surfaced.

“Score.” He took a seat on the desk and pulled Daniel’s laptop onto his lap. “Password?”

She shrugged. “No idea,” she said lightly. She crossed the room and leaned back against the desk next to him. “Sorry.”

“Oh, come on,” he protested. “You don’t know your own boyfriend’s password?”

“I told you, I trust him. And he trusts me.”

Lie.

“Yeah?” Thomas raised his brows skeptically.

“As a general rule, I don’t go snooping around in his personal stuff.”

“Didn’t,” Thomas corrected her. “You didn’t go snooping around in his personal stuff. Until now.” He paused, drumming his fingers on the desk. “What’s his lacrosse number?”

“Twenty-nine,” she replied. “But that’s way too obvious.”

Still. Thomas typed Ryan29 in the password prompt box. Invalid password flashed on the screen. Daniel29, DRyan29, and LAX29 elicited the same response.

“Aw.” Ariana pouted. “Strike two.”

She lifted the cereal bowl onto the shelf above the desk and sat down next to Thomas. A strange sensation spread through her body. Relief? Not possible. She hadn’t expected Thomas to find anything. Daniel had never given her a reason not to trust him. And if he shouldn’t trust her anymore, she did trust him. There was no reason for them to be there, going through his personal stuff. Her hair was still damp, but suddenly she felt like she needed another shower.

“Okay,” she announced, tapping her fingernails against the desk. “You gave it a shot. Now let’s get out of here.” The sound of her own nails on the oak surface made her even jumpier. “Let’s go. Please.”

“You have to give me a fair chance to win the bet,” Thomas muttered. “All right. We’ll try something easier. What’s his birthday?”

She sighed impatiently. “August twelfth.”

Thomas typed in Daniel’s birthday. It didn’t work. Ariana jumped off the desk and picked up Daniel’s books from the floor. “Come on. You’ve got some dishes to do.” She arranged the books haphazardly across the desk, even though it pained her not to leave a neat stack, and turned for the door.

“Wait. Give me one more shot.” Thomas bent over the keyboard.

“No, we’re leaving.” She chose to ignore the dog-eared issue of Maxim next to her foot and focused instead on the screen as Thomas typed the word password into the prompt box.

Welcome, Daniel Ryan! flashed on the screen, and a picture of Daniel holding his lacrosse stick glowed behind his desktop icons. Her heart sank.

“Unbelievable.” Thomas smirked. “You’re dating a tool, you know that?’

“Shut up,” Ariana replied through her teeth.

“We’ll try his IM conversations first,” he said, skillfully clicking his way through Daniel’s saved conversations.

“For the record, this is wrong,” she announced, even though her heart was pounding from the intrigue. Morbid curiosity was definitely getting the better of her. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

“It’s a little late for that kind of talk,” he replied, scanning the list of conversations. He opened one and skimmed it, laughing quietly to himself. “Oh, this is good.”

“What?” Ariana’s heart thumped. He looked like he’d just hit the jackpot.

“Just read.”

Thomas shifted the laptop screen in her direction. Her heart sped up as she read the first lines of the conversation.

RyanLAX (8:07 P.M.): U there? Come over

Angel01 (8:08 P.M.): Can’t. Too much work for tomorrow.

Tomorrow night if you’re good.

RyanLAX (8:11 P.M.): Any way to convince u?

Angel01 (8:13 P.M.): You have something in mind?

RyanLAX (8:15 P.M.): Come over and find out

Angel01 (8:18 P.M.): Need a hint first

RyanLAX (8:19 P.M.): Hint: u won’t need ur clothes

Angel01 (8:21 P.M.): Good thing I just got out of the shower ;)

She felt Thomas’s eyes on her, and her face warmed.

“That’s enough,” she said slowly, exiting out of the conversation. “I don’t need to read any more.” She pushed the laptop screen toward Thomas and looked away.

Thomas shifted. “Listen, Ariana,” he began. “It’s better for you to know now before you—”

Ariana laughed. “Could you be any more gullible? I don’t need to read any more because I’m Angel-zero-one!”

Thomas’s eyes were wide. “So you are a naughty girl.”

Ariana blushed. “Are you ready to admit it yet? Just admit Daniel’s not a liar and we can go.”

“Not even close,” Thomas replied. He opened up a couple of files from the desktop and scanned the contents. Ariana watched him, and after a few clicks of the mouse, she saw his face change. He paused, and his eyes flickered with interest. Ariana’s fingers clenched along with her stomach.

“What?”

When Thomas looked at her, the disgust and pity were clear in his eyes.

“Nothing. I can’t find anything. Let’s get out of here.”

Thomas started to lower the screen, but she reached over and blocked him. Her heart pounded an erratic beat. There was something on that screen.

“Give it to me,” she said, wrenching the computer from his hands.

Thomas made a futile grab for it. “Ariana—”

She blinked at the glowing screen in confusion. The spreadsheet Daniel used to keep track of his lacrosse stats was open. She scanned the familiar columns: goals, attempts, assists. A second tab, titled scores, was attached to the spreadsheet.

“It’s his lacrosse stats. Big deal,” she said, hovering the cursor over the scores tab.

“I wouldn’t click that,” Thomas said, scratching the back of his neck.

So, of course, Ariana had to click it. Instantly a new spreadsheet filled the screen, but it wasn’t the spreadsheet she was expecting. The left column was filled with girls’ names. Some she recognized, and some she didn’t. The right column was filled with dates, the first in August of Daniel’s freshman year, four years before.

“I don’t understand. What . . .”

Then she saw the final name in the column. Ariana Osgood. The entry next to it read, Senior year Christmas break.

All of the oxygen was sucked right out of Ariana’s lungs. Her chest tightened. This was a list of girls that Daniel had slept with, and she was next in line. He wasn’t a virgin. He had been sleeping with every girl on campus and then some since he arrived at Easton. Even worse, everyone must have known it. Everyone knew what a naïve idiot she was. The guy who said he loved her, said he wanted her to be his first, had humiliated her in front of the entire school. Lied to her for the entire year they’d been together. She checked the dates again. He’d slept with two other girls while they were dating.

I’m such a loser. Such a stupid, stupid, loser. He used me. I let him use me.

“Ariana? Are you okay?”

They’re all laughing at me. All of them. Laughing at me behind my back.

Ariana started to tremble again. The computer shook in her hands. She was nothing but a number on a spreadsheet. A nothing. A blip. She was worthless. She grabbed her arm, her nails cutting deep grooves in her sweater. I may as well just kill myself now. No one would miss me. No one would care.

“He’s a jackass,” Thomas said quietly. “He doesn’t deserve you.”

Ariana looked up at Thomas and everything seemed to snap into place. Someone would care. Thomas would care. He’d just said it himself. She was too good for Daniel. Thomas thought she was worth something.

Ariana dropped the computer. It slammed on the floor and died with a sickening zip and a flash of the screen, but she didn’t even care. She grabbed Thomas’s coat and pulled him toward her, pressing her lips, her body against his. Nothing that had stood between them before mattered now. She felt a weight lifting from her shoulders as he kissed her back.

Daniel didn’t deserve her. . . . He didn’t deserve her. . . . She was done belonging to him.

Ariana grabbed Thomas by the collar and stripped his coat down his arms. He flung it to the floor as her hands moved to his shirt. They were no longer trembling. As her fingers unbuttoned his shirt, she was moving with a steady purpose.

Screw Daniel Ryan. Screw him and his perfect family and his perfect life. “You sure?” Thomas murmured as she pushed his shirt off his bare shoulders. His body was perfect. Taut and lean and tan.

“A bet’s a bet,” she smiled, kissing his neck, running her fingers over his chest. “And I’m not a sore loser.”

“We should get out of here,” Thomas breathed. “Go back to my room.”

He picked up his coat and started for the door, holding her hand in his.

“I want to do it here.” She pointed meaningfully to Daniel’s unmade bed and pulled her sweater off over her head. “He deserves it.”

Thomas smiled and dropped his coat back on the floor. He moved on top of her quickly, leaning her back into the familiar pillows. He would die if he knew what she was doing right now. He would just die.

“I like the way you think, naughty girl,” Thomas said, hovering over her.

With a grin, Ariana pulled Thomas’s warm body down on top of her. And even though she’d sworn to Daniel Ryan that she would never lose her virginity in his dorm room, that’s exactly what she did.



TRAPPED



It almost felt like a dream, like it hadn’t really happened. Ariana relaxed into Thomas’s strong chest and closed her eyes, replaying the series of images in her mind like a silent movie on a projector screen. After their first go in Daniel’s room, they had sneaked back to Thomas’s room and started all over again. This time, it had been more romantic. More tender. Wearing nothing but his boxers, Thomas had kissed her in front of his door, then let her inside before pulling her sweater off over her head. She was naked underneath, but in the dim light of his room, she felt totally safe. Secure. They had made love again, more slowly this time, and Ariana had recorded every detail in her mind. Every touch, every kiss, every inch of him.

This was monumental. It was a day she would never forget. She wanted to remember every single thing.

Now the sun had set outside and the room was dark save for the light from the candles Thomas had lit before drifting off to sleep. Behind her, he shifted slightly and she sank back toward him on his bed, smiling at the intimacy of it all. Thomas was nothing like Daniel. He would never leave her feeling vulnerable like Daniel had. Her mother would understand that. After what Daniel had done, she would have to.

Shifting uncomfortably in Thomas’s single bed, she realized her fleur-de-lis necklace was digging into her collarbone. She brought her fingers to her chest. The necklace had left a deep imprint of the flower in her skin.

“You okay?” Thomas said groggily. He kissed the top of her head, and she raised her face to his. Flickering light from the candles on his desk bathed them in warmth.

“Better than okay.” She smiled, tracing the outline of his arm with her fingertip. The sound of her own voice surprised her. There wasn’t a trace of self-consciousness, of worry, in her words. Or her body.

Ariana Osgood was finally calm. Perfectly, blissfully calm.

“Me too,” he murmured, stroking her hair. He looked into her eyes with a fixed gaze, concentrating only on her. As if nothing else in the world could possibly matter to him more. As if nothing could tear him away from her. Not Daniel, or the threat of being expelled, or their dysfunctional families. He wanted to be there with her. Completely.

She felt herself melting into him. The tension that had built up inside her over the past hours—over the past several years, really—had vanished, leaving her weightless. Free. Her breathing slow and even. She wondered if this was what happy felt like.

“Pretty quiet,” Thomas observed, his fingers trailing down her bare back. Goosebumps rose along her skin.

“Just thinking,” Ariana said softly, resting in the crook of his arm. She had imagined what this moment would be like for so long that she could hardly believe it actually happened. She had always fantasized about meeting the perfect guy, about falling perfectly in love. Being the heroine of her own novel. Living Happily Ever After.

But Thomas wasn’t perfect at all. He was sarcastic and messy and he said the wrong things. But he knew what it was like to grow up the way she had. And he didn’t fault her for it.

“Thinking about?” Thomas prompted her.

“About how this is what I need.” It was exactly what she meant, and she felt safe enough to say it. No masks, no pretending.

She kissed him lightly on the lips, then on the nose. He tasted like maple syrup. “Mmm, breakfast,” she laughed, pulling away from him and licking her lips.

Thomas grinned. “You taste pretty good too.”

He showered her with a series of quick, biting kisses that trailed from her lips to her neck. She pushed him away, and he fought back, pressing his hand against the back of her neck and pulling her into him.

“Don’t think you can get away so easy,” he said into her ear. “Now that I’ve got you, I’m not letting go of you anytime soon.”

A pleasant warmth engulfed Ariana’s heart. He loved her. She knew he loved her.

“You better not.”

Sitting up, she tried to flash him a menacing stare, but the amused glint in his eyes just made her burst out laughing all over again.

“Oh, yeah?” he challenged her, slipping his hands around her waist. “What are you gonna do?”

“You don’t want to find out,” she warned him playfully. “Believe me.”

“Ooh,” he laughed. “I’m so scared of big, bad Ariana.”

He wrapped his arms tighter around her and pulled her into him. Ariana smiled and drifted off to sleep. Perfectly, blissfully calm. Seconds later, the loud shriek of a siren yanked her right out of a shapeless dream.

“What the fuck?” Thomas shouted.

Ariana’s heart was in her throat. “It’s the fire alarm!”

Thomas tripped out of bed, fished a sweatshirt out of his laundry hamper, and pulled it on. Somehow, Ariana found her jeans underneath the bed. The damp denim clung to her skin, and her heart raced as she struggled to zip them up. She shoved her feet into her boots, yanked her coat from Thomas’s desk chair, and quickly blew out all the candles.

“We have to get out of here.” Thomas reached for her hand and pulled her toward the door. “Come on!”

“No!” She pulled back. “We can’t go out that way. They’ll be coming to check the dorm any second. By the time we get through the snowdrifts outside they’ll see us!” Her head was starting to throb. She couldn’t think with the sound of that alarm blaring in her head.

“We don’t have a choice!” Thomas yelled. “If we stay here, they’ll catch us anyway. I can’t get expelled, Ariana, I can’t!” His eyes were wild, his voice hoarse over the screeching alarm.

“I know!” she screamed. He was right. They couldn’t leave, and they couldn’t stay.

They were trapped.



THE LEAP



“We have to take the window.”

“Are you crazy?” Ariana blurted. “We’re on the second floor!”

“So what are we gonna do? Just give up?” Thomas demanded.

“No,” Ariana said. If there was one thing she would never do, it was give up. Her mother had given up. And as much as Ariana loved her, she had promised herself she would never be like her mother.

“Then help me,” Thomas said.

He slipped his fingers into the grooves at the bottom of the window and Ariana did the same. With a deep breath, they threw their weight against it. The warped wood stayed frozen in place.

“Shit.” Thomas turned around and eyed the doorway nervously.

“Come on! Let’s try it again.”

He rejoined Ariana. “Okay. One, two, three!” he shouted.

Together they strained at the window. Ariana held her breath and pulled until she felt as if her fingers were going to break off backward. Then, just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, the window finally gave.

“Let’s go!” Thomas turned away as a blast of cold air swept into the room.

Ariana moved cautiously to the window. The blizzard had almost subsided, and only a light, translucent curtain of snowflakes tumbled to the ground below. The snow-capped evergreens at the edge of the woods loomed thick not far from the back door of Ketlar. She took a step back, nearly tripping over Thomas. The icy ground below her looked far, far away.

“I can’t.” She shook her head. “It’s too much of a drop. We have to get out some other way.”

“There isn’t another way,” Thomas said harshly. He gripped her wrist so tightly she winced. “And there’s all that snow to break our fall.” He straddled the windowsill, bending at the waist to fit through the small opening. “I’ll go first.”

“Thomas! Don’t!”

But he pushed away from the building and fell. Ariana stared after him, imagining his body lying broken and dead on the ground below. But instead, he landed in the soft cushion of snow piled beneath the window. He was fine.

“Come on! You can do it!” he whisper-shouted up to her.

Body trembling, Ariana sat on the edge of the windowsill, her feet still planted on Thomas’s floor. One leg at a time, she drew her knees up to her chest. She pivoted her body and lowered her legs outside the window. The sight of Thomas on the ground blurred beneath her.

“I can’t.” The thought of her body free-falling from the window made her skin prickle with fear.

“I’m right here. Come on, Ariana,” he pleaded. “Jump.”

She screwed her eyes shut and hesitated.

I can’t do it. I can’t do it. I can’t—

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Thomas said.

Ariana’s heart flipped in her chest. Right. He would protect her. He loved her. She looked down at him, took a deep breath, and shoved away from the window. Icy wind slipped past her and she landed, hard, against Thomas’s body. The sound of bone on bone cracked in the air as they both hit the snow.

“You okay?” Thomas winced. His face was contorted in pain. Ariana struggled her way off of him and knelt next to his body in the snow.

“You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Really.”

Guilt seeped into her skin faster than the wet snow. “You’re not. And it’s my fault,” she insisted. She lowered her numb fingers to his ankle, and he tensed in pain. “We have to—”

“Right now what we have to do is get out of here,” he interrupted. He scanned the back edge of Ketlar and nodded at a huge evergreen that loomed over the far corner of the dorm, at a diagonal from the back door. “Over there,” he said tersely.

Silently, she pulled his arm over her shoulder and helped him to his feet. He dropped his head toward her neck, his jaw tensed. The weight of his body scared her. If he couldn’t take care of himself, he definitely couldn’t take care of her.

Thomas lifted one foot off the ground and they moved quickly along the dorm to the tree, about thirty feet from the rear of Ketlar. She helped him around the thick trunk, and they leaned against the jagged bark on the side facing the woods.

Thomas closed his eyes. “The snow,” he said, curling his hands into fists at his side. “You’ve got to cover it up so nobody knows we were back there.”

The edge to his voice made Ariana cringe. She brushed the snow from Thomas’s curls, peering into his eyes. “Thomas,” she began, “I’m really—”

“Not your fault,” he said, a small smile playing across his lips. “I was stupid enough to stand under a window with a girl jumping out of it. I deserve what I got.” He slid down the trunk of the tree, settling onto the ground with a weak laugh. “Now go on, before you get us both expelled.”

She hurried along the back of the building and dropped to her knees in the snow, smoothing the spot below Thomas’s window where their bodies had landed. She moved backward, running her hands haphazardly over her two footprints and Thomas’s single footprint that traced their path to the tree. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

“What the hell was that?” she whispered, collapsing next to him. “Who tripped the alarm? Who would have—”

Thomas reached up and covered her mouth with his hand, shaking his head slowly. Someone was coming. She froze at the faint sound of snow crunching underneath someone’s feet.

“Hello?” A familiar voice echoed in the darkness. “Is anyone there?”

The footsteps paused by the back door, not far from their hiding place. Sweat dripped from Ariana’s temples and trickled down her flushed cheeks, despite the cold. She turned her head, peeking out from behind the thick trunk.

The slight figure of Dean Marcus, the dean of students, was huddled underneath a full-length gray wool coat. A plaid scarf was wrapped around his neck and a hat was pulled low over his ears, but Ariana recognized his stooped posture and his slow, shuffling walk. Dean Marcus was Headmaster Cox’s henchman. The man who was solely responsible for her future at Easton was standing just a few feet away.

Any student who is found to be in violation of these rules will face immediate expulsion. There are no exceptions. None.

It seemed like years ago that she’d heard those words during morning assembly, but now they came rushing back to her, threatening her all over again. If he turned around, he’d see them. But it was too late to move. Ariana closed her eyes, crossed her fingers, and hoped that a man as ancient as Dean Marcus had cataracts.

Just as the dean was about to turn in her direction, the lamps around Ketlar went out with a hissing pop. Everything went dark. The campus suddenly seemed colder. Deserted. Dead.

Ariana clutched Thomas’s arm.

“It’s just a power failure from the storm,” he whispered.

He reached for her hand and interlaced his fingers with hers, squeezing them so tightly that her knuckles ached. His breath was shallow against her neck.

“At least now he can’t see us,” he whispered.

Beep, beep, beep.

Ariana’s heart stopped. Her phone.

“Hello?” Dean Marcus’s voice echoed all around him.

Please don’t walk over here. Please don’t walk over here. Please, please, please. Ariana closed her numb fingers over her phone, muting the beeps.

The dean turned from the doorway. He was facing them now, squinting into the darkness. She waited for him to call their names. Waited for him to tell her that her life was over. That they were both expelled.

But he just sighed and turned away, leaving a jagged path behind him in the snow.

“Oh my God,” Ariana sighed, relief flooding her frozen body.

“Who the hell is texting you?” Thomas demanded.

Ariana flipped her phone open.

Daniel: Ariana, this is unacceptable. Hope you’re ready to beg for forgiveness. WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU????

She turned the phone around to show the screen to Thomas. All at once, her stomach heaved. She swallowed repeatedly to keep from throwing up. Her skin burned in spite of the cold, and she tried to breathe.

“What an ass,” Thomas said. “Does he not know what’s going on out here?”

Ariana groaned. “Don’t you get it, Thomas? He knows where I am. He knows what we’ve been doing. He’s just trying to torture me.”

“You don’t actually still think that he’s here on campus.” It wasn’t a question, and she didn’t answer. “You’re being paranoid, Ariana.” But he didn’t sound as sure as he once had.

“Am I?” she retorted. “He didn’t even acknowledge the message I left him letting him know I was on my way.”

Ariana’s nerves crackled beneath her skin, and suddenly she heard her mother’s voice on the morning she’d tried to kill herself.

You never know what people are capable of until they’re pushed to their edge, Ariana.

Grimacing, Thomas drew his good knee to his chest. “So? He’s clearly a self-centered prick. He’s probably just ignoring it.”

Thomas shivered in the darkness. In the dim moonlight his skin was ashen. Ariana could have kicked herself for focusing on Daniel when Thomas clearly needed her.

“It doesn’t matter right now.” She anchored her palms against the tree and pushed herself to standing. There wasn’t an inch of her that wasn’t soaked. If they didn’t get out of there, find someplace warm to sleep, they’d freeze. “We’ve got to get you something for your ankle.”

“I’ve got some Vicodin in my desk. Second drawer.” He paused, closing his eyes. “But I don’t want you going in there by yourself. We’ll get it later. Let’s just get out of here.”

“No, I’ll go.”

She hoped the terror she felt at the thought of returning to Thomas’s room alone didn’t show. What if Daniel was there, waiting for her? But Thomas needed her. She reached into his jacket pocket, fishing out his lighter.

“Ariana,” he protested weakly.

“Don’t go anywhere,” she said dryly.

“Hilarious.”

You can do this, Ariana. Do it for Thomas. As she sprinted for the back door, she couldn’t push the thought of Daniel from her mind, couldn’t stop wondering if he had been on campus the whole time. Watching her every move with Thomas. He could have seen everything. He could have watched as she lost her virginity to another guy.

And, Ariana reminded herself, if there was one thing Daniel Ryan hated, it was losing.



EASY



The biting chill in Thomas’s room hit her the second she walked through the door. Snow had drifted in through the open window, and the hollow sound of the wind rattling the glass made her skin crawl. She paused in the doorway, taking a slow, deep breath. She could do this. All she had to do was find Thomas’s pills. She’d be out of Ketlar and back with him in less than a minute. Everything was going to be fine. They were both going to be fine.

She held the lighter in front of her, moving slowly across Thomas’s room to his desk. The weak flame cast a shallow light over the items scattered across the surface: the pencils, the chewed-up ballpoint pen, the empty Captain Morgan’s bottle.

She opened the first drawer. Gum, old magazines, highlighters, and an article from the Easton Academy Chronicle about the soccer team’s performance in a local tournament. She stared at the crinkled black-and-white picture of the team huddled together on the field. Thomas grinned back at her, cradling the ball under his arm. Ariana fought the urge to fold the photo up and put it in her pocket. There would be plenty of time for photo ops after this weekend.

Second drawer. The sooner you find the pills, the sooner you can get out of here. She slammed the top drawer shut and reached for the handle below it. Two heavy packages of computer paper were stuffed in the second drawer. Nothing else.

The metal tip of the lighter was starting to warm, and she winced against the heat. Mind racing, she tried to think like Thomas. If she had a reputation for selling drugs, if she’d come close to expulsion several times, where would she hide her pills? He’d told her they were in the second drawer. Could he have made a mistake?

She pulled the heavy packages of paper from the drawer. Nothing but smooth wood underneath. She ran her fingers over the bottom of the drawer, and the wood tilted slightly under her touch. She pressed the far edge of the drawer, harder this time, and the edge closest to her tilted upward, revealing a stash of prescription bottles underneath. Jackpot. Only Thomas would think to equip his desk drawer with a false bottom to hide his drugs.

She lowered the lighter over the bottles and scanned the labels. Ritalin, Adderall, Percoset, Vicodin. And no two names on the prescription labels were alike. Thomas was running a black market pharmacy from his second desk drawer. The old Ariana would have been horrified, but the new Ariana just stuffed the bottle of Vicodin into her coat pocket and shoved the drawer closed. The sound of it slamming made her jump, and a small laugh slipped from her lips. Thomas was right. She was paranoid.

She pushed herself to standing with her free hand, but something on the desk caught her eye. A sheet of paper she hadn’t noticed before. Ariana held the flame closer. It was a picture. As the lines and shadows on the page came into focus, her heart seized in her chest and she dropped the lighter.

No. No, no, no, no, no. No.

She shook her head in disbelief at the image in front of her. An image of Thomas and her, kissing in Daniel’s room. An image of her hands on Thomas’s body, unbuttoning his shirt. Her face wasn’t visible, but there was no mistaking her wet blond hair or her stark white coat. Someone had seen them together. Someone had proof.

It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. Bile rose in her throat. This one piece of paper would ruin her. Would ruin them. She let out a low, desperate moan, pressing her forehead against the surface of the desk. She needed Thomas now, more than ever. Needed him to hold her, to tell her that everything would be fine. She couldn’t believe that just minutes ago they’d been in bed together, happy. Calm.

Unlike her mother, who had given up on her life, on her husband, Ariana was determined to cling to that feeling of happiness for dear life. But first she had to find the lighter. Stuffing the picture in her back pocket, she dropped to her knees and slid her hands beneath the desk. After a minute, her hands closed around a metal rectangle. The lighter, thank God.

But as she stood, something warm in the bitter cold of Thomas’s room slipped across the back of her neck. A warm breath. New electricity surged through her body, and the hairs along her arms prickled. Someone was behind her. Almost touching her in the tarry darkness.

Someone had been waiting for her to find the picture.

Hope you’re ready to beg for forgiveness.

Could it be Daniel?

Suddenly it didn’t matter who it was. Whoever it was wasn’t supposed to be here. And clearly didn’t want her here. Instinctively, her hand moved toward the empty rum bottle on the desk. In one swift movement, her fingers closed around its neck, and she brought the bottle down hard against the corner of the desk. The sharp sound of shattering glass cut through the darkness, and she whirled around, swinging the broken bottle wildly in front of her.

A voice cried out in surprise, or pain. She couldn’t tell if it was male or female—or if was actually her voice. All she knew was that she had to fight. She sliced the bottle frantically through the air, jabbing this way and that, as she ran for the window, dropping it on the floor in the moment before she jumped.

Seconds later she slammed into the ground, harder this time, landing on her side in the icy snow. Her arm was twisted beneath her, and she groaned as she pulled herself to her feet.

Pulse racing, she looked up at the curtains that were fluttering in Thomas’s window. No one was there—at least not anymore. For a moment she just stood there, the snow swirling around her in the darkened campus, and she realized that never in her life—not even when she’d found her mother that awful afternoon—had she been as scared as she was right now.



BLOOD



“Ariana!” Thomas’s strained voice echoed in the darkness. No longer comforting, it radiated cold, hard fear.

The frigid air burned her lungs as she hurried toward him. He was slumped against the tree, deflated, his eyes screwed shut. The last bit of color had slipped from his cheeks.

“Someone was . . . There was . . .”

Ariana heaved, collapsing in the snow next to him. She buried her face in Thomas’s jacket, inhaling his scent. What she wanted more than anything was his protection. But she knew, deep down, that couldn’t keep her safe anymore. He was too weak. And just as afraid as she was.

He slipped his fingers into her hair. “You’re okay,” he murmured quietly. “You’re okay.”

She pulled away, wiping the snow from her face with the back of her sleeve. “Someone was in there with me,” she managed. “In your room. Waiting for me.”

“What?” Thomas was shocked—frightened. “Did you see them?”

She shook her head. “It was dark, and he was behind me, and I couldn’t—” Her breath was shallow, and she was starting to get dizzy. She closed her eyes, her voice cracking. “I’m sorry.”

She decided not to tell him about the picture. Not yet. Not until she could figure out what to do.

“It’s okay,” he repeated. “We’ll hide out in Drake for a while. Warm up until we can decide what to do next.”

“Thomas, we can’t,” she protested. “Someone will see us.”

But even as the words left her mouth, she knew that Thomas was right. He was hurt, and they couldn’t stay exposed like this for much longer. Unless they wanted to make the long trek back to Billings and Mrs. Lattimer’s apartment—which would be impossible with Thomas in his present condition—it would have to be Drake. It was the only heated dorm on campus. Breaking in was a risk they would have to take.

“We’ll go in through the basement,” he decided. “But I’ve gotta take a couple of those pills first.” He pulled his hand from her face as she dug through her pocket for the prescription bottle.

“Here.” She shook several pills from the bottle into her palm.

He took the pills with his other hand and popped them in his mouth, tilting his head back and swallowing. “Let’s get out of here.”

Ariana pulled him to his feet, and he leaned against her. They struggled around the side of Ketlar toward Drake. It was extremely slow going with the snow as deep as it was, and his weight seemed to grow heavier as they neared the dorm. Ariana’s muscles burned with every step, and her mind raced with thoughts of Daniel. She hadn’t wanted to believe that he could hurt her like this, hadn’t wanted to think that he could. . . . She shook her head, trying to clear her.

Drake rose up in front of them, looking just as cold and dead as Ketlar had. Even though they wouldn’t have electricity, at least they’d have heat. She stopped when they rounded the side of the building, leaning against Drake’s frozen exterior. She wasn’t sure she had the will to walk another step. She reminded herself that the dorm was heated. Almost there. She gritted her teeth and took another step.

“Basement windows are always unlocked,” Thomas mumbled. “I’ve gotten in this way a few times. Never fails.” Ariana braced herself against Thomas’s deadweight. He had definitely taken too much Vicodin. It wouldn’t be long before he was unconscious.

“Just stay with me a little longer,” she demanded.

Four large windows, evenly spaced along the back edge of Drake, looked over the dorm basement. She made it to the first window, collapsing against it.

“Think you can hold yourself up while I open the window?”

She lifted Thomas’s face to hers. His eyes were half-closed, and a smile played across his lips.

“Thomas,” she said sternly.

“Yeah . . .” He nodded.

“Good.”

She crouched down in front of the window, pressing her palms against the glass.

“It’s warm,” she announced, wiping the pane with her sleeve and peering inside. The basement was cluttered with large cardboard boxes stacked to the ceiling and buckets full of cleaning and yard supplies. A large furnace was situated on the other side of the basement, next to the long flight of stairs that led to Drake’s first floor.

She gripped the window and tugged it upward. It gave instantly, and a blast of warm air escaped from inside. Surprised, she fell back and landed on her butt.

“Told you,” Thomas murmured with a smile. “I know my way around this dorm. Wanna know why?”

“Not really.” She dragged a thick pine branch over to the window and wedged it between the window and the windowsill. The opening was almost six feet above the floor. Thomas wouldn’t be able to make it without hurting his ankle again. But they didn’t have a choice. She slipped through the opening, knees bent, and landed on her feet. The air was musty, and she doubled over in a coughing fit.

“We used to have beer pong tournaments down here. I used to sneak in with a girl named Rebecca,” Thomas droned from outside. “I think that’s her name.” He slid his legs through the window and grinned down at Ariana from his perch above. “That’s it. Definitely Rebecca or Lindsay or Paige.” He paused. “Or Juliana. We know a Juliana? No. Wait. We know an Ariana.”

“Yes, we do,” Ariana sighed. “Do you think you can jump?” She took a step back from the window.

“Paige,” Thomas mused, his words beginning to slur. “She’s kind of a bitch, huh?”

Ariana laughed out loud in spite of herself. “Now, Thomas. Before you’re out cold.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Thomas flipped over on his stomach and eased down slowly. He released his hands from the window and dropped the last few inches to the floor. “How’s that?”

“Fine,” she said, her face flushing with embarrassment. High as a kite, and he could still figure out a better way in than she could. She guided his hand over her shoulder, and they navigated their way through the cluttered basement. She eyed the narrow staircase that rose up from the right corner of the room, wishing she could stroll up the stairs and into a warm, safe bed.

Instead she had to settle for the hollow space underneath the stairs. Once she’d propped Thomas against the wall, she stopped to look at him. His face was smeared with dark blood.

How had that gotten there? She frantically searched his face and body for cuts, anything. After a moment she rested her face in her hands, defeated, exhausted. Cold. But there was something sticky on her hands. Warm almost.

“Oh my God.” She heaved, realizing the blood was coming from her. It was all over her hands, her hair. She tore her coat off, examined her own body for cuts. There were none. But that couldn’t be right, unless . . .

The blood wasn’t hers.

She glanced down at her coat, her pulse flickering erratically. There was a bloodstain on the left side of her coat, over her heart.

Someone else’s blood. She shoved the coat in the corner underneath the stairwell. Her stomach heaved.

Someone else’s blood.

So there had been someone in Thomas’s room with her. She had hurt someone. But who? Whose blood was all over her? Was it Daniel’s?

Thomas moaned something she couldn’t understand. With numb hands, she guided him into her lap, cradling his head in her arms.

“Careful,” she said softly, as if speaking to a child. Fear surged through her as she wiped the blood from his face with her fingers, leaving a rusty stain on his cheek. This wasn’t Thomas. Thomas was strong and funny and confident. The guy in her arms was scared and hurt.

“You’re so beautiful, you know that?” Thomas said softly, his eyes fluttering closed. “I don’t deserve a girl like you.” His mouth fell open slightly and his head lolled away from her.

“Thomas?” she whispered, her voice trembling.

He didn’t answer. She slipped her hand into his and watched his chest rise and fall, watched the tiny, involuntary movements of sleep. She tried not to think about the fact that she was alone. That Thomas couldn’t help her. Protect her. But protect her from whom?

She wanted to believe that it wasn’t Daniel, that he wasn’t capable of doing such things. Not to her anyway. Yes, he could be violent. But after spending a year in a relationship with him, after everything they had shared, would he really try to physically harm her?

Suddenly she realized she had no idea. Up until this afternoon, she had thought she knew everything about him—the good and the bad. But he had lied to her about being a virgin. Had lied about one of the most important things in life. What else had he kept from her? What other secrets was he hiding? What else was he capable of?

There was only one way for her to find out whether was in Vermont. She couldn’t call his cell phone this time. She had to call the resort and have him paged. If he picked up, she’d know he was there and not here. Not the one she’d slashed in the darkness of Thomas’s room. Then she would know, at least, that she was safe from Daniel Ryan.

Ariana pulled her phone from her coat pocket and opened it. The screen flashed the low-battery icon, then went blank.

“No!” she groaned.

She patted Thomas’s pockets, searching for his phone. Empty.

Ariana clenched her fists, feeling blood that had caked on her palms crease under her grip. What had she done to deserve this? Nothing that Daniel hadn’t already done. Disgust welled up inside of her as she thought about his lies. His promises.

But Thomas was different. To him, she wasn’t some girl whose mom was crazy and whose dad had to flee to another continent just to get away from it all. She was separate from her messed-up family. She was Ariana. And she mattered to Thomas. And for the first time in her life, that feeling mattered more than anything else. More than Billings. Maybe even more than her mother.

Drinking in the look of innocence that had settled over his features as he slept, her breath quickened. Anger poured through her, and she felt the sudden urge to scream. To hit the cement wall over and over until her knuckles bled. To make herself hurt on the outside as much as she hurt on the inside. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. To feel what she felt with Thomas only to have someone want to take it from her.

Her fingers and toes prickled with feeling as her body began to warm. She blinked, and the tears began to fall freely. Slid down her dry cheeks as she leaned against the hard cement wall, her body shaking. Cradling Thomas’s still body in her arms.

Every creak of the old building, every sound that slipped through the vents and into the basement, made her cringe. Tears dripping into her lap, she closed her eyes against the darkness, but she couldn’t stop the familiar feeling from creeping over her.

Ariana was totally and completely alone.



DUPLICITY



Ariana felt the light on her face before she opened her eyes. A flashlight beam swung recklessly across the basement, illuminating the tall stacks of musty boxes and the old gardening-slash-beer-pong table piled high with tools and dusty bags of fertilizer. Her heart in her throat, she sipped shaky breaths of warm, stale air as footsteps creaked above her, moving down the stairs in cautious rhythm.

Someone was coming.

She had to move Thomas in a matter of seconds. His legs were sprawled at an unnatural angle, peeking out from beneath the stairs. Carefully, she cradled his head in her hands, lowering it to the cement floor. She slipped her forearms underneath his calves, straining silently against him. His deadweight was too heavy. He didn’t move an inch.

The footsteps continued down the stairs, and Ariana tugged with her last bit of strength. She wasn’t ready to leave Easton. It couldn’t be over for her yet. Anxious fear swept through her, and she found the strength to drag Thomas completely under the stairs and out of sight.

He mumbled something in his sleep, and the footsteps above them paused. She pressed her hand over Thomas’s mouth, praying he wouldn’t try to speak again. The footsteps resumed slowly, tentatively, as they navigated the darkness.

“Shit.” A male voice sounded just inches from their hiding place. The bottom step cracked under the man’s weight, and he stumbled into the basement. The flashlight fell to the floor and sliced across the room, spinning underneath the gardening table in the middle of the space. A sharp white light glowed parallel to the staircase, inches from Thomas’s foot.

Ariana stopped breathing.

Please. Please, no, no, no.

A dark silhouette stepped into view and bent down to pick up the flashlight. Carefully, quietly, she leaned forward and peeked through the crack between the furnace and the stairwell. Residual light from the beam was just bright enough for Ariana to make out the outline of a familiar figure crouched under the table.

Mr. Holmes.

What the hell was her lit teacher doing in the Drake basement?

Warm dread trickled through Ariana’s veins. It didn’t matter why he was there. All that mattered was that he couldn’t find her there. Of all the teachers she’d ever had at Easton, she had always respected him the most. He was smart and funny and good. And he believed the same about her. She needed him to believe the same about her.

But all that would be over if he found her on campus illegally, covered in blood, cradling the passed-out body of Easton’s resident drug dealer in her arms.

Ariana bit her lip, hard. How had she ended up here? What was the matter with her? She was a Billings Girl, one of Easton’s elite. This was not how she was supposed to be spending her Christmas break, hiding out like a freaking fugitive and on the verge of getting expelled.

She hated herself. Hated herself with a passion so hot it burned her skin. She wished she could strip her coat off, but Holmes was only a few feet away. And besides, she was pinned under Thomas.

The faint taste of her own blood surfaced in Ariana’s mouth as she watched Mr. Holmes walk slowly to the far end of the basement, toward the windows, shining the flashlight behind boxes, underneath chairs, and over tables. He turned toward the stairwell, sweeping the light across the dirty floor. The piercing beam neared Ariana, and she ducked back under the stairs, drawing her knees up to her chest.

Had he seen her? Heard her? If he had, it was over. Mr. Holmes would have to turn them in. Her body shook with nerves as the seconds passed, feeling like hours. Any relationship she thought she’d had with Mr. Holmes would be shattered when he found out she wasn’t who he thought she was. When he found out that she had lied and broken the rules.

And it wouldn’t matter that she hadn’t wanted to. That she wished, more than anything, that she could be the same sweet, good Ariana she’d been just a few days before. That she’d only broken the rules because it was absolutely necessary. And it was too late to turn back the clock. She screwed her eyes shut.

“You down here?” Mr. Holmes called.

Ariana’s heart all but stopped. Then a delicate whisper sounded at the top of the stairs, and Mr. Holmes swung the flashlight up the stairwell.

“I’m here.”

Tension flooded out of Ariana’s body. Safe, at least for the moment.

“Good.” His voice sounded strange in the dark. Thick.

“You wanted to see me, Mr. Holmes?” Ariana recognized the voice immediately and her pulse raced with intrigue. She heard that sweet, lilting tone laced with condescension in the halls of Billings almost every day.

Isobel Bautista.

Ariana shifted onto her knees and leaned forward, peering out from her hiding place. Risky, she knew, but she had to find out what was going on.

“I did.” Mr. Holmes smirked, leaning against the gardening table and loosening his tie. “Seems I don’t have a paper from you on Madame Bovary in my mailbox. Care to explain yourself, Miss Bautista?”

“Must have slipped my mind,” she said mischievously, moving into full view. Her silky black hair tumbled down her back. She ran her fingers up his arms and across his chest, lifting her mouth to his ear. “Any way I could make it up to you?”

She pulled his tie from around his neck, tossing it on the floor. Her hands flew expertly over the buttons on his shirt, across his belt buckle as he ran his fingers through her hair. She slid onto the table and pulled him toward her. Ariana heard his breath quickening in the dark as Isobel edged off his shirt and let it fall to the floor.

Oh. My. God.

Ariana closed her eyes and sank back underneath the staircase next to Thomas. This couldn’t be happening. Mr. Holmes would never have an affair with a student. He couldn’t. Everyone at Easton knew that he was a good guy. A guy with a wife at home, a pregnant wife who sometimes made biscotti for him to bring to class. He wouldn’t do this to her. There was no way.

Of course, the slobbering kissing sounds coming from the other side of the room suggested otherwise.

Ariana’s stomach turned. She was even more disgusted with Isobel. She’d been dating her boyfriend, Jack, since freshman year. Was almost as attached to him as she was to her morning latte. Ariana had once caught her doodling the name Mrs. John Staton in the back of her spring issue of Vogue, and knew that the two of them were serious. The spring issue was Isobel’s prize possession. It was common knowledge around Billings that any girl who so much as looked at her copy of the issue before Isobel read it cover to cover twice would never live to tell the tale.

And yet here they were, Mr. Holmes and Isobel, devouring each other like a pair of horny, rabid dogs in the Drake basement. Ariana felt her hands beginning to shake, and she didn’t bother to stop them.

It wasn’t just the fact that they were hooking up, or lying about it, or breaking all sorts of state statutory rape laws in the process. She was more pissed at herself for being so naïve as to believe that they were good people. That they were incapable of doing something so wrong. She had underestimated them, just like she’d underestimated Daniel. She’d been at Easton long enough to know that nothing was ever exactly what it seemed. Apparently, she hadn’t learned the lesson well enough. She felt her hands curling tightly around Thomas’s wool coat, and rage churned in the pit of her stomach.

She noticed Mr. Holmes’s Dockers out of the corner of her eye. Isobel had whipped the pants toward the stairwell, and they were almost within reach. A phone peeked out of the back pocket, and Ariana glanced down at her own cell, dead on the floor next to her.

She still needed to call Daniel, to find out if he was actually in Vermont. And to do that, she needed a cell phone that actually worked. As long as Mr. Holmes was busy holding his perverted version of office hours, he wouldn’t miss his cell.

Ever so carefully, Ariana inched her foot out from beneath the stairwell, keeping her gaze fixed on Mr. Holmes and Isobel to be sure they didn’t see her. She nudged the pants toward her, inch by inch, until they were close enough that she could reach out and grab the cell phone without exposing herself to the happy couple.

Shielding the phone with her cupped hand, she flipped it open and stared at the screen. As her eyes adjusted to the light, the pixels on the screen coalesced to reveal a smiling pregnant woman, one hand resting on her belly. Mr. Holmes’s wife was standing next to his desk, gesturing proudly with the other hand toward the nameplate that was perched on top of a stack of books. Ariana forced herself to look away from the screen. That woman deserved better than Mr. Holmes.

Don’t we all deserve to be happy? Or at least to search for what we think might make us happy? Isn’t that a basic human right?

Her jaw tightened as she remembered Mr. Holmes’s words in class a few days ago. Now, they took on an entirely different meaning. She’d thought he was challenging the class with those words. Pushing them to go deeper. But he was just using his lecture to justify an affair with a student. And she’d been stupid enough to listen. She shook her head in disgust, cursing herself for trusting him. For always trusting the wrong people.

Her hand slipped against a button on the side of the phone, and suddenly she was staring at a crooked image of Mr. Holmes and Isobel pressed against each other. The furnace blocked part of the screen, but the flashlight on the floor offered just enough light for the screen to capture their faces.

A tiny red dot throbbed at the top of the screen next to the letters REC. The phone was recording video. Her heart started to pound in her chest. What was she doing? All she had to do to stop the recording was press the button again, but something stopped her. Ariana felt betrayed—used. Disgusted that two people whom she had admired had turned out to be so unworthy. She wanted to preserve the evidence of this moment. The evidence of their debauchery, the depth of their duplicity. Numb, she stared at the grainy image until their bodies melted out of focus on the screen.



STALKER



The sun was beginning to rise over the east edge of campus as Ariana crept toward Drake. She hadn’t slept all night. Had simply stared into the darkness, her hand on Thomas’s chest to monitor his breathing. In the early predawn hours, she’d slipped through one of the basement windows and sneaked back to Billings to get food. Now, she cradled in her arms the only things she’d been able to find in Noelle’s closet: a bottle of SmartWater, a couple of Zone bars, and a white chocolate reindeer Dash had left on her pillow before break.

Ariana shuddered in the cold, her body feeling weak and drained. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to wear the bloodstained coat she’d stashed under the basement stairwell the night before, so while she was at Billings she had grabbed her camel-colored fall jacket. It was warm, but not nearly warm enough to combat the early morning chill, its icy fingers pressing against the back of her neck and sending continuous shivers down her spine.

The sound of her boots crunching over the hardened snow cut through the crisp air. As she hurried around Drake to get to the basement, she thought she heard another sound. Footsteps moving through the snow in tandem with hers. She froze, pressing her body against the side of the building. Holding her breath, trying to quiet the sound of her throbbing heart.

Nothing but deafening silence.

Don’t be stupid, Ariana. No one else is up at 5 a.m. on break. You’re alone. It’s all in your head.

Still, she picked up speed as she rounded the building, keeping her eyes on the ground in front of her. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Ketlar. Just thinking about the deserted dorm chilled her more than the winter air. Made her feel like she was back in Thomas’s room, petrified and alone. Staring at that awful photograph as a hot breath slid down her neck. Her stomach surged again at the memory. Whoever had been in there had wanted to hurt her. And had the means to do it. Worse than the idea that someone was trying to sabotage them was the suspicion that Daniel was the intruder.

Mr. Holmes’s cell phone hung like a heavy weight in Ariana’s pocket. She had thought about calling the resort from her room at Billings but had wanted to get back before Thomas woke up. Thinking about making the call sent her pulse into overdrive, but she had to do it. Whether he was there or—God forbid—here, she had to know. She vowed to call the moment she was safely back at Drake.

As the sun rose higher in the sky, threads of pink light played over campus, casting colorful shadows over the white snow. The beautiful sight of Easton’s Gothic buildings, suddenly illuminated, should have calmed her. Ariana had always loved the way the campus looked in the early morning. The nightmares always woke her well before Noelle stirred, and she often sat at her desk to admire the view. Easton seemed so noble, so pristine in the hours before it was corrupted with students.

But instead of looking serene and untouched, the looming buildings seemed menacing, threatening.

She stopped in front of the first basement window. Something above her had moved. She looked up at the rows of windows that stretched above her. On the fourth floor, a shadow was moving in front of the window.

Startled, Ariana flung herself toward the building and pressed her back up against the wall. She checked her watch. Five fifteen a.m. Who would be up at this hour? Trying to control her breathing, she titled her head back to stare up at the window above.

The figure paused, its back to the window. In the early morning light, she recognized the dark hair. The familiar navy argyle sweater. It was Sergei. Just Sergei. Relieved, Ariana ducked down and threw the window open. She tossed everything through the opening and onto the desk she’d moved underneath the window that morning. She heard the sound of the plastic bottle rolling across the floor.

Quickly, Ariana crawled through the window, dropped down to the desk, and then to the floor. Shoulders rising and falling with her rapid breath, she chided herself for letting her curiosity get the best of her. Sergei could have seen her, not to mention any one of the other students staying behind during break. She had to be more careful.

And she had to know where Daniel was. Hands shaking, she pulled out Mr. Holmes’s phone and dialed.

After one ring, a young female voice chirped in her ear. “Good morning, Winter Lodge Resort. This is Alessandra.”

Ariana cleared her throat. “Yes, I’m trying to get in touch with one of your guests,” she whispered into the receiver, glancing across the basement. Thomas was still sprawled out on the dusty floor, his head resting on her coat. “Daniel Ryan?”

“One moment, Miss. I’ll try his room.”

“Thanks,” Ariana croaked.

It’s fine, she told herself as the harsh ring echoed from the receiver. It’s going to be fine.

Still, she felt sick to her stomach. If he picked up, that meant he had no idea what she’d done or whom she’d done it with. But if he picked up, he was still going to be angry. What was she going to say to him?

“Yeah?” A groggy, muffled voice sounded on the other end of the line.

Ariana gripped the phone tightly in her sweaty fist. Daniel’s voice. He was in Vermont.

“Hello?” His voice sounded again, stronger this time. It was familiar, almost comforting. Ariana felt a twinge in her heart. Indecision? Remorse? But then the image of his glowing laptop screen flooded her thoughts. The image of all the names, the endless list of girls. And her name, no different from any other, at the end. She’d been a nothing to him. Just some girl that he’d counted on screwing by Christmas.

She slammed the phone shut and tossed it on the table next to her. Relief and dread filled her at once.

Daniel wasn’t the one stalking her and Thomas. This was a good thing. But now she was back where she started. The person who had taken that picture had the power to ruin her life. He or she had evidence that she and Thomas had been on campus when they weren’t supposed to be, that they’d been in another student’s room, that they’d been doing things they definitely weren’t supposed to be doing. The person who had taken that picture could destroy her. And she had no idea who that person could be.

Feeling a new wave of adrenaline rush through her, Ariana scooped up the bottle of water and the food and crouched under the stairs, next to Thomas’s body.

“Thomas,” she whispered. “Wake up.”

She pressed her hands against his chest. His body was limp, motionless under her palms. She tried again, shaking him more violently this time.

“What the hell?” he yelled, sitting up straight. When he saw Ariana in front of him, he gripped his head with both hands and sank back onto the floor, wincing in pain. “Your wake-up calls could use a little work.”

“How are you feeling?” she asked softly.

“Like somebody took a bat to my head. And my ankle.”

He tested his ankle by pressing his foot into the floor and flinched, his eyes still closed.

“I’m sorry about the timing, but I need you to focus,” Ariana said firmly. “I have to show you something.”

She removed the folded picture of her and Thomas from her pocket. He had to see the photo—had to know what was going on.

“What is it?”

Thomas struggled to push himself up against the cement-block wall. His swiped the bottle of SmartWater and twisted the cap off, chugging half the bottle in one gulp.

Ariana dropped the picture on the floor in front of him. “I found this in your room yesterday,” she began, opening Mr. Holmes’s cell phone over the picture. Blue light spilled over every crease, every imperfection in the paper. “On your desk.”

Looking confused, Thomas leaned over the crinkled piece of paper. Shock froze his features, and he was silent.

“Somebody’s following us.” Ariana was trying to sound strong, but her voice came out shaky. “And it’s not Daniel. I called his resort this morning. He’s there. Just like you said.”

“Why?” Thomas asked, his brow creasing. “Who would—”

“I don’t know,” she said flatly.

She stared at the photo. Thomas was facing the camera. She was facing away. They were both sitting on Daniel’s desk, amidst a pile of textbooks and dirty clothes. Daniel’s laptop was open on the edge of the desk, facing the door. Once again, the thought of that spreadsheet sent a shiver of disgust through her body.

“What’s that?” Thomas squinted harder at the picture, bringing it in front of his face.

“What’s what?” Ariana felt her pulse quickening.

“Nothing.” He shrugged. His features had hardened. “I just thought I saw something.” He dropped the picture again and Ariana snatched it before it had the chance to reach the floor.

“Show me,” she demanded.

The picture was the only link between them and whoever was following them. If he’d seen something that could help them figure out who it was, she needed to know.

Thomas rolled his eyes and pointed. “It’s just that dark smudge in the corner of the mirror. I thought it was the photographer, but it’s just ink from the printer or something.” Thomas reached for the white chocolate reindeer, peeling the edge of the tinfoil away. “Never thought I’d say this, but I’m starting to wish I’d gone home for Christmas.” He reached down to his ankle and touched it gingerly. “Definitely sprained.”

Ariana studied the picture, trying not to let his words sting. She knew his comment hadn’t meant anything, but it was hard not to take it personally.

“It’s nothing,” Thomas said again, biting off a giant antler. “Don’t waste your time.”

But Ariana’s pulse was quickening again. She stood up and brought the photo over to the window, where the soft morning light was starting to gain strength. Suddenly, the smudge, as Thomas had called it, came into focus. Ariana’s eyes widened in disbelief as she recognized the familiar pattern. The dark argyle plaid she’d seen just seconds ago, in the window on Drake’s fourth floor.

“Oh my God.” She brought her free hand to her mouth. Nervous energy rattled her insides. She should have known. How could she have been so stupid?

“What?” Thomas sat up straight.

“Sergei Tretyakov.” Her voice trembled with excitement.

“The Russian kid?” he asked incredulously.

“He’s Latvian.”

“Seriously? You want to argue about this?” For the first time since they’d escaped Ketlar, Ariana saw light dancing in Thomas’s eyes.

“That’s his sweater, in the corner of the mirror.” Ariana brought the photo over and dropped down to the floor again so that he could see it. “You were right. When he took the picture from the doorway, he accidentally got himself in the reflection.”

Thomas looked skeptical. “You sure about this? I mean, why would—”

“He’s always had a weird thing for me,” Ariana said, intoxicated by the discovery. Now that she knew who the perpetrator was, she could do something about it. “Remember—the kid was taking so many pictures of me at the Winter Ball, Daniel had to steal his camera!” Her voice brimmed with energy. It was all starting to come together. “He’s practically obsessed. So he breaks into my room and steals the picture of me. Somehow he figures out that I’m still on campus, and follows me around, leaving that photo of us in your room. It was his blood on my coat.”

“Wait, how would he find out you’re still around?” Thomas interrupted.

“I don’t know,” Ariana admitted. “Maybe he spotted us the other night in Hell Hall or something. He could have been there dropping off work like I was. And—oh my God. He was at North Face when I was—the hat outside the chapel must have been his!”

“Kid’s a little creepy.” Thomas shrugged, not looking quite convinced. “But why leave that picture for us to find? He’s too lame to pull off blackmail.”

“Only one way to find out,” she said. “We have to break into his room.”

“Oh, no,” Thomas groaned. “I’m staying right here.” He shrank away from her toward the wall.

She shook her head. “I can’t do this alone, Thomas. And Drake is his permanent dorm. We don’t even have to go outside.”

Relief seeped through her heart. Sergei was a lot of things, but intimidating wasn’t one of them. They could handle this. Together. She checked her watch. Two hours until breakfast.

“We’ll wait until everybody leaves for breakfast and sneak in.”

“I don’t really have a choice, do I?” Thomas handed her the half-empty bottle of water and tore into a Zone bar.

“No. You don’t,” she said happily.

Ariana brought the bottle to her lips and let the cool water slide down her throat, calming her. In less than two hours, they’d have their answers.



THE MISSION



“Can you walk?” Ariana glanced worriedly at Thomas’s ankle as they started up the basement stairs.

“Yeah.” He grimaced at the first few steps. “Nothing I can’t handle.” He gripped her face in his hands, a serious look suddenly hardening his features. “Your mission, Agent Osgood, is this: Break into the Russian’s room and make sure he’s not hiding your picture in there.” Thomas’s eyes danced with amusement. “Questions?”

“Thomas,” she giggled, “it’s not funny. This is serious. Now come on.” She held his hand as he limped slowly up the rest of the stairs.

“That’s Agent Pearson to you,” he retorted. “And I know it’s serious. Should you accept this mission, the path through the Russian’s room will be a dangerous one. There will be corduroy pants. There will be chess sets.”

“Again, Latvian.” Ariana rolled her ice blue eyes. “The Latvian’s room.”

“And worst of all, Agent Osgood, there will be . . .” Thomas paused dramatically, narrowing his eyes at her. “Argyle.”

“I think you’re still a little drugged, Agent Pearson,” Ariana said with a laugh.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Thomas said.

Ariana paused and leaned back against the stairwell, wanting to enjoy the lightness of the moment. After everything they had been through in the past two days, laughing with Thomas felt good. It felt normal. And, glancing out the windows, she noticed for the first time that morning how beautiful the campus looked underneath the thick covering of snow. It was as if someone had taken a white cashmere throw and tossed it casually over the grounds. The trees, the old stone buildings, the lampposts—everything was draped in pure white. Under the bright sunlight, Easton Academy looked innocent. Untouched.

“You ready?” she said finally, her hand on the door handle.

“Yep.” Thomas nodded, glancing suspiciously around the deserted basement. “Let’s move, Osgood.”

“You are such a dork,” she groaned. “When the guys get back to campus I’m going to tell all of them what a dork you are,” she lied. She wasn’t exactly sure which parts of this weekend she would ever divulge, but she was just having fun—and trying to keep her mind from wondering if the stalker really was Sergei and if he was actually dangerous.

Together they slipped into the darkened lobby of Drake House. Ariana lifted her index finger to her lips, motioning for Thomas to be quiet. He gave her an exaggerated nod and she had to concentrate to stifle a giggle while he checked the directory board to find Sergei’s room number.

“He’s on four,” Thomas said as he limped to the elevator.

In moments, Ariana found herself staring at a dorm door covered in photographs. Shots of the Easton Academy campus. Pictures of buildings, professors, and students. There was a shot of Noelle giving the camera the finger at the Winter Ball, a look of annoyance tinged with self-satisfaction on her face. A candid of Dash and Thomas, tossing a football across the quad. A picture of the entire student body, taken from the back of the Easton chapel during the last morning assembly. Brilliant red and blue light filtered through the stained glass and spilled over the students. It was a stunning image. All the images were, in their own way. Somehow, Sergei had managed to capture something about Easton that Ariana couldn’t name. What Easton was, who its students were, when no one was looking, when it was stripped of the polished veneer of money, prestige, and power. Sergei had captured what was underneath.

“There you are.” Thomas pointed.

Ariana’s breath caught in her throat. In the photo, she was leaning against the marble column at the Driscoll, staring up at the ceiling, the light from the crystal chandelier spilling over her face and hair. She couldn’t take her eyes away from the girl in that picture. There was an innocence about her that seemed foreign. That girl felt safe and secure in the world. She trusted that everything was going to work out for her in the end. Ariana felt an unexpected twinge of anger.

“Ariana?” Thomas rested his hand on her shoulder and she flinched.

“What?” she snapped. Her voice severed the space between them like a razor blade.

Thomas looked surprised. “Nothing. I just thought you wanted to get this over with.”

Ariana avoided his gaze. “You’re right. Let’s go.” She pushed Sergei’s door open and tried the light switch on the wall. It worked. “Power’s back on.”

Sergei’s room was sparse and perfectly organized. His books and notebooks were stacked in symmetrical piles on his desk, and his bed was made so tightly, Ariana wondered whether he had ever actually slept in it. The attention to detail was familiar—comforting, in a weird way. It was a lot like Ariana’s room.

A single photograph of an older-looking man and woman hung above his dresser. And sitting on his nightstand, next to a tiny travel alarm clock, was another photograph. A black-and-white photograph of Ariana, blowing a kiss to the camera.

“Found it.” She sank onto the edge of Sergei’s bed in disbelief, staring into her own eyes. No matter how sure she’d sounded earlier, part of her still hadn’t believed Sergei could do such a thing. He was so unassuming, so quiet. But who knew what churned beneath his calm exterior? For the first time since she’d spotted the telltale argyle in the picture of her and Thomas, she felt afraid.

Thomas collapsed onto the bed next to her. “Got the camera,” he said, holding up Sergei’s Nikon. “Your boyfriend must have given it back before he left.” He held it up so Ariana could see and pressed the display button at slow intervals. “But he let the Latvian keep his photos.”

Ariana stared at the glowing images on the display screen. Snapshots of her walking to class, clutching her books tightly to her chest. A picture of her and Noelle, laughing in the cafeteria. Countless images of her sitting alone, reading. And shot after shot of her at the Winter Ball. Nuzzling Daniel’s neck. Taking a sip of champagne. Twirling a lock of hair around her index finger.

She leaned against Thomas, suddenly feeling weak. “I had no idea he was this . . .” She couldn’t even finish her sentence. There must have been dozens of images of her in Sergei’s camera. Scrolling through them was like watching a slide show of her life for the past few months. Everything she’d done, everywhere she’d been, was right at her fingertips.

“Oh my God,” Ariana gasped.

The screen had just landed on a picture of her and Thomas as they entered the old chapel in the woods the other night, followed by a photo of Eli heading back in the direction of town. He’d probably caught the last train to Greenwich that night. Smart guy.

“I was right. He’s been following us this whole time,” she said, shoving the camera at Thomas. “What is wrong with him?”

She pushed away from the bed, clutching the framed picture in her hand. The familiar feeling of panic clawed at her once again, threatening to drag her under. If Sergei was capable of stalking her like this, what else could he do to her?

“Thomas, what if he is planning on blackmailing us?” Ariana said shakily. “He has dozens of pictures of us from the last two days. He could get us expelled in a heartbeat.”

“Ariana, it’s okay.” Thomas’s voice sounded far away. A loud beep emanated from the camera. “I just deleted all the files.”

“But he could have saved them on his computer. Or worse, an Internet account. That’s not a guarantee that—”

Thomas put the camera down and placed both hands on her shoulders. “It’s okay. We’ll take care of it.”

Ariana stared into Thomas’s eyes, but she barely heard him. Sergei could ruin everything. If she got expelled, her life would be over. She would never graduate from Easton, never get into Princeton, never have the life she and her mother had planned for her.

And she would never see Thomas again. She couldn’t let that happen. For the first time in her life, she was actually living. She was herself when she was with Thomas. Ariana, and nobody else. She couldn’t go back to the way things were before. Couldn’t go back to pretending. It would kill her.

Thomas was right. They were going to take care of this. Starting now.

Heart thundering, Ariana whirled around to the door and froze.

Sergei was standing in the doorway, his cold gaze fixed on her.



SO EASY



“You son of a bitch,” Thomas hissed, grimacing as he tried to put weight on his bad ankle.

There was something in Sergei’s dark eyes that sent tiny, electric chills through Ariana’s body. She recognized it instantly; the look that had surfaced in her mother’s eyes years ago and had never left. Desperation.

Sergei glanced from Thomas to Ariana to the photo in her hand, to the camera on his desk, and back again. Instantly, the desperation in his eyes morphed into fear. He turned from the doorway and ran.

“Sergei! Wait!” Ariana shouted, dropping the picture of herself on the bed and bolting for the door. She sprinted down the hallway behind Sergei. “We just want to talk to you!”

With every step, the gap between them widened. Ariana had never been much of an athlete, but she couldn’t let him get away.

“Kid’s fast,” Thomas huffed from behind her. His voice crackled with pain.

Ariana didn’t take the time to answer. She reached the stairwell and flew down the steps three at a time, slamming into the door at the foot of the stairs just as Sergei slammed it shut behind him. She smashed her fist against the heavy wood.

“Damnit!” She doubled over, gasping for breath.

“You okay?” Thomas was moving slowly down the steps one floor above. She looked up at him, feeling a sudden pang of guilt. She shouldn’t leave him alone in his condition.

“He’s getting away,” Ariana said desperately.

“Just go!” Thomas shouted, his voice bouncing down the stairwell. “I’ll catch up!”

Without another glance in his direction, Ariana threw open the back door and squinted against the glare of the sun’s reflection on the snow. Sergei had crossed the stretch of land behind Drake House and was headed into the woods. She gritted her teeth and followed with renewed determination. She would get to him. If he revealed those photos—the photos that showed her cheating on Daniel—she would lose everything. It wouldn’t matter that Daniel had lied or that he’d cheated first. All that would matter was that she cheated on Paige’s twin brother. She’d lose her friends, Billings, maybe even her mother. She would be a nothing.

Sergei disappeared into the thick covering of trees ahead. Every nerve in her body seized with terror. Reaching the edge of the woods, Ariana turned back for a moment to look for Thomas. He was limping slowly toward her, at least twenty-five yards behind. She inhaled a sharp breath and ducked past the line of trees into the woods.

The crunch of leaves and branches under Sergei’s feet slowed up ahead. He was getting winded and she was getting closer. She weaved through clusters of old pine trees and ducked underneath their heavy boughs, adrenaline propelling her forward. Sergei was just ahead, struggling against a branch thick with pine needles. He shoved past it and it whipped back in her direction, the tip of the branch slicing across her face.

She brought her hand to her numb cheek. When she pulled it away, her fingers were covered in blood. Stinging anger rose inside her. Why was he torturing her like this? Sergei had her whole life in his hands. Easton, Billings, her mother, and Thomas.

“Sergei!” she screamed, tears running down her cheeks “Stop! Please!” Her desperation was palpable, and it rose up in her throat, threatening to choke her. He hurried into the large clearing at the center of the woods. The lake stretched in front of them, silent and frozen.

Ariana had spent so much time around this lake since she’d come to Easton as a freshman. Bonfires with the other Billings Girls in the fall, stretching out on blankets with a bottle of white wine in the spring. The threat of getting caught had always sent a shiver of excitement down her spine, a kind of excitement she’d never felt when she’d lived at home. The threat she faced now filled her with gut-wrenching dread.

Sergei darted onto the frozen surface, then hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at her. She ran faster, the space between them diminishing with every step. Reaching toward him, she strained to grab the hem of his sweater. She was so close.

Suddenly, he stopped and turned around to face her. Before she realized what he had done, her body slammed into his. They tumbled onto the ice together. Her head cracked against the unforgiving surface, and she felt a searing pain at the base of her skull. The sounds of their heaving gasps throbbed in her ears.

And then another sound, this one sharp. Slow at first, then faster. The crackling sound of ice breaking underneath their weight.

Ariana screamed, flipping onto her stomach in time to see the ice give way under Sergei’s body.

“Oh my God,” Ariana gasped.

A look of surprise flashed across Sergei’s sweaty face right before he plunged into the gray water. Ariana instinctively slid backward, away from the hole that threatened to swallow them both, but Sergei’s fingers closed around her ankle.

“No! Let go of me!” Ariana screamed, clawing at the ice beneath her, leaving a jagged trail in the ice as Sergei pulled her closer and closer.

“Help!” Sergei croaked. “Help me!”

His grip was like a vice. She could see the freezing water getting closer as he thrashed with his free arm. In seconds he was going to pull her down with him. They were both going to die.

“Sergei, no!” Ariana choked. Fear honed her senses, and suddenly everything around her came into sharp focus. She reached down to her ankle and grabbed his hand, her fingers digging into his ashen skin. His face twisted in fear and pain.

“Please,” he gasped, thrashing in the water. “Help me! I don’t swim!”

His voice echoed in the silent clearing. The color was slipping rapidly from his cheeks. He couldn’t survive for more than a few minutes in the icy lake, and she wasn’t sure that she was strong enough to pull him to safety. She grabbed his forearm with her other hand and pulled as hard as she could.

“Hold on,” she groaned, leaning back with all her weight. She couldn’t silence the sound of her heart pounding in her chest. The sound of Sergei, screaming for help. The warmth in her mother’s voice that surfaced every time she mentioned Daniel. Thomas’s breath on her skin, the soft sound of him whispering her name while they lay in bed. The voices echoed in her mind, getting louder and louder. Closing in. Suffocating her.

You never know what people are capable of until they’re pushed to their edge, Ariana.

“Ariana!” Sergei begged.

“Shut up!” she screamed. The images he’d taken of her and Thomas flashed in mind. It was all too much. Too chaotic. She needed silence, time to think. Sergei’s grip loosened slightly, and she looked down at him. A bluish-gray tint had crept into his skin. He mumbled something about his photographs, looking up at her with wide, pleading eyes. A gnawing sensation at the back of her mind told her that it wasn’t too late to help him. To save him.

But those pictures. Why had he taken them? What did he want for his silence? What would he make her do to keep quiet? Her life was on the line here. He’d backed her into a corner.

“Please.” Sergei’s voice was a whimper now.

She locked eyes with him. And suddenly everything became clear.

Slowly, deliberately, Ariana released her grip on his arm. Sergei’s eyes went wide as she placed her hand on his dark, wet head, and pushed. Pushed with all her strength. He struggled for a moment. Just for a moment. But he was weak. And before long he slipped silently underneath the ice. His eyes dark, unblinking, stared up at her from under the glassy gray surface. And then he was gone. Vanished. As if he had never existed.

A thin film of new ice was forming over the hole he’d fallen through. She stared at her reflection in the icy water, sinking into the silence that hung heavy over the clearing. A strange warmth settled over her as she sat on the ice.

It had been so easy. She had taken control back. She’d get to keep Billings, her mother, Thomas. She’d have time to figure it all out perfectly. And with that thought, her mind was finally calm. Free. The voices had quieted.

All but one.

“Ariana!” Thomas’s voice boomed across the lake, and she glanced up to see him limping toward her. “What happened? Where’s Sergei?”

“Stay there!” she yelled. “The ice isn’t thick enough!”

Thomas froze, and she pushed herself slowly across the ice, careful to stay low. When she reached him at the edge of the lake, she wrapped her arms around his legs, squeezing them tight. He was here. And they were safe.



EVERYTHING



“We have to get out of here. Now,” Ariana rasped, grabbing Thomas and pulling him back toward campus. Away from the lake. Away from Sergei’s body.

“Ariana.” He grabbed her arm, refused to let her run. “You have to tell me what happened out there.”

She searched his face. Took in his furrowed brow, the way his mouth twitched slightly. He could never know the truth. He wouldn’t understand.

“He grabbed me. He . . . he tried to hit me,” she said. There was a waver in her voice. Good. It sounded like she was scared, trembling. Really, she was waiting. Waiting for the gravity of what had just happened to weigh her down, drag her under. Waiting for the guilt to suffocate her. Just waiting for the calm to break. Waiting to feel.

But all she felt was . . . peace. It had been so easy. All her problems gone—just like that.

“He tried to hit you?” Thomas repeated.

“I managed to shove him off of me, but when he hit the ice it broke underneath him.” Her voice was steady and calm, and the explanation slipped from her lips with little effort. “He fell in and I tried to save him, but I wasn’t strong enough.”

For a brief moment, she thought she saw uncertainty in Thomas’s eyes, felt him shrink away. But then he was holding her, pulling her close.

“Your face,” he whispered when he pulled away. He reached out and touched her cheek where the pine branch had sliced her skin. “Is that where he—”

Ariana nodded. She pulled in a choppy breath, pleased by how broken she sounded despite her Zen-like peace.

“We have to tell the police,” Thomas said.

Ariana pulled away. “No!”

“What? Why not? Ariana, someone died. We’re the only people that know what happened,” Thomas said. He folded his shaking hands over his chest. “We have to do something.”

“Thomas, please.” Ariana forced herself to sound weak, vulnerable. “If we call the police, we’ll have to explain everything. We’ll be expelled. Maybe arrested. And my mother, your parents . . . what about your third strike?”

Thomas’s blue eyes hardened and Ariana knew she’d hit home. Thomas’s survival instinct had kicked in. He needed to protect himself—and her. She was just as important to him as he was to her. She knew it was true.

“Shit. Okay. Okay. You’re right.” Thomas pushed his hand through his hair, his eyes rimmed in red. “Okay. We have to get out of here.” He gripped her hand tight. “I can’t fucking believe this.”

His face twisted in pain as he leaned on his bad ankle and they started the trek back. Ariana relished the feel of his warm hand over hers as they made their way through the trees. Everything was fine. She was with Thomas and everything was going to be fine. It was romantic, even, this early morning walk through the woods. So serene, so peaceful. They should do this every morning once school was back in session. . . .

“We have to leave campus,” Thomas said softly. “Separate for a while.”

“What?”

Ariana was floored by the suggestion, by the sudden break in her happy thoughts. Her body tensed with anger and she stopped abruptly. How could he be so quick to leave her, after everything they’d been through together? After what she had just done for them? For him? He couldn’t just leave her alone.

“No.” Her voice was like ice. “We can’t. I won’t do it,” she said as she stared through him.

“We have to.” Thomas started to take a step toward her, but something stopped him. He looked at her uncertainly. Was that fear in his eyes? What did he have to be afraid of? “We don’t have a choice, Ariana. They’re going to figure out Sergei’s missing and question everyone who was on campus. If they find out we were here, we’re more than screwed.”

“I know that,” she snapped. “But I’m not going to leave you now, Thomas. Not when we just found each other,” she said more calmly.

Thomas snorted a laugh. “Just found each other? What is this, some kind of cheesy soap opera?”

Ariana’s eyes smoldered with anger. She clutched her arm, digging into her jacket sleeve with her fingernails. “Don’t mock me,” she said tersely.

Thomas blinked. “I’m not.”

“Yes, you are!” Ariana shouted, startling a crow out of its perch in a nearby tree—sending it squawking toward the sky.

She stared into his eyes and waited, her teeth clenched. He loved her. She knew he did. He had to love her. Because if he didn’t . . .

Thomas gazed back at her for a long moment. Looked at her as if he was seeing her for the first time. Finally, he stepped forward and took her hand. “I don’t want to be away from you either. But Ariana, please. Be reasonable. If I get caught, I’ll lose everything. My family, my friends, my inheritance . . .” He looked deep into her eyes and touched her face with his cold hand. “I’ll lose you.”

Ariana’s heart surged. He did love her. She knew it. She slipped her arms under his and held him tight.

“Okay,” she whispered, gripping him tighter with each passing second. His body shook against hers. “Whatever you want to do. We’ll be fine.” She lifted her face to his and kissed him. “Trust me. No one will ever know.”

“Okay.” Thomas exhaled a shaky breath. His eyes were glassy. “Now let’s get out of here.”

He slung his arm over her shoulder and, leaning into each other, they limped toward campus. Ariana breathed evenly, deliberately, letting the cold, fresh air cleanse her. With every step, she left Sergei farther behind. Every moment that passed would put more distance between them, until he was nothing but a vague memory, a kid who might have gone to Easton Academy once. A fading image in an old, yellowed photograph.



HARDEST THING



An hour later they stood together at the corner of the main intersection in downtown Easton. The streets were blanketed in darkness, save for the tiny orbs of light from the streetlamps on every corner. Ariana leaned against the cold iron base of one of the lampposts, staring numbly past Thomas to the other side of the street. The boutiques had closed hours ago. Mannequins frozen in unnatural poses gaped at her from the other side of darkened windows. She shivered as a sharp wind whipped around the corner, carrying gusts of powdered snow with it.

“Say something,” Thomas pleaded, kicking at the dirty ice that had accumulated along the edge of the brick-lined sidewalk. He stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets, peering worriedly at her from under his wool hat.

“What do you want me to say?” Ariana couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Did he want her to say that she wasn’t ready for this? That she wanted just one more night with him before she had to leave? That the thought of going to Vermont to be with Daniel made her chest feel so tight she thought she might explode? She’d said all of those things. But she was still standing at the corner, her bag slung over her shoulder, the minutes they had left together slipping past her like the wind. She had to remind herself that what they had planned was worth it.

They had talked everything through as they’d made the trek downtown. Trains were running again because it had finally stopped snowing, and already several inches had melted off. Even though she hated the cold, Ariana would have stayed snowed in forever if it meant being with Thomas. But they had to stick to the plan. If Ariana were to break up with Daniel now and start seeing Thomas, it would raise suspicions. Especially in Paige, who would undoubtedly spend most of break grilling Ariana about exactly where she’d been and what she’d done. So Thomas had decided—well, they had decided together, really—to let all this mess with Sergei die down. They could still sneak around this year, but she’d have to wait until the summer to break up with Daniel. Then she and Thomas could be together in September. Daniel and Paige would be gone, and they could just start dating, like it was brand-new. They would spend their senior year together, as a real couple. Just her and Thomas.

“I don’t know what I want you to say. Anything, I guess.” Thomas reached out to touch her face, and she started as his fingertips grazed her cheek. Her skin felt raw. The cold was like sandpaper, scraping away her protective layers. Leaving her exposed.

Silently, Ariana wrapped her thin camel coat tight around her frame to block the wind, but it didn’t help. She thought longingly of her white winter coat, now a pile of ashes in the clearing on the hill. She had gone back there, to the place where she and her friends had partied on so many warm autumn nights, and burned all the evidence of her two days on campus. The first thing she would do in Vermont was buy a new winter coat.

Thomas moved closer to her, resting his ungloved hands on her shoulders. Cupping her neck, her jaw, with his hands.

“Look at me,” he ordered. She did as she was told. Looked him right in the eye. “I don’t want to do this either. You know that, right?”

“I know.” She nodded, letting him pull her close. She knew he was right, knew this was the only way. And she wasn’t making this any easier for him.

“You remember what you’re going to tell them?” he asked gently.

“That I got caught in a motel on the border of Connecticut for two nights because of the snow,” she repeated robotically.

“Good.” He gave her a rare, sincere smile. “It’s only two weeks, naughty girl. We can do two weeks, right?”

He nudged her foot with his. The sound of that nickname, that stupid nickname, brought tears to her eyes. She wiped them away with the back of her hand. Two weeks in Vermont sounded like an eternity. But it was the only way she’d have an alibi. People to vouch for where she’d been over break. Even if those people had to be Daniel and Paige Ryan.

“Don’t call me naughty girl,” she joked lamely.

“Please. You love it.” Thomas grinned. But his eyes were blank. Dead. And for the first time, she saw that he was just as miserable as she was. “I want you to have something.” He reached into his pocket. It was the old New York City subway token he’d been fiddling with at the Winter Ball. He pressed it into her hand. “I’ve carried this around forever. It’s lucky. It’ll be our thing, our symbol or whatever.”

The sound of sirens punctured the night air, and Ariana froze as two police cruisers sped down the street toward them in a blur. Red and blue light slipped across Thomas’s face, then disappeared.

“You don’t think—” Ariana began, her voice shaking.

“Hey. You have to keep it together, okay?” He pulled her closer, lowering his mouth to her ear. “They won’t find him,” he said softly. “And even if they do, they won’t think to ask either one of us about it. I was on my way to New York, and you were on your way to Vermont.”

“On my way to Vermont,” she echoed. As if repeating the words would make them true.

“To Daniel,” Thomas said somberly.

A fresh wave of tears sprang to her eyes. She knew what he meant. Daniel was going to expect her to have sex with him. Could she actually go to Vermont and do that? Could she sleep with Daniel, tell him she loved him, when all she wanted to do was be with Thomas? The thought of lying in bed next to Daniel made her stomach lurch.

Ariana pressed her cheek against Thomas’s warm wool jacket and leaned into him. In that moment all she wanted was to be with him. To leave Easton and Billings, Daniel and her mother, behind. Start over. Just her and Thomas. No one else.

“Hey,” she murmured into his chest, “want to come with me? I hear there’s this really exclusive resort there.”

“I wish.” Thomas kissed the top of her head and held her face in his hands. “Just remember that you’re not just some name on a list, Ariana. You’re better than that. You deserve better than that.”

A white taxi with a green-checkered border turned the corner and slowed at the curb and suddenly, Ariana couldn’t breathe. It was as if the air had been sucked out of her lungs, leaving her deflated.

Thomas kissed her. Hard. Frantic, she tried to memorize everything about him. The lines of his body under her fingertips, and the softness of his lips. The way that lock of hair fell into his face and brushed against her forehead. She didn’t want to lose any of it.

He pulled away and kissed her lightly on the nose. “You gonna be okay?”

She nodded slowly.

“See you in two weeks,” he said, pulling open the door of the cab.

“Two weeks.”

Somehow, Ariana made herself pull away from him, even though the pain in her heart was excruciating. She slipped into the backseat, and the slam of the cab door made her jump. Thomas stood on the sidewalk, gazing down at her through the foggy window. Ariana grasped at the memory of his kiss.

The cab lurched, forcing her to face forward. When she turned around again, Thomas was gone.

“Where you headed?” the cabbie asked gruffly from the front seat.

“Train station,” she replied flatly.

A Christmas tree–shaped air freshener swung from the rearview mirror, filling the cab with the thick stench of pine. Traces of cigarette smoke and sweat seemed to rise up from the torn leather seats. Breathing through her mouth to block the stench, Ariana pulled Mr. Holmes’s cell phone from her coat pocket. She blocked the number before dialing.

“Hello?” Daniel answered after the first ring.

“It’s me.” Ariana kept her voice low.

“Who is this? Wait a minute. You sound familiar. A little like my girlfriend.” Ariana couldn’t decide whether Daniel sounded relieved or angry. She decided she didn’t have the energy to care.

“It was the storm. I couldn’t get out,” she replied, her words clipped.

“My parents keep asking about you. Asking when you’re coming. Don’t really know what to tell them, Ariana.”

Annoyed. Definitely annoyed.

“I’ll be there tonight.” Already she felt tired.

“Tonight?” The edge in Daniel’s voice suddenly softened. “I’ll meet you at the station. What time does your train get in?”

She heard rustling papers over the familiar sound of ESPN in the background.

“I don’t know yet,” she said quickly. “Don’t bother coming to the station. It’ll be late. I’ll meet you at the lodge, okay?”

She screwed her eyes shut, praying that Daniel would agree. She needed time. Time to transform herself into the sweet, smiling girlfriend she’d have to play for the next two weeks. The more time she had, the better.

“You sure?” Daniel sounded uncertain.

“Yeah. I’ll call you when I get to the lobby.”

“Okay. So I’ll see you when you get here,” Daniel paused, and silence buzzed over the line. “I love you, Ariana.”

She felt every muscle in her body tighten. “Me too,” she managed.

Without another word, she flipped the phone closed and shoved it in her pocket. Her fingers hit the subway token. She smiled and took off her necklace, placing the token next to the fleur-de-lis, and refastened the chain around her neck.



WORTH IT
JANUARY OF JUNIOR YEAR



It was late Sunday afternoon when Daniel and Ariana’s cab pulled through Easton’s gates. Most of the snow had melted over the rest of break. Ariana’s heart jumped with excitement as the cabdriver navigated his way expertly around the front circle, avoiding pockets of students dragging designer suitcases in their wake.

She turned toward the window and shook her head at the sight of London Simmons and Vienna Clark, the sophomores whose copy-and-paste style had quickly earned them the nickname the Twin Cities. The girls struggled with hot pink Chanel suitcases, their faces scarlet with effort. Or second-degree burns, judging from their identical sunglass tans and the bottle of duty-free rum peeking out of Vienna’s Halston beach tote.

“What’s that smile for?” Daniel slipped his arm around her shoulders. It felt heavy, like it was filled with lead.

Ariana shrugged, itching to be away from his touch but forcing herself to grin at him. “Just glad to be back.”

Daniel groaned, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet as the cab slowed to a stop.

“Not me. Two weeks went by way too fast.”

He fished a fifty out of his wallet and handed it to the driver, then jumped out and hurried around to the other side to open Ariana’s door.

“Thank you,” Ariana said sweetly, stepping onto the curb.

The crisp winter air sent a shiver of anticipation down her spine. Every day for two weeks, she’d fantasized about this moment. Getting back to Easton. Getting back to Thomas. She glanced down at her watch, adjusting it against the glare of the late afternoon sun.

“Want to go into town for dinner?” Daniel was standing idly by as the cabdriver lugged each of their bags from the trunk and tossed them on the curb. “I’m starving.”

“No,” she said, too quickly. Realizing her mistake, she forced a yawn. “I’m just really exhausted.”

She tugged anxiously at the puke green cashmere scarf Daniel’s mom had given her for Christmas. She’d felt obligated to wear it during the entire trip, and now it felt like it was tightening around her throat.

Daniel frowned. “Okay. Then lunch tomorrow?” Effortlessly, he picked up a duffel bag bulging with ski equipment and slung it over one shoulder.

“Sure. Sounds fun,” Ariana conceded, her heart sinking. She picked up her bag, stealing another glance at her watch as they headed toward Billings.

“Got someplace to be?” Daniel smirked. She hated when he looked at her like that. Like she was a child he kept around for his amusement.

“Almost past my bedtime,” she joked, forcing a laugh. An overwhelming sense of relief surfaced as she saw Billings looming ahead. Her escape. “So I’ll see you tomorrow?” she said hastily, her steps quickening.

Daniel nodded, and she watched him disappear in the crowds of students swarming around the dorms.

Ariana waited for a few agonizing minutes before running up the front steps of Billings. Throwing open the front door, she tossed her bag in the entryway, then sprinted back down the steps and through the maze of dorms, tuning out the idle holiday gossip that buzzed around her. As she passed Drake and neared Ketlar, she scanned the pockets of students around her, searching for any sign of Daniel. Good. He was nowhere to be found.

Gwendolyn Hall stretched just beyond the line of trees at the edge of campus. Easton’s oldest building had been deserted years ago, and Ariana had never had reason to venture inside. She stared up at the infamous façade. The frozen, overgrown weeds and brush beneath the boarded-up windows seemed to be reaching up like wiry fingers, threatening to strangle the old landmark. Two crumbling stone benches flanked the entrance, hidden by overgrown trees and shrubs. Cautiously, she lowered herself onto the closest bench, checking her watch again. The only sound she heard was that of her own foot tapping against the cracked cement walkway.

“Could’ve warned me you were planning on showing up fashionably late.”

Ariana heard his voice before she saw him. She leaped to her feet, looking around her.

Finally, Thomas emerged from the side of the building. His hair was shorter on the sides and he looked older, somehow. Broader. Even more perfect.

She almost tripped over a jagged piece of cement on the ground as she ran toward him. When she threw himself into his arms, he staggered under her momentum.

“Easy!” He laughed, kissing her face, her hair.

“You have no idea how much I missed you,” Ariana breathed.

“Come on. Only door that isn’t boarded up leads to the basement.”

He tugged her hand and led her around the side of the building, through the dead brush that lined the walls. Thomas gripped the door handle and yanked it open, ducking through the doorway. She followed him into the deserted basement. Musty, damp air hung thick around them. She unwound the ugly scarf from around her neck and slipped out of her new, light blue Dior coat. It took about two seconds for her to give up on finding a clean place to lay them, and she tossed them over a dusty chair in the corner. That was what dry cleaners were for.

“I felt like I was going crazy.” Ariana pulled the wooden door closed behind them. Slivers of dusty light from the setting sun filtered through its cracks, painting red slashes across their bodies.

“Me too.” Thomas pinned her to the stone wall, tugging her sweater over her head. He ran his fingers through her hair; kissed her on the mouth, the neck, along her collarbone. She hadn’t felt like this the whole time she’d been in Vermont. She had missed feeling the way she did when she was with Thomas. Missed feeling alive, free. “At least you didn’t have to spend two weeks holed up in your parents’ co-op with your moron of a brother.”

“Awwww. Poor thing,” she said with a laugh. “Life on the Upper East Side must be so hard.”

He shrugged out of his coat and yanked his sweater off over his head. “Like you were roughing it in Vermont,” he said, his hands traveling over her skin.

Her body tensed under his touch. The last person she wanted to think about when she was with Thomas was Daniel. She wanted to forget about the last two weeks with the Ryans, let the memory of everything that had happened between Daniel and her evaporate, like her breath in the winter air.

“What’s wrong?” Thomas breathed into her ear. He pressed his hands against her hips, guiding her through the maze of student desks piled high around the basement. Her legs backed into an old oak desk shoved against the far wall, and he lifted her onto it. “You okay?”

“Of course,” she said quickly, slipping her arms around him and pulling him close. “I’m fine.”

Suddenly, a familiar buzzing sound escaped from her back pocket.

“My phone,” she gasped.

“Ignore it.”

“I can’t.” She yanked the phone out and her heart sank. Paige Ryan was calling her. She pressed her palms against his chest and pushed him gently away. “I have to get back.”

“Oh.” Realization slipped over Thomas’s face. “Got a hot date?”

He backed off quickly, grabbing his sweater off the floor.

“No, it’s just Paige,” she said. “She’s going to start wondering where I am, and she already asked soooo many questions over break about what I did by myself in a motel for two days and—”

“It’s fine,” he said, leaning in to kiss her lightly on the lips.

“I know this sneaking around sucks, but it’s kind of exciting, too,” she said suggestively, looking up at him through her thick lashes.

“Sure,” Thomas said as he got dressed.

Adrenaline still pulsed through Ariana, and every cell in her body screamed for her to stay with Thomas. To forget about Daniel.

“It’s all going to be worth it,” she said, reaching for his belt loop and pulling him to her. “We just have to wait it out until the fall, and then we can be together, right?”

“Right,” Thomas replied with another quick kiss.

“And in the meantime, we can keep meeting up here,” she said coyly. “Like tomorrow? Around five? Maybe we can finish what we just started.”

She pulled him closer to her and bit his bottom lip playfully. Thomas grinned.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She kissed him deeply, digging her nails into his hair and holding him tightly until she finally broke away. Smiling, Ariana picked up her sweater and coat and quickly redressed.

“If there’s one thing you should know about me, Thomas Pearson, it’s that I don’t like unfinished business,” she said, dusting the dirt off her coat. “I always see everything through to the very end.”

“Good to know,” Thomas said groggily.

She tugged on the front of his coat and pulled him in for a final kiss. “See you later.”

Ariana stepped outside and took a deep breath. She hated leaving Thomas, but they both knew that she had to go. Paige couldn’t start asking questions again.

Trudging around the side of Gwendolyn Hall, Ariana ducked under low tree branches and stepped through brown grass matted with snow. Gray clouds had started to shift slowly over campus, casting smoky shadows over the looming buildings that dotted the grounds. In the eerie afternoon light, Easton Academy looked deserted. Ariana braced herself against a sudden gust of wind, trying to ignore the feeling of dread that began to weigh on her as she headed back toward Billings. She hadn’t even thought about what she’d say when she saw Noelle. Noelle, who could read her with a single glance.

Ariana steeled herself and headed into the wind. The next few months were going to be one big act. It wouldn’t be easy, she knew, but her hard work would pay off in September. In September, when she and Thomas would finally be together for real. Forever.



NO GOOD REASON



Ariana shifted uncomfortably in the vinyl booth, staring at the laminated menu in front of her. She had agreed to meet Daniel for lunch after her morning class. Predictably, he’d chosen 24/7, an overcrowded diner that served greasy burgers and fries to Easton Academy students twenty-four hours a day. In all the time that she and Daniel had been together, they’d never tried another restaurant for lunch. Never mind the fact that the only vegetarian dishes on the menu were the fries and a weak attempt at a side salad. He had never once asked if she wanted to try something different. And she had never complained.

“Order up!” a cook yelled from behind the counter, startling her. She checked her watch. Daniel was ten minutes late. She’d give him five more minutes before she headed back to campus. They had been back for less than a day, and already he was keeping her waiting.

“Hey, babe.” Daniel appeared next to her, leaning down to give her a quick peck. His lips were rough against her cheek. “Sorry I’m late. Coach wanted to see me after class.” He slid into the booth across from her and rested his hands on top of hers, giving them a squeeze. “Been here long?” His cheeks were flushed from the cold.

Ariana shook her head, trying to shake the disappointment she felt at the very sight of him.

“I was running late too,” she said with a small smile.

She lifted her hand to her chest, touching the subway token that hung on the chain beneath her cashmere turtleneck, and searched Daniel’s face for any sign that he knew. Nothing.

“Good.” He pulled a menu from behind the silver napkin dispenser and opened it on the table. “God, it feels good in here. It’s freezing out there,” he said, rubbing his hands together and blowing into them. “Did you hear about your little friend Sergei?”

Ariana’s heart all but stopped. Daniel glanced up at her.

“They found his body in the lake. Idiot went up there by himself and apparently drowned.” Daniel sounded amused.

“That’s awful,” Ariana said, forcing her features into a look of surprised horror even as relief flooded her body. An accidental drowning.

Perfect.

Daniel’s brow knit. Suddenly he was all serious. “I know. But it makes you think, doesn’t it? Could have been one of us. We’re up there all the time. Someone could stagger out there drunk and bam!”

Ariana jumped in her seat.

“The ice breaks and that’s it. Over,” he said, shaking his head as he looked at the menu.

“Well, maybe we should start hanging out somewhere else,” Ariana suggested, her mouth dry.

“Yeah. Maybe.”

Ariana’s skin felt tight. She closed her eyes against the garish light that poured over them from the swinging lamps overhead. She hated everything about being in this place with him: the sound of screaming children and cooks yelling out orders, the dizzying black-and-white checkered floor, the smell of grease hanging thick in the stale air. She took a slow, deep breath.

Why did she have to do this? No one gave a crap about Sergei. Daniel had just made that perfectly clear. So why, why, why was she here?

Ariana clutched her arm and breathed in and out.

Keep it together. This is all for Thomas. I have to stick to the plan. There’s too much at risk.

“Anyhow, Coach told me he got a call from the head coach at Harvard the other day,” Daniel said. “They want me to play there in the fall. The guy said he was really impressed with what he saw when he came down for homecoming.” He closed his menu and slid it to the edge of the table.

“That’s great,” she said brightly, resting her forearms on the table between them and leaning toward him. “I’m really proud of you.” The words spilled from her mouth effortlessly, as if they’d been scripted.

“Only problem is, my dad doesn’t want me to play during my first semester.” Daniel lifted the gigantic plastic cup in front of him and took a polite sip of water. “He thinks it’ll be too much of a distraction.”

“And what do you think?” Ariana asked. She stole a glance at the ugly, neon-lit clock on the far side of the diner. If they hurried, she could be back on campus and with Thomas in half an hour.

He shrugged. “Don’t know. It’s gonna be a rough semester. Taking orgo and biology at the same time is really gonna blow. So maybe my dad is right.” He laced his fingers together on the table and flashed her a mischievous smile. “He was right about you, anyway.”

“Hmmm?” Ariana tipped her head slightly to the side. A loose lock of hair fell across her face, and Daniel reached over to brush it away. “What did he say about me?”

“He loved you.” Daniel beamed. “Both my parents did. They wouldn’t get off my case. Kept asking why I hadn’t brought you home sooner.” He reached for her hand. “And they really loved your accent.” He grinned.

“Works like a charm,” she said in an exaggerated southern drawl, warmth crawling from her neck into her cheeks. “I really liked them, too,” she lied.

“They want to get your parents to Southampton some time in August.” Daniel’s eyes widened as he realized his mistake. “I mean, your mom. Or your dad. Whatever.” He cleared his throat and pressed his palms into his wool pants. “Do they, like, ever do stuff together?” he hedged.

Ariana’s face burned with embarrassment. “Occasionally.”

Very occasionally, she added silently.

She felt the familiar protective walls rising around her, and it did not feel good. She’d been so open about her parents with Thomas that she had to remind herself to be guarded with Daniel. He would never understand—not that she even wanted him to.

“Well, I’m sure they’d do this,” Daniel said. “I mean, if they knew how important it was to you.”

Not important at all, you mean? Ariana thought wryly.

“I’m sure,” she said.

“Good. Anyway, my parents asked how serious we were. They wanted to know what our plans were for next year.” He looked relieved to be changing the subject, but as far as Ariana was concerned, this one wasn’t any better.

Ariana bristled. “What did you tell them?”

She had to concentrate to keep from tugging at the neck of her sweater. It felt like the diner was getting warmer with every passing second. Like it was a giant oven, and someone was slowly turning up the heat. Torturing her.

“I told them we’d make it work long-distance, and that you’d probably spend most weekends up in Cambridge.” He paused, searching her face. “I told them I loved you.”

Weekends in Cambridge? They’d never discussed how they would handle next year. She already had a plan for next year, and it didn’t involve Daniel.

“I love you, too.” The words sounded cold, mechanical, coming from her mouth. But Daniel didn’t seem to notice.

“Then it’s settled,” he said smugly.

Vomit. Barf. Heave.

Ariana imagined Thomas laughing at her inner dialogue and tried not to smile.

“Oh. And I also told my parents that you were unbelievable in bed,” he said, deadpan. “In fact, maybe we should head back to my bed right now. It so needs to be christened.”

Already taken care of, Ariana thought wryly. Thomas would have loved it if she said that out loud.

“What do you think?” Daniel asked.

“Daniel!” she hissed, feigning offense.

“Sorry. Couldn’t resist,” he said with a wolfish smile.

Ariana clucked her tongue and shook her head, which was exactly what the old her would have done. What she really wanted to do was tell him she knew all about his conquest list and smack him across the face. But she couldn’t. Not yet. Instead, she watched him over the top of her menu as he looked around for a waitress.

Daniel was such an idiot. He believed that she loved him, and that she’d still been a virgin when she’d slept with him over break. Having sex with him had put her in control, and he didn’t even know it. He was the naïve one. Not her.

“Does anybody work here?” he said to Ariana. He sighed in frustration. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll be right back and then we can order.”

He slid out of the booth and ambled over to the restroom. Ariana watched him go with a smirk. She loved being in control.

She felt someone lingering next to the booth, and she glanced up to see a tall, pretty brunette staring down at her.

“Hi. I’ll have a small salad and a tea, but I’m not sure what he wants,” Ariana said, glancing toward the bathroom.

The girl smiled condescendingly. “I’m not your waitress, Ariana,” she said. “But if I had to guess what your boyfriend wants, I’d say it’d probably be a girlfriend who doesn’t cheat on him the second he turns his back.”

“What?” Ariana’s blood ran cold. Okay, there was no way she’d just heard the girl correctly. The diner was loud and crowded, and the girl must have somehow mistaken her for someone else. That was the only explanation. But how had she known Ariana’s name?

“What? You don’t agree?” the girl said blithely. Her voice was gravelly. Distinctive.

Ariana opened her mouth to speak, but the only sound that escaped was a sort of dry, strangled cough. She pressed her palms against her seat to steady herself. But her hands were slick with sweat, and they slid from the vinyl surface.

The girl lowered herself into Daniel’s seat. “He’s going to hurt you,” she said simply.

Her words sliced through Ariana like a sharpened blade. She studied the girl’s face: the gray eyes, the smooth, pale skin, the glossy brown hair that tumbled around her shoulders. Despite her pretty face, the girl had a harder edge than most Easton students. She wore a leather bomber jacket and an old wool cap. A threadbare navy scarf peeked out from under her collar.

Ariana steeled herself, faking nonchalance. Pretending that the very sight of this girl, the sound of her voice, didn’t send chills down her spine. They both knew better.

“I can handle myself with Daniel,” Ariana said.

“I’m not talking about Daniel. I’m talking about Thomas.” The girl laced her fingers together on the table and leaned forward. A red, angry cut ran the length of her right hand. “I’m starting to think you’re not as smart as everyone says.”

“Thomas?” The room started to spin around her. She’d heard that voice before, but where? She tried desperately to place it. But her mind had gone blank with fear.

“He’s not who you think he is,” the girl said quietly. “Even if he did make you pancakes or light candles to keep you warm at night.” She was staring right through Ariana with those glassy gray eyes. “Even if he promises to keep your secrets.”

Ariana’s mouth was completely dry, as if someone had filled it with sawdust. She tried to swallow but couldn’t. What did this girl know? And how did she know it? Ariana raised her hand to the subway token again

“Of course, I never made that promise.” The girl chuckled to herself, flicking her hair over one shoulder.

Ariana flinched. Was that a threat? Was this girl going to hurt her? Or worse, hurt Thomas? She cast a frantic glance toward the restrooms. Her first instinct was to search for Daniel. To find someone, anyone, who could protect her. But she stopped herself. Daniel could never, ever find out about this girl. She knew too much. More than too much. She knew everything.

But how?

“Don’t bother,” the girl said smoothly, without turning around. “I’ll be gone before he gets back.”

Ariana felt as if someone had bound and gagged her. She was mute, powerless. At the mercy of this stranger. She swallowed the thick lump in her throat.

“Who are you?” she finally managed, her voice strained and unfamiliar. She was definitely no longer in control. She tried to fight the nausea that rose up in her stomach. This wasn’t happening. It wasn’t possible. The nightmare was supposed to be over, dealt with. “What do you want?”

“It doesn’t matter who I am. But what I want is Thomas,” the girl snapped. Suddenly, her eyes were ablaze with light. It was as if the very mention of Thomas’s name had brought her to life. Ariana clutched her own arm under the table, held on for dear life. “And he used to want me. Everything was perfect. We loved each other. And then one day, he told me that he still loved me, but that things were too complicated between us.” She blinked, her eyes boring through Ariana. “And then he found you.”

Ariana shook her head slowly. This girl wasn’t making any sense. Sure, Thomas had a reputation on campus, a reputation for getting around. But this girl definitely wasn’t an Easton student. Ariana didn’t recognize her face. But that voice . . .

“I always knew I was going to get him back.” A faint, faraway smile surfaced on the girl’s lips. “You’re just a blip. We were meant for each other.”

The girl was insane. “Thomas is with me now,” Ariana said, trying to keep her voice level. She slipped her hand into her bag, and her fingers closed around a pen. “Not you.”

“That’s what you think,” the girl said, laughing strangely. “But you’re going to stay away from him. Unless you want your other boyfriend to find out about what you’ve been up to.”

Ariana said nothing, gripping the pen so tightly that her hand began to tingle, numbness slipping over it.

“You remember, don’t you? All those things you did. Things that I’m sure Daniel would be very interested in. The sex . . .” The girl shook her head slowly. “The murder. That poor boy,” she murmured. “The police would probably appreciate an anonymous tip as to exactly who he was with out on that lake and exactly how he ‘drowned.’”

“How do you know all this?” Ariana’s voice was barely audible.

“I keep my eyes open,” the girl replied. “Of course, it’s completely up to you whether I go to the cops or not.” The girl leaned across the table, her cold eyes just inches away. “Just remember—you’re on thin ice. And, if memory serves, that’s a dangerous place to be.”

She leaned back, laughing at her sick, twisted joke. As she stood up, she tugged a scarf out of her jacket collar with her cut-up hand and wound it around her neck. A dark navy argyle scarf.

Ariana gasped, recognizing the fabric.

“Stay away from him,” she said under her breath, resting her hand on Ariana’s shoulder. She squeezed tight, digging her nails into Ariana’s skin. “I won’t ask you again.”

And then she was gone.

Ariana sank, lifeless, into the booth. Within seconds, the realization of what had just happened sank in. Her hands started to tremble, then her arms, her legs, her feet. Soon, her entire body was shaking, racked with fear and guilt and shame.

That girl had a dark navy argyle scarf. Just like in the picture of her and Thomas kissing in Daniel’s room. The argyle material swam before her eyes as heat surged through her body. Sergei hadn’t taken the picture of Ariana and Thomas. Now that she thought about it, the picture of her and Thomas kissing in Daniel’s room hadn’t even been on his camera. How could have she been so stupid? He hadn’t been the one screwing with their minds, making Easton’s campus a living hell.

Suddenly, Ariana couldn’t breathe. All she could hear were Sergei’s pleas. Him asking her to help him. Begging her. Saw his eyes go blank as he sank beneath the surface of the lake.

It hadn’t been him. But he had died anyway. Murdered. Ariana had murdered him for no good reason.

No. No, no, no.

It had all been for nothing.

She clawed at the neck of her sweater and fumbled for the water glass in front of her, knocking it clear off the table. The family at the counter turned to stare.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

Out . . . two . . . three . . .

In . . . two . . .three . . .

Out . . . two . . . three . . .

Just then, the waitress rushed over with napkins. “Are you okay, hon?”

“Fine. Thanks,” Ariana lied. “I just remembered I have someplace to be.” She had to get out of the diner. Now. Any second Daniel was going to return from the bathroom and catch her in the middle of this panic attack. She couldn’t have that. She had to go. Ariana grabbed her coat and stumbled into the street. She gulped the winter air as if she were fighting to keep her head above water. As if she were about to get pulled beneath the surface again.

Her world was starting to crumble. She could feel it. Everything she’d worked so hard to keep, everything she deserved, was slipping from her grasp. And she didn’t know how to hold on any tighter.



THE TRUTH



Ariana waited patiently in the dark of Thomas’s room until he returned. After thinking for hours about what had happened at the diner, mulling it over and twisting it around, her brain had finally started to clear. Sergei was not her fault. That girl was responsible. She was there. She could have stopped Ariana. Could have told her Sergei was innocent. She was the one with Sergei’s blood on her hands. Plus, Sergei had known about her and Thomas. Would always have been a threat. But those realizations didn’t solve all of Ariana’s problems.

“Who is she?” she asked quietly when he opened the door. Pale light from the hallway leaked across the floor, illuminating tiny shards of jagged glass embedded in the floor planks. The broken Captain Morgan’s bottle still sat on Thomas’s desk. Reminding her.

“What the—” Thomas flipped the light switch on the wall and whirled around. He collapsed against the door when he saw Ariana sitting cross-legged on his bed, still wearing her coat and scarf. “Jesus, Ariana. You scared the crap out of me.” He dropped his athletic bag and basketball next to the door, looking relieved. “What are you doing here?”

“I asked you first. Who is she?” she repeated evenly, staring him down. Despite the fact that Ketlar was heated again, a slick cold crept over her skin.

“Who’s who? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, hovering nervously near the door.

“So I’ll refresh your memory,” she said coolly. She had trusted Thomas like she’d never trusted anyone before. She had given him her virginity, and in return, he had hidden something from her. That was going to stop. Now. If they were going to get through this together, she had to know everything. “Tall brunette. Pretty. Says she loved you, and you dumped her without any warning.” Emotion started to creep into her voice, and she swallowed it. This wasn’t the time to let her feelings get in the way. Feelings only complicated things.

Slowly, the color drained from Thomas’s face. “I—I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

Liar.

“Wrong,” Ariana said calmly, running her fingers over the worn plaid bedspread beneath her. “Try again.” Her voice was flat. No hint of the rage that boiled inside her.

“Ariana, I swear—”

“Don’t lie to me!” Ariana shouted, standing.

Thomas took a step back “All right!” he whispered. “All right. Just keep it down.”

Ariana crossed her arms over her chest and waited. Waited while Thomas ran his hands through his hair. Composed what he was going to say.

“Her name is Melissa,” he said weakly. He ambled across the room and slumped against his desk. “Mel Johnston. I dated her for a while this fall.” He paused, glancing warily in Ariana’s direction as he unbuttoned his coat and tossed it on his bed.

Ariana was silent.

“I met her through some of my friends at Easton High,” he continued. “We went out for a few months and she got kinda clingy, so I broke it off. No big deal. Please don’t—”

“When?” she asked icily. “When did you break it off?” The sound of Thomas begging only made her angrier. It made him seem weak.

“I don’t know.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked down at the floor, studying it as if seeing it for the very first time. “Maybe a month ago? She didn’t take it too well, and I haven’t heard from her since.” He looked up at Ariana, a pleading gaze burning in his sapphire eyes. “Listen. It’s over. I swear. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t think it was a big deal. I don’t know why it’s so important—”

“Because she knows, Thomas!” Ariana exploded, lunging in his direction. “She knows everything!”

He recoiled into his desk, knocking the broken bottle to the floor. The rest of it shattered, sending splintered pieces of glass to the far corners of the small room.

“What?” Thomas’s voice was thick with fear. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“She saw us together,” Ariana spat, trying desperately to keep her voice down. If anyone heard her screaming and caught her in Thomas’s room, they were screwed. “She knows we had sex. She knows about Sergei.” Tears welled up in her eyes at the very sound of that name. “And she told me that if I didn’t stay away from you, she was going to tell Daniel everything. She said she’d go to the police.” The weight of the threat was palpable, heavy in the air. “The police, Thomas.”

“Oh my God.” Thomas rubbed his face with both hands, exhaling slowly. “Okay. Give me a second to think.” He jumped down from his desk, pacing back and forth in front of the bed. Head down. Glass crunched under his every step. “How did you . . .” he started. “Where did she find you?”

“In town.”

Ariana suddenly felt drained. Every last bit of strength had been sapped from her body. It took everything she had just to breathe. In and out. One breath at a time. She collapsed onto Thomas’s bed, inhaling the scent of his pillow. But even his familiar smell couldn’t comfort her now.

Eyes closed, she took a deep breath and told him everything this Mel girl had said—except, of course, exactly how Sergei had died.

“She’s serious, Thomas,” Ariana said quietly, wishing she could sink into the mattress and disappear. “I can tell.”

“Crazy bitch.” Thomas stared at the floor for a while. “How the hell did she even know about us?”

“I don’t know, but she was following us all weekend,” Ariana said. “I’m surprised she and Sergei didn’t bump into each other in the—”

Suddenly the truth rushed in on Ariana. It hit her so hard her brain went foggy for a moment. But when it cleared again, she was sure. She knew exactly how Mel had found out about them.

“The North Face store,” she said quietly.

“What?” Thomas said.

“She was in the store that night. When I was shopping for Daniel and you . . . surprised me,” Ariana said, her heart pounding. “I remember her voice. You were about to kiss me and then—”

Thomas’s face lit with understanding.

“Holy crap. She’s the one who knocked into the rack and stopped us.”

“I knew I recognized her voice. She said she was sorry,” Ariana said. “That must have been the first time she saw us.”

“How did you recognize her voice tonight, but I didn’t even notice in the store?” Thomas asked.

“I have a thing for details,” Ariana said quickly. “Who cares? The question is, what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know,” Thomas said. Anger and panic were beginning to creep into his voice, and the glass crunched more loudly, more insistently under his feet as he crisscrossed the room. “If she tells, I’ll lose everything. Easton, my inheritance.” He stopped abruptly in front of his door and slammed his fist into it.

“Thomas!” Ariana jumped off the bed and grabbed his arm before he could swing again. She ignored the small voice in the back of her mind telling her Thomas hadn’t said he couldn’t lose her. “Stop it!” She gripped his sweater, trying to pull him away. He shrugged her off, but she ducked between his body and the door, blocking him. Taking his hand, she saw that tiny drops of blood had surfaced on his knuckles.

She held his gaze, held onto the connection between them like a rapidly fraying thread. She could feel him pulling away, pulling back from her. And it was all because of Mel. She was to blame.

“It’s my fault,” he said, his voice cracking. “This whole thing is my fault.”

“No.” Ariana cupped her hands around the back of his neck. It was drenched with sweat. “Don’t. Don’t say that.”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Thomas snapped, pulling away. His upper lip twitched slightly. “It’s true, isn’t it? None of this would be happening if I hadn’t screwed her over. I can’t lose Easton. I can’t.”

Thomas took a deep breath and looked at Ariana. She could see his breathing start to normalize and she felt a flutter of pride. He trusted her, loved her. She was capable of calming him. He was just upset because he knew Mel could ruin everything for both of them.

“We have to do something,” Ariana said firmly. “We have to stop her.”

“What can we do?” Thomas said. “The girl’s nuts. You said she wants you to stay away from me, right?”

“Right.”

“So we just make sure she doesn’t see us together.” He tilted his head toward her. Reached out to touch her hand. “We were going to be apart this year, anyway. Now we have to be even more careful when we meet up.”

He was trying to reassure her, but it wasn’t enough. They had planned to lie low for the rest of the year, but they had also planned to be together next year, after Daniel was gone. Why wasn’t Thomas worried about next year? Why didn’t he want to make sure that Mel never had the chance to turn them in? Ariana turned toward him, looked into his eyes. They were blank; she couldn’t read him.

“So that takes care of this year,” she began. “But what about—”

She felt him flinch slightly, and she froze. It would have been imperceptible to anyone else. But not to her. She already knew him well enough to know his every move. She knew him well enough to know that he would never be with her as long as Mel was in the picture. He knew that Mel could hurt them, and he wanted to protect Ariana. Protect her because he loved her. But protecting her meant pulling away. And she couldn’t let that happen.

Deep calm settled over her, soothing her burning nerves. She started toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Thomas jumped up after her.

“I have to get back to Billings,” she said simply. “Noelle’s going to start wondering where I am. Or worse, Paige.”

“Okay,” he said. “See you later?”

“Sure.”

“Wait.” Thomas gripped her arm, pulling her back. “You okay?”

She opened the door and peered into the hallway. It was empty.

“I’m fine,” she said reassuringly. And she was. But he wasn’t. He looked so worried, so scared. So fragile. And in that instant she knew she was the only one who could ever take care of him the way he needed. The only one who could make sure he didn’t break.

And after all, wasn’t that what it was to be in love?



PEACE



Ariana gripped the chain-link fence and marveled at how well the gloves Noelle had given her kept out the cold. Squinting into the heavy fog, she stared at the large double doors that loomed at the top of several sets of rambling steps. A large stone archway carved with the words EASTON HIGH SCHOOL, EST. 1935 crumbled over the doors. Moss had crept into the crevices of the letters, giving them a greenish tinge. With the exception of a ragged American flag whipping in the wind, the school grounds were bare. Silent.

A loud car drove by—silver, four-door, broken muffler—and Ariana checked her watch. Just then the harsh clanging of the afternoon bell echoed in the halls and around the deserted grounds. Seconds later, the doors flew open and waves of students poured down the steps. She blocked out the noise that flooded the yard as they spilled into the street. Settled into the quiet calm of her mind, searching the crowds for a familiar face. This time would be different. This time, she would be the one catching Mel off guard.

Ariana almost didn’t see her, hunched over in jeans and the same leather jacket she’d worn the day before. The same dark scarf secured around her long neck. Mel crossed her arms over her chest and took the stairs two at a time, keeping her head down. Instinctively, Ariana turned away as Mel slipped through the high gates. The other students huddled together in groups, laughing and talking. Mel stayed by herself, ducking through the patches of students without acknowledging them. Ariana watched as Mel moved quickly down the sidewalk, sidestepping the weeds in the cracked cement.

“Hey!”

Ariana looked up, startled. A tall kid in camouflage pants was blocking her path. An unlit cigarette hung limp between his lips. A group of a few guys stood behind him, smirking in her direction.

“What?” she snapped, keeping her eye on Mel. The distance between them was widening fast. She felt her heart throbbing in her chest. She couldn’t lose her. This was her chance.

“Got a light?” the kid sneered, stepping closer.

“No.” Ariana shook her head, staring past him. “I don’t smoke.”

“No big deal.” He pulled the cigarette from between his lips and stuffed it in his pocket. “You new around here?”

“Kind of.” Mel was crossing the street, cutting through the gas station parking lot on the corner. If Ariana didn’t move fast, she was going to lose sight of her. She shoved past the group of guys. The sharp sound of her heels pounding against the cement overpowered the laughter and shouts behind her. She sprinted across the street and slowed as she reached the parking lot. Mel wasn’t far ahead.

Ariana hung back, her heartbeat thundering in her ears.

A few blocks from the gas station, Mel crossed the street again, heading down a tiny side street peppered with small, run-down houses. She unlatched the gate in front of the last house on the street and made her way up the steps to the front door. Ariana hid behind a tree at the edge of the yard, watching her.

Mel shrugged off her backpack and fished around inside it, pulling out a single key. She wedged her body between a ripped screen door and the front door, and inserted the key into the lock. Relief enveloped Ariana, and she sank back against the rough bark of the tree with a small smile.

The girl was alone.

As soon as the screen door slammed shut, Ariana slipped across the yard. Closed her gloved hand around the rusted doorknob and took a slow, deep breath. There was only one thing that stood between her and Thomas Pearson. One thing that threatened the happiness she’d found.

She shook her head as she twisted the doorknob slowly. Thomas had left Mel, but she actually believed they could still be together. Believed that they were meant for each other. She refused to accept the fact that it was over. That Thomas loved Ariana, wanted her. He had made that clear, but Mel was too blinded by her own obsession to see it.

Ariana almost felt sorry for the girl.

The old wooden door creaked slowly as she pushed it open. She blinked the moment she stepped into the entryway, her eyes adjusting to the blackness that wavered in front of her. It closed in on her. She raised her hand just inches in front of her face, but she couldn’t see a thing. Sliding her hands against the wall next to her, she moved slowly though the foyer.

Suddenly, the door slammed behind her. Ariana’s heart surged. She closed her eyes and strained to hear the sound of Mel’s voice. Her footsteps. But she heard nothing except for the low hum of heat filtering through the radiators. And the sound of her own voice in her head. Willing her body to do what had to be done.

Silently, Ariana pressed her body against the wall, sweat dripping from her face to her neck, down the length of her body. Blood thundered in her ears, flooding through her veins at high speed. The wall suddenly gave from behind her, and she whirled around. She was standing in a long hallway. The carpet was taupe, worn—cheap looking. A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth as she saw a closed bedroom door at the end of it. Light spilled from underneath the door, as if to guide her down the hall.

She held her breath as she headed toward the room. In the gray light that drenched the hall, she hurried past family photographs that hung on either side of her. Baby pictures, wedding pictures. A stiff, posed photograph of Mel—probably a school portrait. Ariana kept her head down. When she reached the doorway, she gripped the knob so tightly it made her gloved hand hurt.

Pulling the door open slowly, she stepped into a room that looked strangely similar to her side of the room in Billings. It was perfectly neat. Next to the door, a worn dresser was covered with a few framed photographs and a black plastic top hat with the glittering words HAPPY NEW YEAR printed on it. A desk with only a desktop computer on it was wedged next to the closet.

Across the room, Mel lay on a double bed covered with a violet blanket and a few throw pillows. Her eyes were closed, and a long leg tumbled over the side of the bed, her foot tapping the carpeted floor to the beat of the guitar music that leaked from her earbuds. A single lamp glowed on the bedside table next to the bed.

Ariana closed the door behind her. The lock echoed with a satisfactory click, and she crossed the room and stood at the edge of Mel’s bed. She noticed a picture on the bedside table, a picture she hadn’t been able to see from the doorway. Rage churned inside her as she looked closer. It was a picture of Thomas. His soccer picture. He was kneeling on the field in his uniform, his soccer ball wedged under one arm. Ariana chewed the flesh on the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming. She leaned over the bed, her body casting a shadow over Mel’s form.

Mel’s eyelids flickered and opened, widening in horror as Ariana clamped her hand over Mel’s mouth. Dulling the scream that shook Mel’s body. She ripped the tiny white earbuds out of Mel’s ears and tossed the iPod on the floor. The music continued to blare from across the room. Mel thrashed under Ariana’s grip.

“Shut up,” Ariana snapped. “Shut up and I’ll let go. I just want to talk to you.”

Mel nodded silently, her body deflating into the blanket beneath her.

Ariana removed her hand slowly, taking a step back from the bed. “Don’t move,” she warned.

“What do you want?” Mel snapped. She scrambled to the corner of her bed closest to the wall, squinting at Ariana with her dark gray eyes. Ariana could tell she was trying to look angry. But instead of anger, Ariana saw something else. Raw fear. Her lips curved into a half smile. Her body felt completely relaxed, drained of any tension or anger she’d felt toward the girl before. She was calm, collected.

Because Mel was afraid. And that fear put Ariana in control.

“I think you know what I want,” she said lightly. “I want Thomas. But you were going to take him away from me.” She reached over to the lamp on Mel’s bedside table. It was cracked in several places, and she traced the cracks slowly, deliberately, with the tip of her index finger, the cashmere gloves occasionally catching on the tiny nicks. “I think we both know I can’t let that happen, Melissa.”

Mel’s body was heaving now, her face reddening. “You stole him,” she said, her deep voice getting progressively louder over the sound of the shriek of a guitar solo radiating from the earbuds on the floor. “He’s mine, and—”

“Not anymore,” Ariana said sharply, cutting her off. “He’s not yours anymore. He’d never want you back after everything you did to him. Everything you did to us.” Her pulse was starting to race again, and she paused, willing herself to calm down. Evened her breathing. “Stalking us, blackmailing us, stealing that picture of me—”

“That wasn’t me,” Mel said frantically, gripping her blanket in her fists. Pressing her back against the wall. “That boy. He broke into your room and stole the picture. I watched him do it.”

“Liar.” Ariana hissed. “Sergei was innocent. He never did anything to hurt you. And you killed him.”

“I killed him?” Mel laughed, looking Ariana boldly in the eye. “Sounds like you’ve forgotten the most important part of the story, Ariana. The part where he begged you for his life. Begged you to help him. The part where you shoved him under. And the part where you lied to Thomas about it. So I’d be careful who I called a liar, if I were you.”

Mel’s suddenly composed demeanor sent jolts of fury through Ariana. She’d only lied to Thomas to because she had to. Only shielded him from the knowledge of how Sergei had died. Protected him. Her hands began to tremble.

“You think Thomas will want you when he finds out about what you did to that boy?” Mel barked, leaning forward on the bed. “You think he wants to be with a murderer?” She dove toward Ariana, a wild look in her eye. “He’ll leave you! Just like he left me!”

“No!” Ariana reached for the lamp on the bedside table, wrapping her fist around its base. The cord ripped from the wall as Ariana lunged toward the bed and the room was plunged was into darkness.

In an instant it was all over, and once again Ariana was at peace.



I-L-L-E-G-A-L



“I heard about what happened,” Isobel whispered to Ariana in the middle of Mr. Holmes’s class the next day. Her sleek dark locks tumbled over her face. “About what you did over break?” Her green eyes were wide, disbelieving.

A sudden chill ran through Ariana’s body. Isobel couldn’t know. It was impossible. There wasn’t a single living soul who knew what had happened; Ariana had made sure of that. But Ariana knew Isobel’s dirty little secret; was it possible that Isobel knew hers? She kept her gazed fixed straight ahead. Mr. Holmes was gesturing toward the chalkboard, but she didn’t hear a word he was saying.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered back, sneaking a glance down the semicircle of chairs to see if Paige could hear anything from her perch a few seats away. Paige was too busy texting on her BlackBerry to notice.

Connie Tolson leaned forward in her seat and flashed Ariana a death stare.

“Please,” Isobel said, narrowing her eyes knowingly in Ariana’s direction. “Don’t play innocent with me, Ariana. Noelle told me everything.”

Noelle? Ariana was starting to feel faint. True, Noelle was always the first to know everything that happened on campus. True, she always seemed to know exactly what Ariana was thinking, feeling. But she had been so careful. Tied up every last loose end. She wrapped her arms around her body, curling into herself.

“Noelle knows?”

Isobel nodded. “I met her for drinks at Platinum at the end of break. Only took one-point-five dirty martinis to get her to spill.” She leaned closer. “Those things are brutal,” she giggled. Her thick Anna Sui perfume invaded the space around them, and Ariana was overcome with a wave of nausea. “So,” Isobel continued, flashing a devilish grin. “How’d you do it?”

Ariana’s head snapped toward her in disbelief. How could she be so blasé? She noticed Mr. Holmes looking in her direction, and she opened her alligator clutch, pretending to search for a pen.

“I think my first time was missionary,” Isobel said with a thoughtful hair toss. “With Jordan Krauss? He graduated last year. A little boring. But I pretty much just had to lie there and let him do all the work.”

Relief rushed over Ariana like a warm Caribbean breeze in the dead of winter. “You’re talking about Daniel and me?” she whispered.

“Fine.” Isobel smiled. “Play dumb for now. But I want the whole story later.”

Ariana smiled in return, her heart beating normally again.

“Miss Osgood?” Mr. Holmes was looking directly at her, an amused look in his eye. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

“No,” she said weakly.

She looked down at her lap, her cheeks burning. Of course he had called her out in front of the whole class without so much as acknowledging that Isobel had been talking too. Apparently whatever Isobel had learned from Jordan Krauss was good enough to get her immunity for the rest of the semester.

“Good.” He nodded, loosening his tie. “I was just saying that we’ll start on Hugo’s Les Misérables next week. Be ready to discuss the foreword and the first five chapters.” He walked around the edge of his desk and pulled a thick manila envelope from his bag. “That should do it for today, folks,” he announced, unwinding the thin string that held the envelope closed. “Once you’ve gotten your Madame Bovary papers back, you’re free to go.” He dumped the stack on his desk and pulled the first paper from the pile. “Aldridge?”

“So what did you do over break?” Ariana turned to Isobel as chatter in the classroom swelled around them. “Anything good?”

“My break wasn’t as exciting as yours, that’s for sure.” Isobel snickered. “I got bangs cut.” She fingered the heavy fringe that fell across her forehead. “Other than that, I was stuck going to a lot of dinner parties with my parents once they got back from vacation. The only thing that got me through it was the fact that Jack was visiting.” She lowered her voice, a half smile playing across her lips. “Funny how a quickie in the coat closet during the salad course will get you through dessert and coffee.” She laughed, pulling a tin of lip balm from her clutch.

“Funny,” Ariana echoed, watching Isobel dip her ring finger into the sticky gloss and apply it expertly to her smooth pout. “Anything else?”

Isobel looked up at her. Innocence radiated from her pores, thicker than her perfume. “Not really.”

Ariana tried to mask the disgust that crept through her as she watched Isobel check her reflection in her compact mirror. Isobel Bautista was the perfect example of everything that was wrong with Easton Academy. Flawless on the outside. But what was hidden beneath her shiny veneer was imperfect. Ugly.

“Osgood.” Mr. Holmes tossed Ariana’s paper on her desk, and she caught it just before it fell to the floor. She flipped it over and stared at the large red marks on the cover sheet. C-plus. She clenched her jaw as the letter swam in front of her.

“Ready to go?” Isobel snapped her compact shut and stood up.

“What about yours?” Ariana stared numbly at her desk.

“Got an A,” she replied, tucking a few sheets of paper into her bag. She laughed to herself and tugged her plum-colored Miu Miu coat on over her scarf. “Want to get out of here and get some coffee?”

“I could use a latte.” Paige appeared behind Isobel, wearing tan ankle boots and the new low-cut sweater dress she’d bought over break.

“Great,” Isobel chirped. “Ariana was going to tell us all about her naughty little vacation.” A few seconds too late, her manicured hand flew to her mouth. “Oops.”

Ariana’s cheeks flushed.

“Spare me the details, will you, Isobel?” Paige sneered, without looking at Ariana. “That’s my brother you’re talking about.”

“I— I wasn’t thinking,” Isobel stuttered.

“Shocker.” Paige yawned. “Let’s get out of here.”

Ariana lowered her gaze to the paper in her hands. C+. This couldn’t be right. She’d never made anything less than an A-minus in her entire life. And Mr. Holmes was supposed to be an easy grader. Anger rose in her chest. She couldn’t let him get away with this. It wasn’t fair.

“Ariana?” Isobel rested her hand on Ariana’s sleeve.

“You guys go on,” she mumbled. “I have to ask Mr. Holmes something.”

Isobel raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. “You want us to wait?”

Ariana shook her head. “I’ll meet you back at Billings.”

“Fine.” Paige’s phone buzzed, and she pressed it to her ear, hurrying out of the classroom.

“Don’t be long,” Isobel teased. “As soon as you’re done, I want the filthy play-by-play.”

Ariana forced a laugh. It sounded strange, guttural, in her own ears. “You’ll get it, I swear.”

“That’s my girl.”

She wedged her clutch underneath her arm and sashayed up the aisle. Pausing briefly in front of Mr. Holmes’s desk, she ran her fingertip seductively along the sleek wood before flouncing out the door. She thought she was so clever. They both did. Thought they were getting away with something. They couldn’t have been more wrong.

Ariana waited for the last of the students to take their papers and dribble out the door and into the hallway. Quietly, she slipped into her trench, gathered her books, and headed for the front of the room. Mr. Holmes was hunched over the crossword puzzle, muttering something to himself. She stood in front of his desk, looking down at him. Waiting. After a few minutes, he looked up.

“Miss Osgood.” He looked genuinely surprised to see her. “You didn’t happen to stay behind to give me a six-letter word for ‘precious jewels,’ did you?” He smiled, tucking his pen into his shirt pocket.

“Bijoux.” Ariana let her paper slip from her grip. It fluttered to his desk, landing on top of the newspaper. “You gave me a C-plus.”

Mr. Holmes exhaled slowly, leaning back in his chair. “You deserved a C-plus,” he said, flipping through the pages. “This wasn’t your best work, Ariana,” he said gently. “You’re better than this. We both know that. But I had to be fair.”

“Fair?” She laughed bitterly. Reached into her purse, her hand closing around a cell phone. She ran her fingers slowly over the keys, happy in the knowledge that she had the power to get exactly what she deserved.

He nodded. “I know you’ll show me something better on Les Misérables, and don’t worry about it. You still got an A for the first semester.” He smiled warmly, interlacing his hands together in his lap. “Any other questions?”

She nodded, pulling his phone from her bag. “I was just wondering . . .” she began as shock and surprise passed briefly over his features. Her fingers flew across the keys, and she tilted the screen toward him, holding it just out of his reach. “What’s a seven-letter word for sex with a seventeen-year-old student?” She pressed the button on the side of the phone and smiled at the sound of Mr. Holmes moaning Isobel’s name.

“Stop.” His voice was strained. Desperate. “Turn that off. Now.”

“But we were just getting to the good part.” She paused the video, batting her eyelashes at him. “Oh. I’ve got it,” she announced sweetly, tilting her head to the side. “I-L-L-E-G-A-L.”

The color had drained completely from Mr. Holmes’s face. “Where did you get that?” He was trying to sound stern, but his voice wavered with fear.

“Does it matter?”

He shook his head slowly. “No. Of course not.”

He pulled a pen from his pocket and lowered his shaking hand to her paper. Deliberately, he crossed out the C+ and scrawled a large, red A across the center of the page. He didn’t even look at her as he handed the paper back. But she never once took her eyes off him.

“Thank you. I assume you’ll update your grade book as well?” she said with a smile.

“Of course.”

“By the way, for what it’s worth, I really enjoyed the book.” She stuffed the paper into her bag. “It taught me a lot.”

“Good.” He nodded, still looking down. “I’m glad. Anything else I can help you with?”

“That’s all for now.” She hovered over his desk for a few moments more, daring him to look her in the eye. He didn’t. “But I’ll let you know.”

She dropped the phone into her bag. Before she stepped into the hallway, she stole one last glance at Mr. Holmes. He was hunched over his desk, raking his hands through his hair. Destroyed. But she didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty. He’d gotten exactly what he deserved.



STUPID



Ariana hurried toward Mitchell Hall later that night, just minutes before Mr. Barber’s world history class was supposed to end. Her chest rose and fell in anticipation as she ran up the stairs and threw open the doors. The hallway was empty, and she could hear the muffled sounds of scraping chairs and laughter coming from the end of the hall. Her timing was perfect. She slowed to a stroll—a Billings Girl couldn’t be caught running in the halls—and stopped outside the last doorway on the left.

The door was open a crack, and she felt a flood of warmth as she heard Thomas’s voice leaking from the classroom. He’d be so happy when she told him. Told him that she’d taken care of everything, that their plan was no longer in jeopardy.

They could still be together in the fall. No one would stand in their way.

She wound a lock of hair around her index finger and smiled. She had it all figured out. Finally, her life was unfolding the way it was meant to unfold. Thomas was her happily-ever-after.

The classroom door opened, and Ariana ducked out of the way. Students shoved past one another into the hallway. She flattened herself against the wall, hoping to catch a glimpse of Thomas in the crowd. Finally, she saw him, a soccer ball wedged under his arm. He tossed the ball up above his head and the kid behind him swiped it out of the air.

“Give it back, asshole.” Thomas laughed, shoving the kid against the wall. He grabbed the ball and hung back while the rest of the class continued down the hallway. In one smooth movement, he dropped the ball to the floor, dribbling it slowly toward the double doors.

Ariana loved watching Thomas. There was a vulnerability in him that no one at Easton had ever really seen. To them, he was the player, the elusive bad boy. Just another entitled kid with a screwed-up family. But Ariana saw the real Thomas Pearson. She saw it in the way his face relaxed completely when he slept, and in the way he stuffed his hands in his pockets when he got nervous. In the way he smiled to himself when he thought no one was watching.

She crept up behind him and covered his eyes with her hands.

“Guess who,” she whispered, her lips close to his ear.

Thomas whirled around, surprised. “What are you doing?” He swooped down and lifted the soccer ball from the floor.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you weren’t happy to see me,” Ariana said, her shoulders tensing.

“It’s not that.” He took her wrist and tugged her into an empty classroom, closing the door behind them. When he turned to look at her, his expression was serious. His eyes darted to the slim window in the door as if he was afraid someone would peek in. “You need to be more careful. You know how fast gossip travels around this place. And now with Melissa . . .”

Ariana grinned. “I’m not worried about Melissa anymore.”

Thomas blinked. “I’m confused. Yesterday you were all freaked about her.”

“That was yesterday,” Ariana said coolly, tracing her fingertip on the smooth surface of one of the oak desks, making a little heart. “As of today, your little girlfriend won’t be bothering us anymore.”

Thomas eyed her quizzically. He wasn’t getting it.

“I took care of her,” Ariana clarified.

She watched him carefully, waiting for the relief to surface in his expression. Instead, the muscles in his face tensed. His jaw clenched and Ariana felt the briefest flutter of uncertainty.

“What do you mean, you took care of her?” he asked, taking a small step backward. “What did you do, Ariana?”

Ariana stared at his muddy sneakers. Why had he stepped away? That one movement had thrown her completely. Taken her confidence.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said quickly, waving a hand. She stepped toward him, closing the space between them once more. “All that matters is that we can be together now. She can’t hurt us anymore.”

Ariana reached for him, but he flinched away. Her heart fell into her stomach like a stone, and tears instantly welled in her eyes. He was supposed to be relieved, not angry. He was supposed to be thankful. Ecstatic. Didn’t he realize what she had done for him? For them?

“What the fuck did you do to her?” Thomas shouted, his voice cracking.

Ariana’s heart stopped. For the first time, she felt scared of Thomas.

“I . . . I did what I had to do. She was going to ruin everything for us, Thomas. But now—”

“Did what you had to do? How stupid are you, Ariana?” Thomas blurted, shoving his hands into his hair. His face was contorted with fear and rage. “Who do you think they’re going to come after? They’re going to come after me!”

Ariana struggled for breath. She had never seen him so angry. So out of control. “No, they won’t. I thought of that. I made sure you had an alibi. You were in class. Fifteen other people will be able to back you up.”

Thomas glanced at her, his nostrils flared. “You’re sure.”

“I’m sure,” she said, her pulse calming as he started to relax.

Thomas took a deep breath and blew it out, looking at the floor. “What about you? What’s your alibi?”

“They won’t ask me,” Ariana said with a scoff. “I have no connection to the girl. She was just some townie.”

“But what if they do, Ariana?” Thomas asked. “What if someone remembers seeing you two together that day she confronted you? What are you going to do?”

Ariana smiled. He was so concerned for her. He was just upset now because he was scared. Scared for her. For them. She knew he loved her.

“I was in the library with Noelle. I went to get a book and to check something online and came back an hour later, but she won’t remember that. She’ll just remember we studied together that day,” Ariana said, lifting a palm. “Noelle will tell them I was with her.”

Thomas nodded slowly, but he still kept his distance. How could he stand to be so far away?

“I did this for us, Thomas. You know that, right? Because if anyone ever figured out what we did over break, if Mel ever told . . . that would be the end. Of us. Of you at Easton. Of my mother.”

It seemed to take forever for him to look at her. But when he did, his eyes were clear again. He understood. He understood her better than anyone. He knew she would stop at nothing to get what she wanted. She would stop at nothing to protect what they had.

He came to her, cupped her face with his hands, and looked into her eyes. “I’m sorry I overreacted. It’s going to be okay.”

Ariana went weightless with relief.

“So you’re not mad?” Ariana asked. “We’re going to stick to the plan?”

Thomas swallowed hard. There was something in his eyes that she couldn’t quite place, so she chose to ignore it. “We’re going to stick to the plan,” he said firmly.

The certainty in his voice sent a pleasant, confident warmth through her veins.

“Good. Because I can’t wait to be with you. In front of everyone,” she said, closing her eyes and kissing him softly on the lips. “I love you, Thomas.”

She waited for his response. And waited. Her heart started to shrink in on itself and she opened her eyes to look at him. He had been staring past her, but quickly focused on her face.

“I love you, too,” he said.

Ariana breathed in. She knew it. She knew he loved her.

“And next year, when things are back to normal, we’ll be together. For real.” He twisted her gold chain around his finger and ran his thumb over the subway token he’d given her. “I swear.”

Ariana nodded happily. Staring into his eyes, she unfastened the chain from around her neck, slipped the token off, and dropped it in Thomas’s pocket. She didn’t want Daniel asking questions about it, and Thomas could give it back to her in the fall, when she could wear it proudly. September seemed like it was eons away, but she didn’t need to worry. Because she knew, deep down, that she and Thomas were meant for each other.

This wasn’t the end. It was just the beginning.



EPILOGUE
SEPTEMBER OF SENIOR YEAR



Ariana stood motionless while the herd of students swept past her in the quad. They were all making their afternoon classes, laughing, texting, fiddling with BlackBerrys and iPods. And no one really saw her. It was as if she were part of the landscape. One of the silent, ancient campus buildings that held so many secrets.

“Ariana, are you coming?” Noelle asked.

“What?” Ariana blinked, startled out of her thoughts.

“If we’re late, one of us runs the risk of having to kick off the whole ‘what did you read over the summer’ discussion. Hint?” Noelle batted her eyes sweetly. “It won’t be me.”

“I’ll catch up with you,” Ariana assured her.

Noelle narrowed her eyes and shrugged. “Your funeral.” She turned on her heel and strolled through the quad, groups of lowerclassmen parting in front of her like the Red Sea.

Ariana shook her head and sighed, scanning the crowd that was pouring through the cafeteria doors and into the sunshine. There were times when she felt that Noelle didn’t really know her any better than anyone else at Easton. She’d felt the same way about Daniel when they’d been together last year. Had felt that no matter how many friends she had, no matter how many people surrounded her or how many girls wanted to be just like her, she was still alone. That no one saw her.

But then there was Thomas. He knew her. Really knew her. She could tell by the way he looked at her when they’d meet in Gwendolyn Hall. It was a mixture of intrigue and attraction. And love.

She’d had it all planned out in her mind—their big reunion, him sweeping her up in his arms, finally able to touch her in public. No more sneaking around in dark corners and basements. No more hiding. They could finally be a real couple.

Her breath caught in her throat when she finally spotted him, strolling around the corner of the cafeteria building. She smiled as she took in everything about him: his tousled hair, his crooked smile. He paused near the door, leaning back against the wall, as cool and detached as ever. Ariana started to raise her hand in a wave.

Then that new girl, Reed Brennan, emerged from the cafeteria.

Thomas pushed himself away from the gray stone wall and fell into step with Reed and her little redheaded friend. He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled it out again, holding something up for Reed to see. Ariana leaned forward, squinting in the sunlight. The realization of what Thomas was holding settled over her slowly. She watched as Thomas pinched the small piece of metal between his thumb and forefinger.

It was a subway token. Just like the one he’d given her.

Prickly heat raced over Ariana’s skin and stung her eyes. She pulled out her delicate gold chain, where the token had once hung next to her fleur-de-lis, and twisted it tightly around her finger. All summer she had felt the absence of that token, the symbol of her and Thomas. All summer she’d looked forward to the day he would return it to her and she could feel the cool weight of it against her skin again, reminding her of Thomas’s devotion every second of every day. Now she watched as Thomas rolled the token carelessly between his fingers, grinning devilishly at Reed while he held it in front of her. Just out of her reach.

This wasn’t happening. It was not happening. Thomas loved her. She knew he did.

But there was no denying what she was seeing. Hot rage bubbled up inside of her. She watched as a warm pink blush surfaced in Reed’s cheeks. Watched Thomas laugh and joke with her. Watched as they stopped at the edge of the quad. As Thomas peered into Reed’s eyes. Ariana was close enough to see the way he looked at Reed. A mixture of intrigue and attraction.

Ariana’s heart pounded wildly. Her dry throat started to close and she had to force herself to breathe.

In . . . two . . . three . . .

Out . . . two . . . three . . .

He couldn’t be interested in Reed. This common sophomore. This was some kind of mistake. It had to be.

He loves me. He’s been waiting all summer to be with me.

But then Thomas handed the subway token to Reed, and the world screeched to a stop around Ariana. He stuffed his hands into his pockets, backing away, still smiling at the new girl. Finally, he turned away from Reed, toward Ariana, the satisfied smile still playing about his lips. Dash and Gage fell into step with him, and they shuffled through the quad, passing just a few feet away from where Ariana was standing.

She had to do something. Had to stop this. The situation was hers to control. She had to be in control.

“Thomas,” Ariana called out, her voice strained.

But he didn’t see her. Or chose to ignore her. Either way, the pain was unbearable.

Suddenly, Mel’s words from that awful encounter in the diner echoed in her mind.

“Everything was perfect. We loved each other. And then one day, he told me that he still loved me, but that things were too complicated between us. And then he found you.”

Ariana’s gaze snapped back to the new girl, still blushing as she gazed down at the token with her friend as if in awe. This new girl had no idea she held everything that was Ariana’s in the palm of her hand. He was leaving Ariana just like he’d left Mel.

A cold, familiar feeling settled over Ariana’s shoulders. So achingly familiar it settled her nerves. Reminded her of how naïve she was. How indescribably stupid and trusting and worthless. Even Thomas didn’t want her. After everything she’d done to be with him, he’d moved on from her without so much as a word, a glance, a kiss good-bye.

But then, maybe he just needed reminding. Boys were fickle, weren’t they? Especially Thomas. Notoriously so. Perhaps, after a long summer away, he just needed to be reminded of what he and Ariana shared. This Reed girl was just a distraction. A plaything. His chance to slum with a scholarship girl. Once he was done with her, he would come back to Ariana. They had shared a special connection. She was sure of it.

But then Ariana would have to wait. Just like she’d waited all spring and summer. And she was sick of waiting.

A few yards away, Reed glanced up and looked right into Ariana’s eyes. She smiled uncertainly.

Ariana stared back at her blankly, noticing the way her shirt was slightly frayed at the collar. She wondered if anyone would miss Reed if she just disappeared.
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For my sister, Erin, who is really going to love me after this



REALITY



Not happening. This was not happening.

I walked down the hall of the ICU at Edward Billings Memorial Hospital, trying to look as if I belonged there. Holding my coat closed tightly over my now ridiculous-seeming gold minidress and trying to make the nurses and doctors believe I knew where I was going. But I didn’t. I didn’t know where I was going, or where I was, or how I’d gotten there. I had never navigated these sterile halls, never had to visit this cold, ominous place with its grim-faced orderlies and somber lighting. The one thing I knew was that this could not be happening.

In my mind’s eye, all I could see was the blood. I had woken up on the floor of the solarium in Mitchell Hall, the back of my head throbbing with pain. Noelle had been hosting a preparty there for Kiran Hayes’s birthday fête in Boston, and I had gone to confront Sabine DuLac about her relationship with Ariana Osgood. She had pulled a gun on me, I had blacked out, and when I’d come to, I had seen Josh’s prone body, his face pressed into the hardwood floor. And blood. Blood everywhere. The scream that had escaped my throat had sounded otherworldly, like something out of a science fiction film. Like nothing that could have come from my own throat. That was when Sabine had realized the bullet had missed me. Even though the gun was gone, even though Trey Prescott and Gage Coolidge were holding her back, she had made one final lunge, intent on strangling me or clawing my hair out—hurting me in whatever way possible. I had thrown myself backward in fear and had bumped into something hard. A second body. Dark hair had been splayed everywhere, arms bent at unnatural angles. Another scream, and after that, everything had become a blur.

The shouting as the police had hauled off Sabine. The Pemberly girl who, splattered with blood, had fainted dead away. The flashing lights of the ambulance. The EMTs shouting for us to stay back as they’d sorted out who was hit and who was unconscious and who might be . . . dead.

Now an orderly shoved a meal cart out of a room and right into my path. I was so startled that my hand flew to my heart. My knees felt like they could collapse at any second. I pressed my other palm against the wall to steady myself, my fingers landing just above a gold plate with a room number printed on it: 4005. Which meant that the next room was 4007. The room I was looking for. The room I dreaded.

Deep breath, Reed. You can do this. You have to do this.

I closed my eyes for a moment. This wasn’t about me. Yes, Sabine had tried to kill me. Yes, the person who, all semester long, I had thought was my best friend had turned out to be a raving homicidal lunatic stalker. Yes, I had spent months living in the same room with a girl who had then tortured me and drugged me and sent out a lewd video of me to the entire Easton Academy community. That was all about me. And I could deal with all of that later.

But right now. This. This was not about me.

I took that deep breath and stepped tentatively into room 4007.

Josh’s eyes instantly met mine, whisking the breath right out of me. I was aware of the machines—the beeping of the heart monitor, the strange twitching lines on the screen, the dripping IV. But for a moment, just one moment, all I could see were those eyes. The relief, the anguish, the longing, the fear. Everything I felt was right there in his eyes. He knew. He understood. But then he broke eye contact, and I dropped back to reality.

Reality, where Ivy Slade lay on a hospital bed, unconscious and pale, her eyelids appearing purple under the fluorescent lights. Tubes and wires and sensors were stuck to her temples and wrists, and her black hair was shoved back from her face in a haphazard, unparted way that she would have loathed if she could have seen it. The white hospital sheets were tightly tucked in all around her, giving her the look of a half-wrapped mummy. Only her arms were free, and Josh was holding her hand. Her delicate, seemingly lifeless hand. My throat went completely dry.

Why hadn’t she stayed outside like the police had told her to do? Why had she run back into the solarium? In all the panic, I hadn’t even realized that she had come up behind me. She didn’t have to be there. Didn’t have to come with me to confront Sabine. I had even told her not to come along, but she obviously was worried about me in my one-track state of mind. That track being the express train to confrontation with a homicidal maniac.

It was my fault that she was here. All my fault.

“Is she going to be okay?” I whispered.

Please say yes. Please, please say yes. I wasn’t sure I could handle another death. Another funeral. Another good-bye. I wasn’t sure if any of us could handle it.

“They think so,” Josh replied. He looked hopefully over at her. “The bullet went through her upper shoulder and just missed her lung. If it had been half an inch lower . . . She lost a lot of blood, though, which is why she’s unconscious right now. But yeah, they expect her to make a full recovery.”

My eyes misted over as a crushing weight was lifted from my shoulders. She was going to be okay. Thank you, thank you, thank you! Ivy and I had just started to become friends. If it weren’t for her, I may have never figured out that it was Sabine who was after me. That Sabine was the person who had killed Cheyenne Martin and had tried to make me believe it was my fault.

If it weren’t for Ivy, I might have gone to Kiran’s party with Sabine and ended up shot dead in an alley in Boston somewhere. Who knew what the details of the girl’s plan had been? It seemed that, as long as it had ended with me dead, Sabine would have deemed it a success.

Josh placed Ivy’s hand on the bed next to her hip and slowly got up to usher me out the door. As we left the room, I turned to him, prepared to be a good friend—a supportive friend and nothing more. To ask the right questions. The questions that Noelle Lange and Rose Sakowitz and all the other people down in the waiting room wanted me to ask. But before I could even open my mouth, I was in his arms.

“I thought she was going to kill you,” he said breathlessly.

Surprised tears jumped to my eyes. I savored the familiar strength of his arms, the crisp scent of his shampoo. I clung to him, gripping the smooth fabric of his oxford shirt like it was a life vest and I was about to go under.

“I can’t believe what you did,” I said as a tear spilled down my cheek. “Lunging for the gun like that . . .” I forced myself to pull back so I could look into his eyes. “When you hit the floor, I thought you were dead.”

Josh placed his hands on either side of my face and looked at me as if he was trying to reassure himself that I was actually there. “I didn’t even think. You were frozen, and there was a gun pointing at you, and I . . . I didn’t even think. It was either throw you down or go for the gun, and I guess I was closer to the gun, so . . . I just did it.”

“You saved my life,” I said, a sob choking my throat.

He moved his hands to cup my shoulders and touched his forehead to mine, blowing out a sigh. “You’re okay. You’re okay,” he said. “Thank God you’re okay.”

Just like that, my heart filled with bubbles of joy. Josh still loved me. He loved me so much that he couldn’t stop touching me. He loved me so much he had put himself in harm’s way to save me. Josh loved me. I felt so high, I could have floated right out the hospital window.

But then, reality. Like a lasso around my ankle, reality once again slammed me back down to the ground. Because Josh’s attempt to save my life had resulted in Ivy’s current state. He had knocked the gun just as it had gone off. Knocked it so that the bullet had passed me by . . . and had hit Ivy right in the chest.

In trying to save me, his ex-girlfriend, Josh had put his current girlfriend in the hospital.

We both looked over at Ivy’s room. I knew that Josh was thinking exactly what I was thinking, that Ivy didn’t deserve this. He let his hands slip from my shoulders, and he stepped away. Suddenly, I was freezing. For the first time, I noticed the bloodstains on the front of his shirt. On his hands. Under his fingernails. Ivy’s blood. It was everywhere.

“What happened to Sabine?” he asked flatly, as we started walking back to the waiting room.

“They arrested her,” I told him. “Pretty much everyone heard her confess, so . . .”

“I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this is happening.”

Josh pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. I knew the feeling. It was all so overwhelming that it was hard to decide which part to try to sort out first. Cheyenne’s pointless murder, Ivy’s pointless injury, or the fact that Sabine was Ariana’s sister and, apparently, had come to Easton for the sole purpose of torturing me. How were we supposed to deal with that?

And then, of course, there was the issue of us. The “us” that now included three: me, Josh, and Ivy.

“So . . . now we just . . . ,” I trailed off. I knew Josh well enough to know that he always did the right thing. And the right thing at this moment did not include me.

We turned the corner and stopped down the hall from the waiting room. Josh leaned against the cinderblock wall. He looked miserable. Tired and gaunt and haunted. He raised his hands to his face again, making a little tent around his nose and mouth. For a moment, neither of us breathed. Then he dropped his hands, as if resolved, and looked at me. The emotion was gone. In its place was an expressionless wall.

“I have to stay with Ivy,” he said firmly. “I have to know she’s okay. She’s going to need . . . someone.”

My heart contracted painfully, and I allowed myself one moment of selfishness. One. But what about me? I thought. And then I let it go. Because he was right. Ivy needed him more than I did. Yes, I had been through a lot this semester. We both had. Cheyenne’s murder, our breakup, my falling-out with Noelle, and the constant feeling that someone was stalking me. All the heartache and paranoia had been because of Sabine. It had all been part of her little “torture Reed for hurting Ariana” plan.

I wished that Josh and I could have talked through all of this right then. That we could have sat together and figured out what it all meant. But at that moment, it all meant nothing. Because he cared for Ivy and, as much pain as I was in, Ivy needed him more.

I glanced over my shoulder toward the waiting room. I saw Noelle hovering, watching me expectantly. We hadn’t even had a conversation yet. Hadn’t cleared the air after our massive breakup and her kicking me out of Billings. But she had made a peace offering—she’d invited me to the party tonight—and after everything we’d been through in the past few hours, I knew that things were going to go back to normal between us. At least I hoped they were. She was all I had now.

“I guess I should go tell them what’s going on,” I said slowly.

The last thing I wanted to do was leave him, but I had to. Standing in front of Josh and not being able to touch him was going to kill me.

“Okay,” he replied, his eyes wet.

“Okay,” I repeated, somehow getting the word past the lump in my throat.

I turned and started down the hall, my footsteps heavy. A few doors down, I paused and looked over my shoulder. He was still standing there, watching me. Watching me walk away from him. “Keep me posted, okay? On how she’s doing.”

“I promise.”

So there it was. Good-bye. I was going to be strong. I was not going to pine and whine and wish. I was going to be good. For me, for Josh, and for Ivy. That was my promise to myself.



THE CRAZIES



Sunday morning, the sky was the perfect shade of gray. The kind that wouldn’t bring the joy of snow, but would hang around all day, reminding everyone to be cold, down, depressed.

It was freezing inside the chapel. We all pulled our coats tighter as we stepped through the arched doorway and under the vaulted ceiling. The atmosphere was hushed. Whispers skittered along the cold stone floor and up the walls. We may as well have been attending a funeral in the austere old church. The girls of Pemberly gathered in their pews, hugging one another and resting their heads on each other’s shoulders. Gage trudged in, head down, hands in the pockets of his heather gray coat. That was when I knew for sure that he was seriously depressed—the boy never wore outerwear. Thought he was too cool for bundling. But today his head was clearly somewhere else—room 4007.

“Students, let’s all take our seats,” Headmaster Cromwell said, stepping up to the podium.

I glanced at Diana Waters, my friend from Pemberly. Cromwell had never greeted us so informally before. As we sat down next to each other, I noticed that even his appearance had changed. He wore a burgundy wool sweater under his suit jacket and no tie. No American flag tie tack. It was Casual Crom.

“Freaky,” Diana whispered as everyone settled in around us.

“No doubt,” I replied.

“I’ll make this short,” Headmaster Cromwell began, his pale hands gripping either side of the podium. “First, as of today, I will be relinquishing my post as headmaster of Easton Academy.”

Surprised murmurs filled the room.

“No more Crom?” Lorna Gross said from the pew behind mine. She actually sounded upset. I, however, felt a huge sense of relief, though it was tinged by irritation. I detested the Crom. He had put us all through the wringer this semester. But that also was part of the reason I was irritated. All those hoops I had jumped through for him . . . and now, next semester, there was going to be some new headmaster to suck up to.

Cromwell held up a hand to silence the crowd. “But I do have a few announcements to make before I go,” he said. “First, due to the events of last night, the school will be breaking early for the holiday. Which means you are all excused from your finals.”

This announcement was met with stunned silence. I was sure that a few of my classmates wanted to celebrate—I could practically feel the strain as they held back whoops of joy like a hundred overfilled helium balloons—but no one uttered a sound. Considering that Ivy was in the hospital, that yet another of our classmates had turned out to be a murderer, celebrating just didn’t seem appropriate.

“The Board of Directors has discussed the situation, and we all believe that it would be best for you students to take this time to be with your families while the Board discusses how we might better ensure the security of the student body.”

“He sounds like he’s issuing a statement to the press,” Diana whispered, tucking her hands under her arms.

“He’s practicing,” Missy Thurber said, leaning in from behind us. “Did you see the vultures parked outside the gates this morning? The press smells blood in the water, and they’re about to chow down.”

“You’re mixing your metaphors again, Missy,” I scolded through my teeth. When I glanced over my shoulder, I found myself staring into those yawning nostrils of hers. Ick.

“Whatever. I wouldn’t be surprised if they shut down this place,” Missy replied, sitting back again. “Parents have been calling all night. People are freaked out. I’m freaked out. I mean, I lived down the hall from the girl.”

Yeah, and I’m the one who had a gun pointed at her head last night. Boo-freaking-hoo, Nostril Girl.

“Thank you for your time and attention,” Mr. Cromwell said awkwardly. “You’re all dismissed.”

The room filled with chatter and exhausted-yet-exhilarated students jammed the aisles. I found Noelle as quickly as I could. She was on her way out the door with Amberly Carmichael and Tiffany Goulbourne, her long black coat contrasting sharply with Tiff’s pristine white jacket. Amberly wore a light-blue coat with white gloves and a white hat and looked like a little American Girl doll. I felt a rush of anger at the sight of her—at the girl who’d taken my place in Billings and had ransacked my Pemberly single—but I did my best to push it back down.

“Noelle, wait!” I called, jogging to catch up.

They paused just outside the door and waited. Each had her cell phone out and ready, probably to spread the news that we’d been freed.

“Hey,” Noelle said, pushing her dark hair over her shoulder. “Crazy stuff.”

“I know,” I replied, catching my breath. “Missy said they might close the school for good.”

“Close Easton?” Amberly gasped, her blue eyes wide. “Can they do that?”

Noelle snorted a laugh and adjusted her cashmere scarf. “No. Please. The school hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“Although they do keep admitting the crazies,” Tiffany said, covering her short black curls with a red cabbie hat. “And we keep inviting them into Billings.”

“We didn’t invite Sabine,” I pointed out, shoving my hands into my pockets as a stiff wind blew by. “Cromwell put her there.”

“True,” Tiffany said as her phone trilled. “It’s my dad. I have to take this.” She moved away a few steps as Noelle, Amberly, and I started to walk across the quad. Noelle wisely maneuvered her way between Amberly and me, acting as a human buffer.

“Speaking of invitations to Billings, Reed, I’m sure you know we want you back next semester,” Noelle said.

An instant thrill ran through me. “Seriously?”

“What?” Amberly blurted at the same moment.

Noelle paused and gave me a look that was half condescension, half apology. It would have been hard for anyone other than her to pull it off.

“Of course. Now that we know Sabine was behind everything, I’m sure everyone will agree,” she said. “I plan to take a vote on it this afternoon, but I can’t imagine who might vote nay.”

At this, she turned to the side to give Amberly a pointed look. Amberly inspected her nails.

“You will accept the invitation, of course,” Noelle said to me.

“Of course,” I said, even though there was a twinge of trepidation inside my chest. “I mean, it will be a little strange after living there with Sabine for so long. . . .”

I took a deep breath and looked across the quad toward Billings House. My fists clenched inside my pockets.

“I can’t believe I trusted her,” I said, as humiliation and fury bubbled in my veins—something I clearly was going to have to get used to. I had a feeling that my relationship with Sabine would haunt me for the rest of my life. “How could I have been so stupid?”

“Hey. We all thought she was a sweet, innocent little thing,” Noelle said.

“Not you. You never liked her,” I pointed out.

Noelle smiled wryly and cocked her head. “Yes, but I rarely like anyone.”

I actually cracked a smile at that one. Then I heard shouts in the distance and knew that reporters were firing questions at some poor soul who had just driven up to the gates.

“They’re going to be all over us,” I said.

“No doubt,” Noelle said, staring off in the direction of the dorms and the driveway beyond. Then, slowly, she looked at me and smiled, her brown eyes bright. “Unless we’re not here.”

I blinked. “What do you mean?” I asked, as Tiffany finished her phone call and rejoined us.

Noelle grabbed Gage as he skulked by. He glared down at her hand, but he paused.

“What?” He looked pale, and there was a crease across his left cheek from his pillowcase. Not the coiffed Gage I knew and didn’t love.

“Everyone’s still going to St. Barths, right?” Noelle asked.

“That’s the plan,” Amberly said.

“No doubt,” Gage replied, looking off into the distance. “I plan on being hammered and stupid for at least two weeks.”

“So the usual, then?” Noelle joked.

“You should have a stand-up routine, Lange,” Gage snapped.

Noelle turned to Tiffany. “Tiff? You in?”

“Oh, I’m so there,” Tiffany replied. “Dad has a Vogue shoot a couple days before Christmas. I’m going to assist.” Her father, Tassos, was a world-renowned fashion and entertainment photographer. “Actually, Kiran is one of the models.”

Gage visibly brightened at this news. “Oh, tell me it’s a swimsuit thing,” he begged.

“It’s a swimsuit thing,” Tiffany confirmed grudgingly.

“Yes!” Gage cheered. “Hammered, stupid, and laid.”

I rolled my eyes. Boy bounced back quickly.

Noelle focused her brown eyes on me. “Reed, you’re coming with.” She lifted her iPhone and hit the screen. “I’m going to call Donnie right now and let him know we’ll be one more.”

“Who’s Donnie?” I asked.

“Our pilot,” Noelle replied.

I laughed and placed my hand over her hand on the phone. “Wait, wait. I can’t go to St. Barths. My parents will want me home for Christmas. Especially after all this.”

Noelle looked at me as if I were a puppy who’d just peed on the floor. “Reed. Think about it. Thomas was your boyfriend. Ariana tried to kill you. Now Ariana’s sister has tried to kill you. You go home, and the entire news media is going to take over West Wackadoodle, PA, and, while it might be fabu business for the local IHOP, they will camp out on your front lawn and spend the entire break tearing into your every secret. Do you really want to put your family and friends through that?”

My heart pretty much stood still. I could just see the headline now:

STALKED SCHOLARSHIP STUDENT CONFESSES: MY MOM’S A FORMER JUNKIE.

“It’s settled, then. You’re coming with us,” Noelle said, accurately reading my silence. “For the next two weeks it’s nothing but sun, sand, and mojitos for us.” There were more shouts from the distance. The zoom of a rushing engine. I wondered if one of the news vans was getting ready to ram through the front gate. “We can deal with whether or not we’ll have a school to come back to later,” she added under her breath.

So she wasn’t that confident in Easton’s staying power after all. I swallowed hard and looked around the quad at the familiar buildings and faces as Noelle made her phone call. A world without Easton? After everything I had been through, that was one blow I wasn’t sure I could survive.



THE UPTON GAME



“So, Noelle, are you going to play the Upton Game this year?” Tiffany asked as we kicked back in our cushy leather seats on the Lange family’s private plane the next morning. Our chairs were arranged in a sort of conversation pit, so that we could all see one another. Toward the back were four more seats, lined up against the walls like in a regular plane, except they each were singles with tables at either arm. Only one was occupied. Noelle’s father, whom I hadn’t met yet, had been talking intensely into his cell phone ever since we arrived at the airport and hadn’t even glanced our way. Noelle’s mother was already in St. Barths and would be meeting our plane when we landed.

“I’m not sure you guys could handle the competition,” Noelle said, arranging the skirt of her black linen dress around her legs. She and Tiff both were already outfitted for the islands—Tiff in tan shorts, a white short-sleeve shirt, and stacked espadrilles—while I was bundled up in a wool sweater and jeans, my thick coat shoved into the overhead compartment. I was, thank God, a newly reminted Billings Girl after yesterday’s successful vote, but I certainly didn’t look the part. I wondered exactly how hot I’d be when I stepped off the plane.

Tiffany laughed at Noelle. “Look at the ego on this one!” She accepted a flute of champagne from the flight attendant and curled up her long legs onto her seat. I passed on my glass. No alcohol for me. Not for a while. “Come on, Noelle! It’s your first Dash-less Christmas in forever. You have to play.”

My heart took a nosedive that, luckily, had nothing to do with the plane doing something funky. Dash-less?

“Okay, I’m confused,” I said as the flight attendant deposited a tray of chocolate-covered strawberries on the table between me and Tiffany. “A, what is the Upton Game? And B, Noelle . . . since when are you Dash-less? I thought you guys got back together.”

Noelle took a long sip from her champagne glass, and then placed it down on the table at her side. “Not anymore.”

I attempted to swallow. “You broke up? What happened?”

Noelle shot Tiffany a look, and Tiff focused her gaze out the window. “Honestly? It seems that once you’ve seen your boyfriend hook up with one of your best friends, it becomes rather hard to kiss him without thinking of where his lips have been,” Noelle answered.

My face burned. I was the best friend. I had ruined Noelle’s relationship with Dash. For good. “Noelle—”

“So, the Upton Game!” Noelle said loudly, brightly, slapping her hands down on her lap.

She wasn’t going to talk to me about Dash. I guess I could understand that. But I felt a sting in my chest nonetheless. Our friendship had changed, and not in a good way.

“Yes, let’s fill in Reed.” Tiffany reached for a chocolate-covered strawberry and bit into it.

“Okay. Tiffany and I have been going down to St. Barths ever since we were in strollers.” Noelle paused for a moment, and I knew that she was thinking about how she hadn’t been able to go last year because of Thomas’s trial. “And we’re not the only ones. There’s a whole group of us.”

“Like Gage,” I supplied. Unfortunately.

“Gage, Kiran, Paige, and Daniel Ryan, Weston Bright, the Hathaways—”

“Poppy Simon—”

“Of Simon International,” Tiffany put in, passing the tray of strawberries to me. I selected one and took a bite. Its flavors exploded in my mouth. Much better than the dry pretzels on my last flight. “Her family owns this sick chain of hotels all over the world, including one on the island. We hang out there a lot.”

“Poppy is outrageous,” Noelle added. “I’m interested to see what you think of her.” She leaned back and narrowed her eyes. “Who else . . . oh, Dash,” she said through her teeth in a tone that forbade any further questioning. “And, of course, Upton Giles.”

She shot Tiffany a sly look, and Tiffany swooned dramatically. She fanned at her neck, opening her white collared shirt wide. “Oh, Upton Giles . . . ,” she sighed.

“You got that right.”

Noelle leaned forward, and they clinked glasses.

“Who’s Upton Giles?” I asked.

Noelle took a breath, swigged her champagne, and turned to us. “Upton Giles is the single hottest male specimen ever to walk the earth.”

Noelle was not one for overexaggeration. If she said the guy was drop-dead, he was drop-dead. I immediately thought of Josh, who had yet to call me, text me, or e-mail me. I wondered if he knew I was headed to St. Barths. He had to have heard it through Gage or Weston or someone, right? I pulled out my iPhone to quickly check for messages. There was nothing.

My heart twinged, and I put down the phone. Moving on, Reed, remember? You’re moving on.

I looked at Noelle. “So . . . Upton Giles is the object of the Upton Game?”

“Exactly,” Noelle replied.

Tiffany cleared her throat and shifted in her seat. “Every year, all the girls in the crew compete for Upton’s . . . affection,” Tiffany explained.

“Back when we were twelve, it was all about who could get a peck on the cheek from Upton first,” Noelle explained, slightly lowering her voice. “But now that we’re older, things have gotten a bit more intense.”

“Basically, whoever hooks up with Upton first wins the Upton Game,” Tiffany clarified, taking a sip of champagne.

I nearly choked on a large bite of strawberry. “Omigod. Ew!” I said, covering my mouth. “You guys all have hooked up with Upton?”

“Reed! Please! I don’t think my father could quite hear you,” Noelle admonished, swiveling in her seat to check the back of the plane. But her father was still barking away on the phone. She settled in, smoothing her long black skirt over her legs. “I have not. Cheek peck back in the day? Yes. But for the last few years I’ve been . . . otherwise occupied, guywise.”

Noelle and I avoided eye contact.

“But pretty much everyone else has hooked up with him,” Tiffany added, swigging from her champagne glass again.

I looked at Tiffany. As long as I had known her, she’d never had a serious boyfriend. In a weird way, I had always thought she was sort of above the petty pursuit of guys. She usually had so much other stuff going on. Her love of photography kept her well occupied—she always was shooting for classes, for fun, for the school paper, and sometimes even for magazines in New York City. She also was a straight-A student and sang in the Easton Chorale. The thought of her with a guy was totally out of context.

“Even you?” I asked.

Tiffany blushed and shrugged. “We all have our weaknesses.”

“Everyone except Taylor,” Noelle amended. “She’s been coming down for the last few Christmases as Kiran’s guest, and she’s yet to win.”

“Not for lack of trying,” Tiffany added, rolling her eyes.

Noelle laughed lightly, and I looked down at my hands. It was going to be so odd seeing Taylor Bell and Kiran Hayes again after more than a year. I hadn’t spoken to Taylor in ages—not since the night she disappeared from Easton so mysteriously. The last time I saw Kiran was the night she confessed that she had played a role in Thomas Pearson’s kidnapping. The kidnapping that had led to his murder.

Even with all of that hanging over us, I couldn’t wait to see them. I suppose that time heals all wounds. Or absence makes the heart grow fonder. I guess clichés are clichés for a reason.

“So, what do you think, Reed?” Noelle asked with a smirk. “Up for a little Upton?”

“Please,” I said with a scoff. “I haven’t even met the guy. Besides, I’m not really into players.”

Not anymore, I added silently, thinking of Thomas.

“Believe me, when you see him, you’ll be in,” Tiffany said, toying with the hair at the nape of her neck. She was still blushing. Whatever the allure this guy had, it was strong.

“So, what else do I need to know?” I asked, hoping to change the subject. “The Upton Game isn’t all you guys do down there, is it?”

Tiffany and Noelle pretended to have to think about it. “It’s the only thing worth doing,” Tiffany joked.

“Well, there is Casino Night,” Noelle added.

“Ah, Casino Night,” Tiffany added, quickly sucking a bit of chocolate from her finger as she adjusted her position in her seat. “The Ryans throw it every year on the night after Christmas, and we all lose tons of money.”

“Sounds like fun,” I said wryly. “I guess I won’t be participating.”

“Oh, we’ll front you some green,” Noelle said casually, like it wasn’t even a question. “You have to come. Whoever has the most chips at the end of the night wins all the money that’s been spent at the tables. We usually give it to charity, but if you win, you could keep it.”

My face burned. “Because I am a charity case.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. “I just mean, it would be great if you won.”

“They have everything,” Tiffany said. “Craps, roulette, blackjack, poker—”

“Poker is the most competitive,” Noelle put in. “Every year the girls try to beat the boys. It’s like an all-out war.”

“Really? Poker’s my game,” I said. “I used to play with my brother and his friends.”

“Nice. We have a ringer,” Noelle said, lifting her glass.

“Omigod, can you teach me?” Tiffany asked, leaning forward in her seat and placing her feet on the floor. “I totally suck.”

“Sure,” I said. “Do you think your dad keeps cards on the plane?” I asked Noelle.

She was already out of her seat. “Are you kidding? He and his cronies take this jet all over the world. How do you think Daddy won the house in Majorca? He bluffed on a pair of sixes at fifty thousand feet.”

Tiffany laughed as Noelle put her hand on my headrest. “Why don’t you come with? I’ll introduce you.”

I bit my lip. Noelle’s father was still on the phone and was obviously tense. Probably doing some big business deal. Hardly seemed like a prime time for an intro, but who was I to judge?

“Okay.” I unhooked my seat belt and followed Noelle toward the back of the plane. Her father glanced over his shoulder, saw us coming, and blinked. I heard him say something into the phone about calling back, and then he flipped it shut. He stood up as we approached and tugged on the waistband of his perfectly cut trousers. He had shed his suit jacket and wore a crisp white shirt, dark-blue suspenders, and a dark-blue-and-red tie, which was still tightly knotted. He had to be at least six foot four, with broad shoulders—definitely an athlete. His brown hair was cropped close to his head in a military Caesar, and he did not look old enough to be Noelle’s father. Hot uncle, maybe, but not her father.

He looked at me for a long moment before smiling at Noelle, which gave me the uncomfortable sensation that he felt I was in the way.

“Pumpkin,” he said, giving Noelle a kiss.

“Daddy,” she said. “You’ve been on the phone for so long; I haven’t had a chance to introduce you to my friend.”

Her tone was admonishing, and his reaction was chagrined. Was there no one Noelle couldn’t intimidate?

“Daddy, this is Reed Brennan. Reed, this is Wallace Lange,” Noelle said proudly.

“Reed.” He cleared his throat and nodded.

“Hello,” I said. There was a long moment of silence. Noelle looked at her father as if she were expecting him to say or do something.

I tried again. “Thank you so much for inviting me on vacation. It’s incredibly generous of you.”

“Oh, you’re welcome.” Then his phone vibrated on the table, and he glanced at it distractedly.

“Excuse me,” he said gruffly, grabbing for the phone. “Hang on,” he said into the receiver. He held the phone to his chest and looked at Noelle. “I don’t really have time for social hour right now, Noelle,” he said pointedly.

Noelle rolled her eyes. “Do you have a deck of cards?”

“In the cabinet.”

He sat down, turned away, and began talking into the phone. Noelle stared at him for a moment, annoyed, before moving on.

“Sorry. He gets crabby when he’s in business mode,” she said, yanking open the cabinet. Inside were a few decks of cards, a full set of poker chips, and a folded felt poker tabletop. “Always be prepared,” she said wryly. She pulled out the tabletop and chips and handed them over. We were about to return to our seats when her phone beeped. She pulled it from the pocket of her dress and rolled her eyes again.

“Dash.”

My throat went dry. “He called?”

“No. Texted, the wuss,” she said. “He wants to know if it’s okay with me if he comes down this year. I don’t know why he would, since his parents are going to be in Europe with his aunt’s family until Christmas.”

Um, maybe because he wants to be with you? I thought but didn’t say.

She quickly texted back, her fingers flying over the touch screen.

“What are you writing back?”

“That he can do whatever he wants. I’m not his keeper.” She finished her text and dropped her phone back in her pocket.

“Noelle—,” I began.

“Reed,” she said firmly. “We are not talking about this anymore.”

“But I have to ask you something,” I said, clutching the poker tabletop to my chest.

She clucked her tongue impatiently. “What?”

“If you’re still mad . . . why am I here?”

Noelle thought about it a moment, then smirked. “Let’s just say you’re lucky I don’t have to kiss you.”



THE OFFICIAL KICKOFF



“What do you think?” Noelle asked as we stepped out onto the Spanish-tile patio at the rear of the Ryan family estate. The backyard fronted a cliff overlooking the ocean, and the water was so crystal clear I could see a school of tiny fish swimming beneath the surface. The sun shone down on the glistening infinity pool as palm trees swayed in the breeze. Gorgeous tropical flowers in bright pinks, oranges, and purples burst from flower boxes and vases everywhere. A steel drum band played a jaunty tune as waiters circulated with yummy-smelling barbecue and frothy drinks. I had shed my sweater, exposing my wrinkled T-shirt underneath, and I was still way too hot. But I couldn’t have cared less.

Every stressful Dash- and Josh-related thought I’d had on the plane melted away like sorbet in the sun. One deep breath of this laid-back island atmosphere and Carefree Reed was in the house.

“I can’t believe we’re still on the same planet,” I replied, thinking of the slush and snow back in Connecticut.

“Aw. It’s so nice to see the world through the eyes of a novice traveler,” Noelle said, slinging her arm around me. “Come on. Let’s get some food. I’m famished.”

Tiffany had broken away to find her dad, who already was there somewhere. Mr. and Mrs. Lange were standing just across the patio. Mrs. Lange had, in fact, met us at the plane, but after the briefest of hellos, she had spent the entire limo ride talking on her cell, arranging details for some fund-raiser she was throwing the first Sunday of the New Year. Now she and her husband were chatting with Amberly, her prepped-out parents, and her crunchily handsome brother, Austin, who had just arrived. I had never met Mr. Carmichael, and I couldn’t help but stare at him. This man—this tall, hard-bodied, towheaded, merry-eyed man—had had an affair with Cheyenne Martin a few weeks before her death. And he hadn’t even attended her funeral. Did Amberly know? Did her mother know? And more important . . . gross.

“So, where’s this Upton guy?” I asked, forcing myself to look away from Mr. Carmichael.

Noelle smirked. “Let’s see if you can pick him out yourself.”

“Upton Game, the solitaire version?” I joked. Taking her up on the challenge, I scanned the partygoers. If I were the hottest guy ever to walk the earth, where would I be?

“Noelle! Reed!”

I recognized the squeal before I had a chance to spot where it was coming from. Suddenly Kiran’s slim arm was wrapped awkwardly around my neck. Her drink spilled, splashing on my shoes, but she kept bouncing up and down as she attempted to hug Noelle and me at the same time.

“Omigod! It’s so good to see you guys!” Kiran cried. “It totally sucks that you had to miss my birthday party, but I’m so glad you’re okay!”

Partying was always priority number one with Kiran. Higher on the list than attempted murder. She pulled back and placed her now empty glass on the tray of a passing waiter.

“Let me look at you,” she said, holding both my wrists. “What are you wearing? You need to get out of those New England rags and get into the islands!”

Kiran certainly had done just that. She wore nothing but a red bikini top, a tiny red bikini bottom, and a red-and-white sarong that exposed her entire leg. Her heels were at least four inches high, and the white beads around her neck were the size of grapes. Her long dark hair was swept up in a tight bun, and huge D&G sunglasses practically covered her face.

I smiled as she plucked a piece of lint from my T-shirt. Even with the fashion critique, it was good to see her.

“I told her to change on the plane, but she just wanted to get here,” Noelle said with a shrug.

“Well, we can’t blame her for that. Hi, Noelle,” Taylor Bell said, joining us. She bit her lip and looked down at the ground before meeting my eyes. “Hey, Reed.”

“Hey!” I reached over and hugged her, since she was clearly tentative about seeing me. “You look incredible.”

“Thanks,” Taylor said, blushing.

What little baby fat she’d been carrying around a year ago was gone and had been replaced by some serious muscle tone. Even her face looked tauter. Gone were the rosy red cheeks, replaced by pronounced cheekbones and a slight tan. Her blond hair was as curly as ever, but it was longer, grazing her shoulders. Her buttery locks danced in the island breeze as she turned around to show off her new physique and blue strapless dress.

“I’ve been dieting and working out like a fiend for the last nine months,” Taylor said giddily. “I am so winning the Upton Game this year.”

“Wait a minute. You didn’t shed the poundage just for Upton,” Noelle said incredulously.

Taylor blushed deeply. “No. Of course not. I did it for me.”

But she obviously had done it for Upton. Which Noelle was clearly about to say before we were interrupted.

“Noelle! So good to see you!”

We all turned around to find a tall girl with stunning green eyes and gorgeous auburn curls striding toward us. She wore a green halter dress and gold hoops and was trailed by a guy who could only be her brother. He had the same eyes and hair color, though his was straight and brushed aside in a preppy ’do. He wore madras shorts and a light-yellow polo shirt, and he had a kind of tight look about him, as if he were born with a stick up his butt. Clearly these were the Ryan twins.

“Paige. Good to see you, too,” Noelle said as she hugged the girl, though I could tell from her tone that she didn’t mean it. “Hi, Daniel,” she added to the guy.

“Noelle,” he replied with a nod. “Don’t suppose Dash is with you.”

“Not at present, no.” Noelle looked past the twins at an older couple who were now approaching. “Mr. and Mrs. Ryan. You’ve outdone yourselves once again.”

“Ah, Noelle. Always so polite,” Mrs. Ryan said.

She leaned in and gave Noelle a double-cheek air kiss, gripping Noelle’s elbows as she did so. I couldn’t help but notice the size of the emerald on her finger. It overlapped the two fingers on either side and was surrounded by huge diamonds. It was so big it was ugly, even though I knew it must have cost a fortune.

“Ryan family, this is my friend Reed Brennan,” Noelle said, stepping aside.

Mrs. Ryan, a Billings alum like her daughter and descended from Jessica Billings, the Billings founder, clearly recognized my name. Her green eyes quickly flicked over me, and she pushed up the sleeves of her flowing blue silk jacket, which she wore over a black top and pants. For a woman of her age, she had a seriously toned body and healthy tan, and her auburn hair was cut into a sleek, short ’do. If not for the sour look on her face, she would have been very attractive.

“Reed Brennan, the girl whose questionable leadership skills put the future of Billings at risk,” she said tersely.

My jaw dropped. Paige hid a laugh and looked away. I felt myself start to close up—the unworthy Croton girl—but something inside of me said no.

“My questionable leadership skills? Do you mean the way I saved the house from being disbanded by raising five million dollars for the school?”

I’d had enough of backing down. She couldn’t talk to me that way, even if this was her insanely sprawling estate. Kiran suppressed a giggle, but she didn’t do a very good job. I could feel Noelle trying not to smile as well.

“Well, your insolence certainly hasn’t been exaggerated,” the woman said. “I can see why the girls voted you out, but I can’t imagine why they let you back in.”

“Calista,” her husband said warningly, stepping up to grip her arms from behind. He looked at us and smiled. “Why don’t you kids go grab yourselves something to eat?”

Then he forcibly turned his wife around and led her away.

“Your mother sure hasn’t changed,” Noelle said to Paige.

“She has this thing about speaking her mind,” Paige explained.

“No problem,” I replied, even though I wasn’t entirely sure that was an apology.

“Ah. There’s Gage. I’ll catch up with you ladies later,” Daniel said, quickly excusing himself.

“Never been all that comfortable around a group of females, that one,” Noelle pointed out.

“Daniel? No, he just wants to catch up with the guys,” Paige said, hooking her arm around Noelle’s and leading us farther into the party. “So, tell me, was this girl really related to Ariana? Daniel says she never mentioned a half sister the entire time they were together.”

Wait. Daniel dated Ariana? How could she have liked that guy and Thomas? They were obviously polar opposites. But then, she was a total nut job.

“Well, Ariana did have a talent for keeping secrets,” Noelle said.

Kiran and Taylor fell into step with me behind Noelle and Paige. It was obvious that Paige considered herself on the same level as Noelle, which no one else in our circle would ever do. Except Ariana, of course. But again, bonkers.

A tray of barbecued chicken and pineapples on skewers passed by, and I was just reaching for it when an older couple moved aside and I saw a guy about my age standing near the railing overlooking the water. He had shaggy, light-blond hair, all combed forward toward his face and sticking out in an adorable way around his ears. He wore a black T-shirt and battered jeans and was leaning against the railing with his arms—his very nice arms—braced at his sides. There was a pensive look about his angular face as he stared out at the ocean. I reached out and stopped Kiran.

“Wait. Is that Upton?”

All four of them stopped, and then laughed.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Paige said. “That is not Upton. That is Sawyer Hathaway.”

“So very not Upton,” Noelle added derisively.

“Although he has gotten cuter,” Kiran said, looking him up and down in a pondering way as she took a sip of her drink.

Taylor glanced around, and then whacked me with the back of her hand. “That is Upton.”

I followed her gaze across the pool, past all the glittering conversation, bleached-white smiles, and clinking glasses. It was as if time stood still. All noise ceased to be. There was no air.

Noelle had not exaggerated. Upton Giles was the single hottest male specimen ever to walk the earth. Tall and muscular, but in a lean and extremely sexy way, Upton had sun-kissed light-brown hair that was perfectly tousled all over. His buttery tan was shown off by his white linen shirt, which was rolled up at the sleeves and unbuttoned just enough to show off a smooth, chiseled chest. He wore a black rope necklace with some kind of ring hanging from it and had a smile that could fell a thousand supermodels. Even from across the patio, I could tell that his blue eyes matched the Caribbean Sea. He was talking to a guy with short brown hair and a decent smile, but I barely gave the guy a glance. When you were looking at Upton, he was all you could see.

Boy was hotter than Josh. Hotter than Dash. He was even hotter than Thomas. He was hotter than a grilled Josh-and-Thomas sandwich with Dash filling.

“Told you,” Noelle whispered in my ear.

“Holy crap,” I replied, before I could censor myself.

All the girls laughed.

“What’s the joke?” Amberly asked, coming up behind me. My shoulders curled forward as all the hairs on my neck stood on end.

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” I said flatly.

Noelle shot me an admonishing look. “We were just talking about the Upton Game.”

“Oh my gosh, I am so in. Paige filled me in on the deets when I got here,” Amberly said, the skirt of her blue flowered dress billowing out in the breeze. “And he’s, like, Africa hot.”

“And you’re, like, five years old,” I replied, mocking her voice by pitching mine up two octaves.

“God! What’s your problem?” Amberly asked me.

“Do you really need me to explain it to you?” I replied. “I knew you were an airhead, but I didn’t think you were that stupid.”

Amberly’s jaw dropped, and Noelle grabbed my arm, yanking me away from the others. “Okay, you need to chill. This is supposed to be a vacation.”

“Well, it’s not going to be one if I have to deal with her the whole time,” I said through my teeth. “Do you even know what she’s done to me over the past week? Talking down to me, trashing my room . . .”

“I’m aware, but you’re going to have to let bygones be bygones,” Noelle said. “Otherwise you two are going to drive me crazy. And I, for one, am here to have fun. Aren’t you?”

I took a deep breath and looked around at my gorgeous surroundings. My eyes went straight to Upton. “Yes.”

“Good. Now let’s get back over there before they start thinking we’re lesbian lovers having a spat,” Noelle said.

I laughed out loud. Noelle was right. I was here to have fun. And I could avoid Amberly for the next few weeks. When I returned to the circle, I stood between Kiran and Taylor and averted my gaze from the little china doll. See? No problem.

“Everything okay?” Tiffany asked, joining us.

“Fine. We’re all good,” Noelle assured everyone.

“Good. Then shall we officially kick off the Upton Game?” Paige suggested.

“Wait. Poppy’s not here yet,” Kiran protested.

“She’s not flying in until tomorrow,” Taylor added.

“Her loss,” Noelle said with a smirk. “By then the game could already be won.”

The girls all laughed devilishly, and I rolled my eyes. This whole thing was just so silly. But they seemed to be enjoying it, so who was I to judge?

“May the best girl win,” Paige said, lifting her glass.

They all reached up and clinked their glasses together. Everyone but me. Because A, I didn’t have a glass, and B, I was not going to be participating.

“I’m rooting for you, Taylor,” I said, as our klatch broke up.

“Thanks!” Taylor cooed, hand to her chest.

“Everyone likes an underdog,” Paige snickered.

Taylor’s face dropped as the girl sauntered off in Upton’s direction. First impression of Paige Ryan? Ice-cold bitch. I wanted to trip her, but I didn’t have the guts just then. Maybe later.

“I don’t like that girl,” I said under my breath.

Taylor swigged the rest of her drink. “Join the club.”

“Wow. A mean word from Taylor Bell? Times have changed,” I joked. A comment like that was very un-Taylor. She had always been the most doormatty of the Billings Girls.

Taylor smiled in an almost apologetic way. The wind tossed her curls in front of her face, and she casually swept them back.

“It comes from no longer having to answer to the Billings hierarchy,” she said, taking a deep, cleansing breath. “You’d be surprised how freeing it is.”



SINGLED OUT



An hour later I was kicked back with Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor in a set of chaise longues near the pool, my face tipped toward the sun. We were full of Caribbean barbecue and each had a piña colada (mine virgin) to sip. Noelle had insisted I change, so now I was wearing a white polo-shirt dress and a ton of SPF. My Pennsylvania skin was so not ready for the Caribbean sun.

“So by the fall, you’ll be seeing my face everywhere,” Kiran said, adjusting the brim of her wide sunhat so that her entire face was shaded. “In magazines, on billboards—”

“On the sides of buses,” Noelle put in as she worked her long hair into a braid down her back.

“Hey, all exposure is good exposure,” Kiran told her, raising one red fingernail.

“Tell that to Reed,” Noelle said slyly.

My blood stopped cold. Was that a jab about the Dash video?

“The face of a whole cosmetics line,” I said, ignoring Noelle’s comment. “That is so incredible.”

“I know. My agent said the company hasn’t had a non-actress do it since, like, the nineties,” Kiran replied. “I guess they just thought I was that hot.”

“But not at all modest,” Noelle added, flicking an unseen speck off the skirt of her dress.

A waiter in white shorts and a colorful Hawaiian-style shirt paused in front of us, smiling as he lowered a silver tray full of tarts, cookies, and slices of frosting-laden cake.

“Your dessert, ladies,” he said, moving to place the tray on the table between Taylor and me.

“You’re leaving that here? No. Please. Put it over there,” Taylor said, flicking her hand in Noelle’s direction.

“Still working on that willpower, Bell?” Noelle asked as the waiter did as was requested and moved to the next group of chairs.

“Just playing it safe,” Taylor replied, glancing at the sweets as if they might jump up; hurtle over Noelle, Kiran, and me; and cram themselves down her throat.

“Understood.” Noelle picked up a chunk of white cake and took a bite, then slowly, decadently, sucked the coconut icing from her fingers. I couldn’t tell if she was taunting Taylor or just enjoying herself. Probably a little bit of both. “So what about you, Taylor? How’s Chi-town?”

“Cold,” Taylor replied. She faced forward again and looked up at the perfectly clear blue sky. “But my father bought me an entire new fall and winter wardrobe and a Land Rover when I told him I’d decided to stay in Chicago. Plus, I love my high school. I’m president of the senior class and should be graduating number one. Hopefully there will be an early acceptance letter from Stanford when I get home.”

“Wow, Taylor. Sounds like you’ve got everything you wanted,” I said.

When I got home, I was really going to have to deal with narrowing down which colleges I wanted to visit and apply to, something that should have been on my mind all semester and would have been if I hadn’t been so distracted by Cheyenne’s suicide and my stalker and my breakup and everything else. Maybe I could get a good essay out of the whole experience.

TOPIC: WHAT PERSON OR PERSONS HAS HAD THE MOST INFLUENCE ON YOUR LIFE?

ANSWER: CRAZY ARIANA OSGOOD AND HER PSYCHO SISTER SABINE.

Noelle tipped back her head and sighed. “So I guess Ariana intimidating you into leaving Easton actually was a good thing.”

Taylor and Kiran exchanged a glance, and Taylor looked down at her lap.

“Is that what happened?” I asked. How long had I been dying to have this conversation?

“Basically,” Taylor said, forcing a smile. “She was worried that if I stuck around, I would crack and tell the police what we did that night. Which, let’s face it, I probably would have. But I never knew she went back there that night, Reed, I swear.”

“I know,” I replied, trying to ignore the black, festering scab inside my chest. The scab left behind by Thomas’s murder, which I was now starting to realize would never fully heal. Okay, maybe I didn’t want to have this conversation. “Let’s talk about something else.”

Kiran finished off her latest drink and placed the glass on the ground next to her chair. “I vote we talk about how Upton Giles somehow got even hotter this year.”

She turned her gaze toward a large wood dining table shaded by a red awning, where Upton was being aggressively courted by Paige, Tiffany, and Amberly. Daniel, Gage, Weston Bright, and Sawyer and Graham Hathaway were hanging with them as well, drinking beer from little brown bottles and starting to get loud. I had to admit, Upton was fun to look at. He laughed at something Amberly said, and the laugh carried throughout the party. It was a throaty, uninhibited laugh. The kind you live to bring forth in any way you can.

He was still laughing when he turned his head and happened to look at me. My body temperature instantly skyrocketed. He narrowed his eyes inquisitively, clearly curious about the interloper in his midst, and leaned over to Gage to whisper in his ear. Gage glanced at me, smirked, and whispered back. I could only imagine what he was saying. No doubt that I was some prudish, penniless farm girl from Podunk, Pennsylvania.

Paige got up from the table and tugged Tiffany away with her, excusing herself to the bathroom. They roped Amberly into joining them as well, probably trying to prevent her from getting any alone time with Upton. It seemed there was actual strategy involved in the Upton Game.

“That’s it. I’m going in,” Taylor said as soon as she saw that Upton was female free. She stood up, straightened her dress, and tossed back her hair. “How do I look?”

“Very Upton worthy,” Noelle said with a nod.

“You think?” Taylor was giddy. “Wish me luck.”

“Luck!” we all shouted after her, earning an irritated glance, since half the party heard us. Kiran, Noelle, and I all laughed as we sat back in our seats. I hadn’t felt so relaxed . . . ever. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath of the tangy Caribbean air. A girl could get used to this.

“Okay, I’m getting bored,” Kiran said with a yawn. “What do you guys want to do next?”

“We need to shop,” Noelle said, crossing her legs at the ankle. “Reed needs some vacationwear.”

“Bien sûr! I am so in,” Kiran said, clapping her hands.

“Ah, but you’re forgetting one little problem. Reed has no money,” I said.

Noelle flicked a hand. “A minor obstacle.”

Yeah. For you, maybe.

“You cannot spend the entire week in jeans and a T-shirt,” Kiran said. “Not with the events we have planned.”

“We’ll figure it out. We always do,” Noelle said. She lifted her head and looked across the patio. “Uh-oh. Crash and burn.”

“What?” I asked, opening my eyes.

I heard chairs scraping against the ground and looked over to see Upton, Graham, and Sawyer all getting up from the table to follow a sullen-looking Taylor around the pool. They were headed in our direction, and I suddenly found myself tugging down on the hem of my dress and sitting up a bit straighter. Noelle saw my preparations and smirked. Great. Now I felt like a total hypocrite. But just because I didn’t want Upton and the Hathaways to think I was a slob didn’t mean I wanted to win the Upton Game.

Not at all.

“Reed, this is Upton Giles and Sawyer and Graham Hathaway,” Taylor said upon arrival, and not at all enthusiastically. “Guys, this is Reed.”

“Hi,” they all said in unison. Upton and Graham put on bigger smiles than Sawyer.

“May we join you?” Upton asked in a startlingly sexy British accent. My toes actually curled at the sound of his voice.

“Sure,” I said.

As the guys pulled over more lounge chairs, I widened my eyes at Noelle. “You never said he was British!” I whispered.

“Oops.” She snorted a laugh at my expense.

When I turned around again, Upton was settling into Taylor’s vacated chair, right next to mine. My cheeks turned sunburned red. Had he overheard that?

“Graham! Come sit by me,” Noelle ordered. “Let’s chat.”

I glanced at Kiran, who shrugged. Clearly she didn’t know what that was about either. Since Upton had appropriated her chair, Taylor was forced to sit with Sawyer off to Upton’s left. My heart was bouncing around like a ping-pong ball. Of all these girls, he wanted to sit next to me, a milky white troll.

“So, Reed, I hear you’re quite the intriguing individual,” he said, sitting sideways on his lounge and leaning his thick forearms on his knees. There was a thin, white scar across his left shin. So not entirely perfect.

“Really? How so?” I asked, hoping he wasn’t about to bring up the fact that I had almost been murdered . . . twice.

“Well, rumor has it you come from somewhere outside the big five, so that in and of itself is intriguing,” he said with a smile. His eyes were even bluer than the ocean crashing behind us.

“The big five?”

“New York, L.A., London, Paris, Sydney,” Kiran clarified. “The big five.”

“Ah. Too bad for the rest of the world,” I replied. “Has Rome been informed?”

Everyone chuckled at my joke, including Upton. In spite of myself, I beamed. He placed one hand on his knee, and I found myself staring at his fingers. No guy I knew had hands that large. They were not teenager hands. They were man hands. The kind of hands you couldn’t help imagining running through your hair and down your back and over your skin. . . .

I was definitely starting to understand the appeal of the Upton Game.

“So, Graham, how’s your dad doing?” Noelle asked.

“He’s fine,” Graham replied, kicking back with his legs hanging down on either side of his chair. “Busy.”

“Talking to my dad, from what I overhear,” Noelle said.

“What does your dad do, Graham?” I asked, mostly because it forced me to stop staring at Upton, which was starting to get embarrassing.

“He’s the dean of students at Drew University,” Graham replied.

“So . . . why’s he talking to your dad?” Kiran asked Noelle.

“Let’s just say Daddy’s trying to save the Hathaway family from Jersey,” Noelle replied cryptically.

“I happen to like Jersey,” Sawyer said, slipping on a pair of black sunglasses.

“You would,” Graham joked.

Sawyer ignored him. He pulled a tattered copy of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time from his back pocket and started to read, curling the front cover around the back of the book.

“Well, while I’d love to hear the rest of your opinions on Jersey, I need a drink,” Upton said, rising. “Reed, would you like anything?”

Everyone basically froze. The fact that he had singled me out wasn’t lost on any of us, least of all Taylor, who sunk down low in her seat.

“Noelle, pass the cake, please,” Taylor said, reaching a hand out over Upton’s now vacated chair. I swallowed hard as the tray was passed to Kiran, then to me. Before I could even get it to Taylor, she grabbed a nice big chocolate tart and shoved half of it into her mouth. This was not good. I was here to have fun, which meant spending time with my friends, and I couldn’t exactly do that if Taylor was jealous and hating me. It was obvious that I was going to have to send Upton a clear signal.

“Actually, we were just leaving,” I said, getting up and dragging Kiran with me.

“We were?”

“Yes. Noelle?” I said pointedly.

“Right.” She got up and grabbed her clutch. “We need to go shopping. Reed was not prepared for the tropics.”

“So not prepared,” I agreed, rolling my eyes. “Taylor? You’re coming, right?”

“Sure. Why not?” Taylor said through a mouthful of tart. “There’s nothing to do around here anymore.”

Noelle linked arms with Taylor and me as Kiran finished off her drink. “Boys, we’ll be seeing you,” she said.

“I hope so,” Upton said, looking right at me.

And even though I was so not playing the Upton Game, I liked to think that he was watching me appreciatively from behind as we strode away.



ON THE BEACH



That night, when I came down off the high of the day’s excitement—the private jet, the natural beauty of the island, meeting Upton, shopping with the girls—I came down hard. I felt as if someone had emptied a vat of concrete over my head and let it harden. Exhaustion set in around nine p.m. and the negative thoughts returned with it. Why hadn’t Josh called me? Was my relationship with Noelle ever going to be the same? What about the rest of the Billings Girls—the ones who had voted me out of the house? And would it even matter if Easton closed forever? As these questions crowded my mind, all I could think about was crawling into the cushy bed in the Lange family’s guest room and passing out until morning.

Unfortunately, nine p.m. was the exact moment the guests started to arrive at the Langes’. Of course, Noelle had to host the first no-adults-allowed party of the vacation, thereby establishing herself as the female in charge. And I, of course, was so not in the mood.

I heard Kiran squeal her hellos as she joined the revelers in the great room at the center of the house. Knowing that there was no way Noelle was going to let me go without a fight, I pulled on a sweatshirt and slipped down the hallway, waiting until she went into the kitchen to deal with some sort of snack food snafu. Then I slunk along the wall and out the patio doors, quickly racing down the flagstone steps to the beach.

The moment I walked out onto the sand, my phone beeped, indicating I had a text. My heart jumped into my throat, and I fumbled in my pocket for the phone. There was no doubt in my mind that the text was from Josh. It had to be. He had gone radio silent for far too long. Was Ivy okay? Had she been released from the hospital? Did he have something more to say to me about us?

But the moment I saw the message, the anticipation died. It wasn’t from Josh. It was a photo message from Constance Talbot, one of my best friends at Easton. A pic of her and Kiki Rosen taken backstage the night before at this huge pop music fest called Jingle Ball, which Constance’s father had some part in promoting. Their tongues were stuck out at the camera, and Chris Daughtry was in the background, looking at them like they were a couple of drunken groupies.

Which they probably were.

The caption read: YOU WISH YOU WERE HERE. I dropped the phone back into my pocket, disappointed. Why hadn’t Josh contacted me yet? Didn’t he want to talk to me?

I kicked off my flip-flops and stood there, digging my toes into the soft, cool sand. Taking a deep breath, I looked out at the vast, seemingly unending ocean. I listened to the crashing of the waves and waited for all the Zen sensory experiences to calm me. Waited for some kind of divine sign that everything was going to be okay.

“It’s a bit intense in there, isn’t it?”

I jumped at the nearness of the voice. Upton’s voice. He had snuck up behind me without a sound.

“Intense?” I asked, turning around to face him. My breath caught at the sight of his utter perfection in a cable-knit white sweater and jeans. A. Mazing.

“Crazy . . . loud . . . packed out,” he explained with a smile.

“I guess.”

I turned back toward the ocean to prevent myself from drooling on his feet. Also because I had to absorb the fact that he had seen me leave. That he had come after me. That instead of partying with his friends on the first night of vacation, he had chosen to be alone on the beach. With me.

“Anything I can help with?” he asked, stepping up next to me.

“Help? Do I look like I need help?” I asked.

“No. Of course not. Sorry,” he said with a quick laugh. “But you did look like you were having deep thoughts.”

“Are deep thoughts bad where you’re from?” I challenged, arching my eyebrows.

“Never,” he replied. “We’re very deep in England. But in St. Barths, there are no deep thoughts allowed. Did Noelle not inform you of this rule? Because if not, I should admonish her straight away.”

I laughed and looked down at my bare feet. “Actually, she did say something similar.”

“Good,” he said with a nod, looking me up and down. “So, did you girls have fun at the shops?”

“It was okay,” I replied. “I didn’t buy anything.”

“Because nothing could do you justice, I suppose,” he joked.

I laughed so loudly I had to cover my mouth with both hands to hide my embarrassment. “Sorry, but wow. They were right about you.”

Upton raised one eyebrow. “They? Intriguing. Who might they be and what have they been saying about me?”

“Just that you kind of . . . get around,” I said, drawing a circle in the sand with my toe.

Upton tilted back his head and laughed. I couldn’t help but grin. He had such an uninhibited laugh. The way a laugh should be.

“Well. That was blunt,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling.

“Sorry, but lately I’ve come to believe in absolute transparency,” I told him, lifting one shoulder.

“Have you now?” he asked, crossing his arms over his perfect chest.

“Believe me, if you’d seen what I’ve seen, you would too,” I assured him.

Upton narrowed his eyes, sizing me up. “You have a dark past, don’t you, Reed Brennan?”

I swallowed down a sudden lump in my throat. My eyes wandered back to the ocean. “You could say that.”

“Well, then I consider it my duty to make you forget all about it,” he said. “At least for tonight.”

“Oh, really? And how, exactly, do you intend to do that?” I asked.

“Like this.”

In one swift motion, Upton managed to sweep my legs out from under me and send me sprawling into the sand. I let out a surprised shout as my butt hit the ground.

“What the hell are you doing?” I demanded, laughing as I sat up.

“Getting you to relax,” he replied.

He sat down next to me, so close our knees brushed. A warm rush of excitement crashed through me. This was it. This was when the player made his move. Part of me knew I should storm off, offended that he’d think I was this easy, but I couldn’t make myself move. Then, he lay down and looked up at the sky.

“Come on. Down you go,” he said, tugging on my arm.

“If you wanted me to lay down, you could have just asked,” I said, moving my head around on the lumpy sand until I found a comfortable position. “You didn’t have to sweep the legs.”

“Right. If I had said ‘lay down,’ do you really think you would have?” he asked dubiously, turning his head to face me.

I blinked. “You have a point.”

So when the hell was he going to try to kiss me already?

“All right then, look up,” Upton said.

Okay. I guessed he wasn’t. Feeling embarrassed, I did as I was told. The sky was completely jammed with so many stars that there was actually more light than darkness.

“Wow,” I said breathlessly.

He smiled. “Try to think dark thoughts while looking at that.”

We lay there in silence for a moment, and I started to feel calm in a way I hadn’t felt in days. I let the feeling wash over me and sink in. The sounds of the party behind us—the shouting, the laughter, the music—slowly faded into a soft hum.

“When I was a boy, my mum and I used to camp out in the yard under the stars. She made up loads of stories about all the other planets and the goings-on in their unique alien societies.”

“Sounds like fun,” I said.

“It was. She’s got a bloody fantastic imagination. Should have been a writer.”

A boy who loves his mother. Cute.

“Tell me one,” I demanded.

Upton laughed. “It’s been ages. I’m not sure I could remember.”

“Yes, you can. You wouldn’t have brought it up otherwise,” I teased.

Upton considered this for a moment, then he frowned. “All right, you’ve caught me out,” he said. “I’ll tell you my favorite one. It’s about these tiny little creatures called Puffnicks. They live on the planet Puff.”

I laughed, shimmying from side to side to get more comfortable. “Puffnicks. They sound cute.”

“Oh, but they’re not cute. They’re actually fierce little buggers. With fangs,” Upton replied. “And this story is about the year they went to war with the Bangrots.”

“Oooh, I love a good Puffnick-Bangrot war story,” I said, folding my hands over my stomach. “Let’s hear it.”

“Our story begins on one dark, stormy night in the village of Jangle, when the sole Bangrot lookout spied the mast of a vast ship on the horizon. . . .”

I sighed and settled in to listen to Upton’s strange childhood story. His melodic voice was lulling, soothing, and I soon found myself drifting into the dream world he created all around us. He didn’t try anything, which was intriguing. Upton was not only the hottest guy on the planet, but he was also smart. Funny. Creative. Uninhibited. And he made me forget all about Easton and Billings and Sabine and Ivy and Josh. We spent the entire night out there on the beach, telling stories and laughing, and I didn’t think about my “dark past” once. By the time he walked me back up to Noelle’s house, the party was winding down, and I was no longer encased in cement. Instead, I felt as though I’d been wrapped in cashmere for the past few hours.

As I made my way up to the Langes’ guest room and shut the door behind me, I realized that if I had been looking for an island fling, Upton would have been perfection. But, staring out the window at the stars sparkling in the Caribbean sky, I reminded myself that I was not. No romance for me. Not for a while. Not even for Fun Island Reed. I was simply not ready.

Right?



SEXY, NOT SLUTTY



“You guys, seriously, you don’t have to buy me anything,” I protested as Kiran gathered up a few flowing garments in her arms. The shop they had brought me to that day was small and sunlit with floor-to-ceiling open-air windows and racks of designer clothes arranged in the center of the creaky but clean wooden floor. On the walls were displays of sunglasses, hats, and bags—all straw and thatch and woven with leather details. Upscale resort wear all the way.

After yesterday’s unsuccessful shopping excursion—unsuccessful because I had refused to let them spend their money on me—Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor had insisted we go out again. And this time they were not taking no for an answer. It was consumer warfare.

“Yes, we do,” Kiran said seriously. “Especially that dress.”

I turned around and looked at myself in the slim mirror on the dressing room wall. The dress was lovely. Just under the bandeau top, it was tapered at the sides to show off the curve of my midriff, and then it flowed out into a floaty ankle-length skirt. It was made out of a beautiful green-and-blue silk print that perfectly evoked the ocean outside the shop’s windows. I couldn’t help but wonder what Upton would think of it.

Not that I was going there.

“She’s right. It’s perfect. Sexy, but not slutty,” Noelle said as she shoved aside hanger after hanger on the round rack in the center of the store.

“Kind of like you!” Taylor added, earning a laugh from Noelle and Kiran. She handed me a little black dress with brown beading along the hem.

I glanced at the price tag on the garment and grimaced. “Honestly. I’m really not comfortable with this.”

“Well, I’m not comfortable being seen with you in Old Navy all week, so just do it for me,” Kiran replied.

“Ouch,” I said, not really offended.

“I say these things with love,” she told me. Then she took a look at my face and rolled her eyes. “Would it help if I told you I was charging it all to my agency?”

“How are you doing that?” I asked.

“I got an expense account when I landed the cosmetics gig,” she said with a one-shouldered shrug. “I could be photographed at any moment, so I always have to look runway-worthy. How are they going to know these clothes are for you and not for me?”

I hesitated for a second, fingering the smooth fabric of the black dress. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure,” she said. Then she forcibly turned me around and shoved me back into the dressing room with an armful of clothes. “Try the red. You look good in red.” She snatched the colorful curtain closed in front of my face.

I took a deep breath and looked at my own eyes in the mirror. Sometimes when Noelle and the others insisted on buying me things, I felt like such a charity case. And I wasn’t. I didn’t need these things to survive. But I did need them to hang out with these girls. At least, that was how I felt sometimes. Like when Kiran said as much to my face, part of me wanted to walk out and just hand over all this stuff and say no. But then again, if Kiran wanted to use her expense account on me, who was I to stop her?

“Reed! Are you having a wardrobe malfunction?” Kiran called. “We want to see the next dress.”

“I’ll be right out,” I replied. I changed into the red dress and stepped out of the dressing room.

Kiran’s eyes widened, and she whistled. “Damn. Okay, not that one. You look hotter than me in that.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Which is why she’s definitely getting it!” Noelle put in, shoving me back inside to change again.

Fifteen minutes later, we had decided on three dresses and one top-and-skirt combo. Kiran took it all up to the register without even checking the price tags. I wondered if she had ever thought about the cost of anything in her life. Or if any of these girls had. Most likely not.

I joined Noelle and Taylor on the other side of the small boutique, where they were trying on wide-brimmed straw hats and checking themselves out in the countertop mirrors. I came up behind them and slung a gaudy pink-and-yellow scarf around my neck for fun.

“You should wear the green-and-blue to the party tonight,” Taylor said, donning a pair of rhinestone-rimmed sunglasses.

“Didn’t we just have a party last night?” I asked.

Noelle and Taylor exchanged a look in the mirror and laughed. “Yes, but this is the first party at the Simon Hotel,” Noelle said, shedding a white hat and reaching for a black one. “Tonight, we party the way we were meant to party.”

“Like rock stars?” I joked.

“Well, of course,” Taylor replied, pursing her lips and tipping back her head. Then her eyes lit up. “Oh, and you’ll finally get to meet Poppy!”

“Taylor loves Poppy,” Noelle said, laying aside the hat and running her fingers through her hair.

“What’s not to love? Poppy is the coolest,” Taylor said enthusiastically. “We all love her.”

I glanced at Noelle, who shrugged. “She’s right. We do.”

“Okay. That’s done,” Kiran said, joining us and handing me a big paper shopping bag. “Now all we need to do is find you a dress for Casino Night.”

“Yeah, but there’s nothing formal enough here,” Noelle said, glancing around.

“More shopping?” I asked.

Kiran put her arm around my shoulders. “You say that as if it’s a bad thing. If there’s one thing I can teach you in this life, Reed, it’s this: You can never have too much shopping.”

“Hear, hear!” Taylor cheered.

“Ah, the wisdom of Kiran Hayes,” Noelle joked. “You really should write a self-help book.”

We laughed and were about to walk out onto the sunlit sidewalk when I saw Sawyer and Graham across the street.

“Hey, there are your friends,” I said.

I noticed then that they were arguing. Sawyer’s body language was very aggressive, while it was clear that Graham was trying to chill him out.

“What’s that about?” I asked, curious.

I could have sworn that Noelle’s brow creased for a moment in concern, but just as quickly the expression was gone. “Those two,” she said fondly. “Always arguing about something.” Then she grabbed my arm and tugged, forcing me to look away from the window. “Come on. You need shoes.”

I rolled my eyes, but I smiled. She was right. I did need shoes. Heels. Nice three-inch heels that would bring me eye to eye with Upton.

Not that I was going there. Really. I wasn’t.



FUN



The party that night was in the penthouse suite of the Simon Hotel, a towering structure built atop a cliff overlooking the ocean. The high-ceilinged room was decorated in an eclectic style, mixing modern furniture with a Grecian sensibility. Square couches, pillows, and ottomans dotted the room, arranged on a gleaming marble floor around ornate columns. Huge palm fronds were displayed in tall urns, and the sconces on the walls looked like colorful pieces of paper curled into cones. Weird, yes, but somehow it all worked. Possibly because no one was paying much attention to the décor. It was all about the people.

Everyone I had met since I’d arrived was there, along with about thirty other people all under twenty-one—all drinking heavily. One look at the outfits and I was grateful that Kiran and the others had forced me to shop. Colorful dresses, strappy sandals, and designer bags were the order of the day. If I had walked into this party in jeans and Chuck D’s, I might have melted under the scrutiny.

I was wearing the green-and-blue dress with a pair of subtle gold sandals and a gold cuff bracelet Noelle had leant me. Kiran had put my hair up in a messy bun with plenty of wispy pieces tickling my face. I felt beautiful—and like I belonged.

I spent the first hour dancing with Kiran, Taylor, and Tiffany in the center of the room. Just letting loose and having fun. Pretending the world didn’t exist. Finally the new shoes started to pinch my toes, and I had to take a break. I grabbed a glass of water from the bar and maneuvered my way to the couch, where Noelle was hanging out with West.

“So, where’s this Poppy girl?” I asked, dropping down next to Noelle. Her knees were turned toward West’s, and she let out a tinkling laugh as she turned toward me. I blinked. Her hand was on his chest, and he was looking adoringly at her.

Wait a second. Noelle was flirting with West? I mean, okay, he was one of the most coveted guys in the senior class with his deep brown eyes, lacrosse star body, and addiction to Ralph Lauren. But he wasn’t Dash.

“Oh, she likes to make an entrance,” Noelle told me. “I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

I waved off a waiter offering a flute of champagne, and Noelle went back to cuddling into West’s side and whispering in his ear. I couldn’t wrap my brain around Noelle being with anyone other than Dash. It was just too odd. Like watching your mother flirt with the dude at the drive-through window or something. As she ran the backs of her fingers along his jaw line I had to look away . . .

. . . and ended up looking right at Upton. Of course. All night I had been trying not to search him out, and all night I had been doing just that. Right then he was leaning back against the bar, swilling a clear drink as Kiran chatted in his ear. Apparently she had decided to take a break from dancing as well, and she had gotten right back in the game. Upton nodded and pursed his lips as he swallowed, obviously tasting the sourness of the alcohol. Then he placed the glass on the bar and turned to Paige, who had just laid her hand on his opposite arm. Amberly sidled up to him as well, trying to edge out Kiran. Damn, these girls were shameless. I wondered if he knew it was a competition. My guess was no. He probably thought he was simply irresistible to all women.

Which, let’s face it, he was.

In spite of myself, I slowly inspected every inch of Upton Giles. His square cheekbones. The curve of his shoulders beneath his light-blue shirt. The slightly exposed skin of his chest. He had missed a button at the bottom of his shirt, and every once in a while he would shift or make a gesture and a bit of his toned stomach would be exposed. Every time this happened, my throat caught.

I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss him. And then I realized that these girls who were flirting with him—Kiran and Paige and Tiffany—all knew what it was like to kiss him. And for the first time, that realization didn’t gross me out. Instead, it pissed me off. Why should they get to win the Upton Game when they had already won in previous years? It simply wasn’t fair. Someone else should get to win. Someone new.

Someone who was definitely not Amberly.

As I glanced around the dance floor, I noticed that there were couples everywhere. Graham Hathaway was dancing with a blond beauty who was at least six inches taller than him. Gage was putting the moves on some unsuspecting girl with thousands of braids hanging down her back. It seemed like every girl on the dance floor had a guy who was obviously into her.

And back home, Josh had Ivy. And I was here. Alone. On vacation. Being Carefree Reed. Screw It Reed. Fun, Fun Reed. So I was going to have a little fun. And talking to Upton would be fun. And so would wiping that perpetually smug look off Paige Ryan’s face.

I stood up and crossed the room, weaving my way around the various couples. Upton caught my eye as I approached. He stood up straighter, casually shrugging off Paige’s hand.

“Hey,” I said, looking into his eyes.

He appeared intrigued. “Hello.”

“Want to get me a drink?”

“At your service,” Upton said with a half smile. He turned and signaled for the bartender.

Kiran raised her eyebrows, impressed, and tipped her glass toward me like she was welcoming me into the game. Paige backed up a touch and crossed her arms over her chest. She eyed me with obvious irritation.

“Well, well. Look who’s a player,” she said.

I simply smiled. My heart was pounding so hard I couldn’t do anything else. Upton turned and handed me a glass of champagne. He had a new drink for himself as well.

“Perhaps we should go someplace a bit more private?” he suggested.

“Absolutely,” I replied.

He took my free hand and a jolt went through me. His hand was warm and slightly rough, his grip confident and firm. Every girl in the room eyed me with envy as we wound through the crowd. My heart fluttered around on feathery little wings. I had no idea what I was doing or where this was going to go. All I knew was that this was fun.



TRANSPARENT



Upton was staring at me.

He was staring at my profile and I was staring at the ocean, sipping champagne and trying not to crack up laughing. We were sitting, almost lying, on a double lounge chair with a thick striped cushion, on a verandah overlooking the water. The sky was this sort of purplish black, blanketed again with stars. Set against the dark turquoise blue of the water, it was like something out of a surrealist painting. I couldn’t believe views like this actually existed in nature.

And I couldn’t believe Upton was looking at me as if I were even more beautiful than the view. No one had ever stared at me in quite that way before. Like he was trying to memorize every inch of my face. Was this part of his playboy shtick?

The thought made me feel suddenly defensive. Like I didn’t want him to think I was going into this all naive and wide-eyed like some inexperienced moron. I turned slightly on my side to face him better. I looked into his face and managed not to blush. “So tell me . . . how many girls at this party have you hooked up with?”

Upton gave a short, incredulous laugh. “Is this your transparency thing kicking in again?” he asked.

“Maybe,” I said with a grin, thrilled that he had paid attention during our last conversation.

He pushed himself up on his side and looked through the half-open glass doors that led to the penthouse. Inside, the music had been cranked up and the voices were growing louder as the drinks continued to flow.

“None,” he said confidently, dropping back down. I looked at him skeptically until he smiled and added, “Tonight.”

I laughed and looked away, fiddling with the skirt of my dress. “And how many girls at this party have you kissed?” I asked, my heart racing.

He reached over and simply grazed the inside of my arm with his fingertips. I thought I was going to drown in longing right there.

“None,” he whispered. “Tonight.”

I looked up at him, looked right into his eyes, and held my breath. I almost couldn’t believe what I was about to do.

“Well then,” I said. “Let me be the first.”

And then I leaned in and kissed him.

How I didn’t explode is beyond the laws of physics. This was pure attraction. I knew almost nothing about this guy aside from his name and the fact that every other girl at this party wanted him, and I didn’t care. As he reached around my waist and pulled me to him, I didn’t care about anything other than the fact that my toes and fingers and thighs and arms and ears were tingling. I wanted to press every single inch of my body against his. Only once in my life had I felt attraction like this, and that was with Dash. And I had been drugged at the time.

But tonight, I was clear. Upton made me feel gorgeous, uninhibited, totally daring. Totally not me.

And I was loving it.

Then I felt his hand traveling from my bare stomach northward, and I jolted backward. Instantly, the crashing waves and the laughter and the music came rushing in on me. It was like waking up from a deep sleep only to enter sensory overload. Kissing was one thing. I wasn’t sure I was ready to go further than that.

“What happened?” Upton asked, pulling away.

“Nothing! Nothing,” I said, flipping onto my back. I tried to shove my hands into my hair, and then realized it was pinned up and carefully extricated my fingers. “I just . . . needed some air.”

Upton’s fingertips trailed up and down my inner forearm, sending pleasant shivers throughout my body.

“Have you gotten enough yet?” he asked, inching closer and bringing his face toward mine.

I giggled and looked at him in a mock-stern way. “I’m thinking we should go back to the party.”

Upton’s eyebrows rose. “Why? I’m having plenty of fun right here.”

“Me too,” I said, racking my brain for something I could say that wouldn’t offend him and wouldn’t make me sound like a complete prude. “It’s just . . . I came down here to hang out with my friends, and I feel like I’m neglecting them.”

Upton smiled. “All right then. We’ll go inside. But I plan on continuing this at a later date.”

I couldn’t help but smile in response. I definitely wanted to hang out with him again.

Upton pulled me up off the lounge in one swift motion. As soon as we were through the doors, it was obvious that something was up. Almost everyone at the party was gathered near the front door of the suite, and there was an enthusiastic din coming from the center of the crowd. The only person who didn’t appear to have any interest in what was going on was Sawyer Hathaway, who was leaning against the wall near the verandah doors, picking at his fingernails.

“It’s so good to see you!” a girl’s voice squealed. A girl with a British accent. “Really? Do you like it? I just had it cut.”

“I love it,” I heard Taylor say. “I’ve been thinking about chopping mine, too.”

“Oh, you definitely should. It’s so freeing!”

Finally, the girl with the accent made her way out of the crowd and into the open. She had short blond curls pushed back from her face with a skinny headband, a sun-kissed tan, and seriously defined arms. She wore a tiny spaghetti-strap boho dress with swirls of brown, red, and orange all over it, and at least half a dozen beaded necklaces of all different lengths. She linked arms with an athletic-looking girl with long black hair, tan skin, and a regal air about her. They both giggled as they faced the partygoers, their backs to me and Upton.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“That would be Poppy,” he replied with an amused look in his eye. “And it appears as if she’s brought along a friend.”

“Everyone, this is Sienna Marquez. Sienna, this is . . . everyone!”

“Pleased to meet you,” Sienna said in a thick Spanish accent. She and Poppy both laughed as if sharing some private joke.

“Are you all enjoying the party?” Poppy asked, lifting her free arm. Dozens of skinny gold bangles jangled down to her elbow.

The crowd answered with a general cheer of approval. Daniel Ryan broke away from his friends and was about to hug her when Poppy’s eyes fell on Upton. She lit up like a sparkler on the Fourth of July, dropped her friend’s arm, and clapped her hands together in glee.

“There’s my yummy boyfriend!”

I glanced at Upton, whose face broke into a smile as he released my hand and the girl came sprinting across the room. She launched herself into his arms from about three feet away, wrapping all four limbs around him like a koala and sticking her tongue so far down his throat that she must’ve tasted his lunch.

I was so surprised I actually stumbled aside a few paces. I found myself staring at Daniel, who was standing directly across from me, his mouth hanging slightly ajar, looking as dumbfounded as I felt. Upton had a girlfriend?



NOT A JERK



The next morning I woke up with a start, my heart sprinting. For a moment I had no idea where I was, and I was seized by the disturbing sensation that I was being watched. Then I saw the ocean outside my open windows and remembered. St. Barths. The Lange family’s house. I was fine. I was safe. I must have had a bad dream. The sky was just starting to brighten, the darkness giving way to lighter shades of blue and gray. I listened for a moment to ascertain whether anyone in the house was up and about, but I heard nothing. No early risers in the Lange family. Not that I was surprised. Noelle had never been a morning person.

I lay back on the thick feather pillow. There was no way I was going to be able to fall back to sleep, because now I was thinking. Thinking of Sabine and Ariana and Thomas and Josh and Ivy. Lots and lots to think about.

Including Upton. Upton, Upton, Upton. My mind recalled the image of Poppy koala-bearing him, and my chest constricted. About two seconds after that little display I had fled the party, come back here, and had gone directly to bed. There was no way I was messing around with a guy who had a girlfriend. I had learned that lesson with Dash.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something careening toward the window and I sat up straight, my heart in my throat. Just then a beautiful blue-and-yellow bird alighted on my windowsill and jumped from side to side, checking me out with its little black eyes.

“Hey there. You scared me,” I whispered, letting out a breath.

The bird jumped back and forth, back and forth, and then started to sing. I blinked, surprised. It was almost as if he had done his assessment and decided I was worthy of a private morning concert. I was about to lay down again and listen to his song when suddenly someone stepped up to my window, scaring the breath out of me. The bird took flight with a squawk.

“Good morning,” Upton said with a smile.

My hand was over my chest. “Upton! What the hell are you doing?” I whisper-shouted. My stomach was tied in frightened knots that relaxed only slightly now that I realized I knew my surprise visitor. I pulled up the blankets to cover my navy blue Easton Academy T-shirt and couldn’t help wondering what my hair was doing.

But wait. I didn’t care. He had a girlfriend.

“So this is the Langes’ new house, huh?” he said, leaning on the windowsill and looking around my room. “Nicely done.”

“How many windows did you pop into before you found the right one?” I asked, my heart still pounding.

“Only two. Someone should check on the housekeeper. I may have given her a stroke,” Upton said.

“Upton!”

“Kidding! Kidding!” he said, lifting his hands.

I took a deep breath and silently told my pulse to calm itself. “What are you doing here?’

“I had to see you,” Upton said, running his hands through his tousled hair. “You left so quickly last night that I didn’t have a chance to say good night.”

“I thought that was because your tongue was otherwise occupied,” I said sarcastically. I rolled away from him in the bed and hung over the far side to retrieve my jeans from the floor.

“I thought Poppy might have been the cause of your sudden departure,” he said with a frown. I shimmied into my jeans under the covers and swung my legs around the edge of the bed to face him. He was only about four feet away, but the wall separated us.

“Wow. You’re even smarter than I thought,” I said.

Upton’s frown deepened. “Reed, Poppy is not my girlfriend,” he said in a quiet but firm voice. “She’s simply a good friend with whom I’ve . . . for lack of a better word . . . hooked up with a few times this past year.”

“She seems to think it’s more serious than that,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and glancing at the clock on the nightstand. I needed something to look at other than those deep blue eyes. Otherwise I was in danger of blindly believing everything he said.

Upton laughed in a fond way. “Well, that’s just Poppy. She’s used to getting what she wants—and doesn’t take no for an answer. Just one of her many endearing quirks.”

“Obsessive delusions are an endearing quirk in your world?” I asked.

Upton smirked. “When it’s Poppy Simon, yes.” He took a deep breath. “Look, she wanted something more serious and I didn’t, but she’s persistent. I think she believes that if she calls me her boyfriend over and over again, I’ll somehow start believing it’s true.”

I snorted a derisive laugh. “Whatever. I just don’t want to get involved in some twisted love triangle,” I told him. I got up and walked over to the window. Big mistake. The closer I got to him, the higher my body temperature rose. “I’d just like to pretend that last night never happened,” I lied.

Upton reached for my hand. He pressed his thumb into my palm, causing my heart to skip an alarming number of beats.

“That’s not acceptable to me,” he said. “I can’t pretend last night never happened.”

I hazarded a glance at his face. God, those eyes. A person could die happy in those eyes.

“Upton,” I said. It came out in a sort of begging tone. I had lost all conviction.

“Just let me take you out for breakfast,” he said. “I must prove to you I’m not a jerk.”

I smiled inadvertently. His accent made everything sound so endearing.

Don’t do it, Reed. Don’t do it, a little voice in my mind warned. I stared at him, trying to picture a flashing neon sign in the center of his forehead that read CAUTION! GIRLFRIEND HAVER!

But I couldn’t do it. Another look in those eyes and I was a goner.

“Fine,” I said finally, “breakfast.”



UPTON THE WISE



An hour later I met Upton on the beach, about a ten-minute walk from Noelle’s house. As he saw me approach, he got on his knees and pushed up the sleeves of his navy-blue cotton sweater, exposing his perfect forearms.

“I’ve brought you three types of croissants,” he announced. “That has to earn me some points.”

He pronounced “croissants” with a flawless French accent. Could this guy be any sexier?

Do not get sucked in, I told myself, tucking my hands under my arms as I sat down on the gray flannel blanket. There was a stiff wind coming off the water, and my green hoodie was zipped up all the way to my chin, which had the added benefit of sending a clear message—not here to flirt.

“Maybe. We’ll see,” I said, checking out the rest of the spread. Laid out on the blanket were four separate platters heaped with fruit, croissants (butter, chocolate, and strawberry), eggs Benedict, and all manner of breads and cheeses.

“Are you a tea person or a coffee person?” he asked, holding up two silver thermoses.

“Coffee, definitely,” I said, pulling my knees up under my chin.

“All Americans are,” he joked, pouring some into an actual ceramic mug. I noticed that he also had somehow managed to transport a glass carafe of grapefruit juice without breaking it. As picnics went, this was pretty gourmet. Back in Croton the word “picnic” conjured images of soggy PB&Js and Minute Maid fruit punch juice boxes.

“Okay. I’ll admit I’m impressed,” I teased, tying back my hair in a ponytail. A few clouds had rolled in off the island side, encroaching on the sun. I hugged my sweatshirt closer to me, wondering if Upton felt the same way as Kiran did about Old Navy. I took a sip of my coffee and resolved not to care.

“Thank you,” Upton said, settling in next to me with his tea. His thigh grazed mine and, even through my jeans, I felt the heat. Damn. Being near this guy was definitely dangerous. “I’m glad Noelle brought you here,” he said.

“Why? Need some new meat?” I blurted.

“What does that mean?” he asked, pulling back slightly.

“Nothing. Sorry,” I said, taking another sip of my coffee. “It’s just . . . I like you.”

Didn’t get much more transparent than that.

Upton grinned. “I like you, too.”

“But you’re a player,” I said, my heart slamming against my breastbone.

His brow knit as he considered this. “I don’t have to be.”

I laughed. “Yes, you do. People don’t change.”

“That is such a load of bollocks. People change all the time,” he protested, setting down his tea and turning toward me. “Look at Madonna. She loves the U.S., then she loves England, then she loves the U.S. again. Or politicians. They flip-flop all the time. And look at Brad Pitt. You cannot tell me that man was not a player before he met Angelina.”

I laughed loudly and raised my hands. “Okay, okay! You made your point.”

“Good,” Upton said, settling in again. He reached for the platter of fruit and popped a grape in his mouth. “I thought I was going to have to whip out my BlackBerry and start searching Wikipedia for more examples. The point is, right here, right now, I want to be with you. No one else. Okay?”

I took a deep breath and audibly let it out. “Okay.” I couldn’t help but smile. He’d had me at “load of bollocks.” I tore off the end of a croissant and nibbled on it. It was clearly time to move on from the player conversation.

“So what’s your deal, Upton Giles?” I asked. “Where’re you from? What do you do? What do you like?”

“My deal?” he said with a laugh. He propped his hands behind him and gazed out at the ocean. “Well, let’s see, I grew up in Essex, where my family owns quite a bit of land. My grandfather did well with some technology investments and used his earnings to snatch up every foreclosed estate he could get his hands on, so we’re new money pretending to be old.” He lowered his voice as if sharing a dark family secret. “So because of this grand charade, I am supposed to make something of myself, which basically means that when I was five I knew I was going to have to graduate from Oxford and become a medic or a lawyer or a businessman of some kind. Whatever would get me quoted in the London Times at least once a month, which is how my father measures a person’s success.”

I laughed, pushing away a stray lock of hair from my face. “Sounds like a lot of pressure.”

Upton grabbed a plain croissant and covered it with some sort of greenish-white cheese. “You’d think it would be, but you’re missing one important detail.”

“What’s that?” I said.

“Expectations mean bugger all to me,” he said with a grin.

I smiled and took a sip of my coffee. “What’s Oxford like?”

“Why? Thinking of matriculating?” he asked, leaning on his side now. He gave me a leading look that made me shiver “We’d love to have you,” he said in a jokingly husky voice.

“I think Oxford’s a little out of my reach,” I said, putting down the coffee and dusting some stray sand from my hands. “I’m kind of starting to stress about college. Everyone I know has to get into an Ivy League school, like it’s going to make or break the rest of our lives. I never even thought about the Ivies until I got to Easton, and now it’s, like, ‘Omigod! What if I don’t get in?’” I said, raising my shoulders and spreading my fingers wide.

Upton laughed and took another bite of croissant. “You don’t have to go to an Ivy to have a life.”

I rolled my eyes. “Said the guy who goes to Oxford.”

“I’m serious,” he told me. “You can get a proper education almost anywhere. It’s just up to you how much work you want to put into it. The important thing is to go somewhere that you feel comfortable. Other-wise you’ll spend all your time trying to fit in instead of trying to learn.”

I stared out at the ocean. The waves were larger now, starting to splash their way up the beach toward our picnic spot. “Huh. No one’s ever put it that way before.”

“Not only am I not an ass, I’m also quite wise,” Upton joked, spearing a piece of melon with his fork.

I sighed and pulled my knees up under my chin, hugging my shins as I looked out at the choppy water. This was an interesting concept—figure out where I’d feel comfortable. After the insane experiences I’d had at Easton, maybe I should look for a big school. Big and southern and warm. With lots and lots of sunshine, modern buildings, and no tradition at all. I laughed to myself and tightened my sweatshirt around my torso. University of Miami, here I come.

“Is it just me, or is it getting cold out here?” I asked.

My words were still hanging in the air when I felt the first raindrop.

“That’s our cue,” Upton said. He sat up straight and opened the picnic basket. Already a steady drizzle was starting to fall. “Leave the trays. Save as much of the food as you can.”

“Just leave the silver trays?” I asked. Did his family sweat money or something?

“There’s no time. These things come on fast,” he said.

He was right. The rain was starting to fall harder, soaking through my skirt and sweatshirt. We dumped the bread, cheese, and croissants into the basket, grabbed the thermoses, and left the rest on the blanket. Upton grabbed my hand and squinted up the beach.

“We can duck under the roof at Shutters,” he said, pointing at a covered deck that was mostly obscured by dozens of blossoming bushes.

Upton jogged up the beach, no easy feat in the downy sand when toting a few pounds of food in one hand and clinging to me with the other. Before I knew it, we were climbing a set of stone steps and ducking under the wooden overhang that covered an outdoor restaurant. Several of the tables were occupied, and the diners were visibly startled at our sudden arrival. The maître d’ stepped forward and greeted us. He was a handsome, dark-skinned man with a huge smile and four hoop earrings in his left ear.

“Good morning, Mr. Giles,” he said, placing his hands together. “Caught in the storm?”

It seemed as if everyone relaxed when they realized one of the vagabonds off the street was actually Upton Giles. I was reminded that this was a small island and that Upton’s circle was even smaller.

“Afraid so, Marquis,” Upton said, running his hand over his hair a few times to shed some of the rain. “Mind if we wait it out here for a bit?”

Marquis gestured with an open hand toward the front of the restaurant. “Feel free to sit in the lounge until it passes.”

Upton tugged on my hand, leading me toward the lounge. But two steps later, we nearly bumped into the Ryan family, who were walking out to the patio. Paige, dressed in a white fleece warm-up suit, took one look at my hand in Upton’s and glanced away, irritated. Man, this girl took the Upton Game seriously. Too bad I was winning.

“Upton! Reed!” Daniel greeted us with a warm smile. “What did you do, go for a walk in the rain?”

“We attempted a picnic,” Upton said, glancing past Daniel at his parents. “But the weather didn’t cooperate.”

He dropped my hand to adjust the basket, and then left my fingers hanging there. Paige noticed this and smirked. I tucked both hands under my arms to feel less conspicuous.

“Why don’t you join us, then?” Mr. Ryan suggested. His salt-and-pepper hair looked as hard as a helmet, and his teeth glowed white. In tan khakis, with his aviator sunglasses hanging out of the collar of his blue polo, he looked like a poster boy for the Republican convention.

“I doubt they want to horn in on a family breakfast,” Mrs. Ryan said, slipping between her two progeny to step past us. “They have better manners than that. At least Upton does,” she said with a sniff, eyeing my soggy hoodie with disgust. “Come, Paige, Daniel. Marquis has our usual table ready.”

Paige smirked at me as she followed her mother. Mrs. Ryan had insulted me so flippantly that it took a few minutes for the words to sink in. When they did, my jaw nearly hit the ground. Was Mrs. Ryan really that annoyed about what had gone on at Billings this year? Having graduated from Easton at least twenty years ago, it was way past time for her to move on.

“You’ll have to excuse my wife,” Mr. Ryan said in a low voice. “She hasn’t been sleeping well.”

“Not a problem, Mr. Ryan,” Upton said. “Enjoy your brunch.”

Mr. Ryan flashed us his politician smile before joining his family.

“Not a problem? That woman was so rude to me,” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder. Mrs. Ryan was sitting at the first table overlooking the water, staring at her menu with her lips pursed, judging the offerings just as she had judged me. “Doesn’t she have better things to do with her time?”

“Don’t let her ruin your day,” Upton said. He nodded toward the cozy-looking lounge, filled with big armchairs and glass-topped tables. “Come on. We can get dried off inside and see if we can save any of our breakfast.”

I took a deep breath. Upton was right. If I was going to be Fun Reed, I shouldn’t let some bitter, bored housewife ruin my day. But I couldn’t help noticing that Upton had not reached for my hand again. Was it because he didn’t want Paige to report back to Poppy and tell her that he had been holding my hand? And if so, why?

I reached for a chocolate croissant and tore into it. Forget Mrs. Ryan. All these unanswered questions could definitely ruin my day.



GIRLS AND DRAMA



Shutters was, apparently, the go-to hangout for the St. Barths crew, as I found out when Noelle drove me and West back there that afternoon for a late lunch. The storm had been short-lived and the patio roof, which also was a shutter with slats, was open to let in the sun. Upton was spending the afternoon with his family, but Kiran already was there with her parents and Taylor, and Noelle’s father had commandeered a large table overlooking the water. He was sitting with Sawyer, Graham, and a man whom I assumed was their father. The two dads were engaged in some serious conversation while Sawyer read his book and Graham texted on his BlackBerry.

Marquis led Noelle, West, and me to a prime table at the opposite corner of the patio from Mr. Lange and the Hathaway family. We were seated only for a moment when Kiran and Taylor got up to join us, bringing their iced teas with them. Kiran was wearing a demure (for her) black sundress that had a full skirt hitting just above the knee. Taylor wore a gauzy off-the-shoulder top and white shorts, her blond curls back in a skinny headband much like the one Poppy had been wearing the night before.

“Hey, girls,” Kiran said as she sat down. She started to take a sip of iced tea and then paused, looking at West. “And boy.”

West grinned. He reached over and took Noelle’s hand, holding it on top of the table. Kiran, Taylor, and I simply stared. Public hand-holding? I had known they were flirting, but this was big. I glanced at Kiran and Taylor. They both shrugged with their eyes, as baffled as I was.

“Where’re Tiff and Amberly?” Taylor asked, sipping her tea.

“Tiff is scouting locations with Tassos, and Amberly is boycotting us,” Noelle replied, pushing her frameless Kenneth Cole sunglasses up into her hair.

“Boycotting us? Why?” I asked, incredulous.

Noelle ducked her chin and looked at me. “Because of you,” she said. “Apparently you’re being mean to her,” she added in a light voice.

I sat up straight, my jaw on the table. “I’m being mean to her? She told you that?”

Noelle’s silence was confirmation.

“Unbelievable! She has been evil to me ever since she got into Billings and she totally trashed my room! She does not get to boycott me!”

Noelle lifted one shoulder and shifted in her seat, clearly amused. “Apparently, she does. And you might want to dial it down,” she added, glancing pointedly at the other diners. “These are the types of people who save their shrill for behind closed doors.”

My cheeks warmed, and I made an indignant noise in the back of my throat, dropping back in my chair. Who did Amberly think she was?

West chuckled and shook his head. “You girls and your drama. There should be a support group.”

“Do not comment on what you do not understand,” Noelle told him with a smile and a hand squeeze.

West grinned, and I exchanged looks with Kiran and Taylor again. This new relationship just did not compute. Noelle and West had known each other their entire lives and had never shown an interest before. Now we were suddenly supposed to believe they were a hand-holding couple?

“So, Noelle, what’s up with your dad and the Hathaways?” Kiran asked, leaning back in an elegant pose, her legs crossed and one arm casually slung over the back of her chair. “Is he sharing stock tips or something?”

“Actually, he’s trying to convince Mr. Hathaway to take the headmaster job at Easton,” Noelle said, closing her menu with a slap. “He has this rep for turning around troubled institutions, so Daddy and the Board think he’d be a perfect fit for Easton.” She signaled for the waiter.

I looked across the patio at Mr. Hathaway. Compared to the Crom or Dean Marcus, he was so young. So . . . unintimidating. Slight of build like his sons, with jet-black hair, tan skin, and nary a wrinkle on his handsome, boyish face. Were the students of Easton really going to respond to such a man? As I looked away, my eye caught Sawyer’s, and he quickly glanced back down at his book. I felt a weird rush of uncertainty. I hoped he didn’t think I was checking out his dad. Ew.

“Where’s Jen, anyway?” Taylor asked as West placed his order with the waiter. “I haven’t seen her.”

“Taylor! Shhh,” Noelle scolded, lowering her voice as her gaze slid around to the nearby tables. “Jen Hathaway passed away last summer.”

“What?” Taylor and Kiran said breathlessly.

“How?” West asked, clearly disturbed. “Why hasn’t anyone said anything?”

Noelle leaned in to the table. We all did the same, knowing she was about to say something not for public consumption. “Because she—”

That was all she got out, because at that moment, Dash McCafferty walked out onto the patio. Noelle visibly paled at the sight of him, but she seemed to recover instantly. She sat up straight and pretended to be riveted by the surf crashing against the sand on the beach below. Dash found us with his eyes, and his handsome face registered about ten different emotions in as many seconds. Excitement to see Noelle. Then trepidation. Then confusion over seeing me with her. Then dread. Then recognition of Kiran and Taylor. Then, finally, shock. Because he’d finally noticed Noelle’s and West’s hands entwined on the table. He froze, and for a second I thought he was just going to bolt. I tensed up, deciding to rank this moment as one of the most excruciatingly uncomfortable of my life. And then, salvation came . . . in the unlikely form of Gage Coolidge. He ambled up behind Dash and slapped his hands down on Dash’s broad shoulders.

“Dash, my man! You made it! We thought you were going to let the whole Brennan Sex Tape Scandal keep you away!”

Okay, so it wasn’t perfect salvation.

Behind Gage was the rest of the crew. Poppy, Paige, Daniel, Sienna, and Amberly crowded in around Dash, all pausing to kiss him hello or to slap his hand. Before long, Marquis seated them at a table in the center of the restaurant, where they set up a loud, raucous camp. I had no idea which person’s presence to focus on first. Dash, who was going to make these next couple of weeks a lot more complicated. Amberly, who had somehow gotten in with Paige and her crew in less than twenty-four hours. Or Paige and Sienna, who were basically trying to annihilate me with their glares from across the patio.

It was odd that Paige and Sienna were the ones so openly hating me, and not Poppy. Was it possible that Paige had told Sienna and not Poppy that I had hooked up with Upton before Poppy had arrived on the island? It hardly seemed possible. Girls like Paige lived to gossip, backstab, and sabotage. But then why wasn’t Poppy staring me down? Did she not care? Or did she not feel threatened because her relationship with Upton was, in her mind, secure?

I let out a sigh. Maybe West was right. Maybe girls were addicted to drama.

“Hey, you wankers! Come over and join us!” Poppy shouted at our table, waving her hand over her head. Apparently she hadn’t been clued in about Noelle and Dash’s breakup. Or perhaps she was too flighty to think about it. Everyone in the restaurant smiled and shook their heads, like her behavior was just so endearing. It seemed they didn’t mind Poppy’s shrill in public.

“There’s no room,” West replied quickly. “We’ll catch up with you guys later.”

Poppy made a loud scoffing noise, like we were incurable losers, then turned to Daniel, who edged his chair as close to hers as it could get. He put his elbow on the armrest and leaned toward her, completely rapt with attention, as she spoke.

“Looks like Daniel isn’t quite over Poppy just yet,” Kiran pointed out, choosing wisely to ignore Dash’s appearance on the scene.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Oh, Daniel and Poppy had this huge thing last Christmas,” Kiran said, leaning back as our food arrived. “He was totally head over heels for her, and they spent the entire two weeks holed up in her penthouse doing God knows what. Then, on New Year’s Eve, they finally came out and she dumped him in front of everyone. It was not pretty. He had one of his patented Daniel Ryan freak-outs.”

West laughed and reached for the salt and pepper. “Oh, yeah. The rowboat. I forgot about that one.”

“Daniel’s freak-outs usually include destruction of personal property,” Taylor explained, noting my confusion. “Or destruction of the face of whomever pissed him off.”

“He couldn’t exactly kick the crap out of the girl he loved, so he went after some poor fisherman’s rowboat instead,” Kiran said. “With an ax.”

She used her knife to demonstrate the point before digging into her salad.

I looked around. “And you guys are friends with him?”

“I use the term lightly when it comes to Daniel,” Noelle clarified, munching on some greens.

“What? Daniel’s cool,” West said defensively. “He just has a temper.”

“Aw. So cute how you’re defending your little lacrosse mentor,” Noelle said, giving West a big fat kiss. From across the patio, Dash noticed and blushed, which was, I think, the point of her doing it. I was starting to wonder if there was anyone in this crowd who wasn’t jealous of someone else, if anyone was immune to the drama.

“Speaking of lacrosse boys, I’m thinking I might hook up with Graham tonight,” Kiran said, glancing over at him as she took a swig of her iced tea.

“Really? Why Graham?” Noelle asked.

Kiran’s eyes sparkled. “Because he’s the only one left.”

“You haven’t hooked up with Sawyer,” West pointed out.

Kiran, Taylor, and Noelle all laughed.

“What? What’s wrong with Sawyer?” I asked.

“Sawyer is the pure one,” Taylor explained.

“I don’t think he’s ever even kissed a girl,” Kiran added.

I looked over at Sawyer, who was slumped down in his chair, his book open in front of him. He wore three woven bracelets on his arm, two very tattered, the other a lot newer. “Maybe he likes guys.”

“Oh, no,” West said. “He’s into girls. Trust me. He’s just too scared to seal the deal.”

“Or too polite,” Taylor amended, crunching on some ice from her now empty tea glass.

Sawyer turned the page in his book and sighed, glancing out at the ocean. He didn’t seem quite as stoked to be in St. Barths as the rest of us were. I wondered if he thought he was above all the partying and debauchery, or if he wished he could get involved and didn’t know how. Either way, I felt for him. I knew what it was like to be an outsider in a crowd like this.

And it was never fun.



A FRIENDLY GAME



“That’s you, Farm Girl!” Gage shouted as the volleyball arced in my direction.

“I know, jackass,” I replied, bumping it forward toward the net.

Graham easily set the ball, and Tiffany jumped up and spiked it into the sand at Taylor’s feet. Taylor barely made a play for it, then made an “oops” face and giggled in Upton’s direction. Apparently she was more interested in the Upton Game than the volleyball game.

“Yes!” Tiffany and I cheered, slapping hands over our heads. Graham gave me a pat on the back as Gage whooped it up. As if he had anything to do with the point.

Dash hurled the ball under the net and it bounced along the sand, where I stopped it with my foot. I popped it up to my hands and turned my back to him, never once looking him in the eye. How the hell had I ended up on the other side of the net from the last two guys I had kissed? Two guys with seriously unresolved relationships with other girls, no less.

Answer? I was the unluckiest chick on the planet.

Of course, having Upton and Dash on the opposing team with Kiran and Taylor had one positive effect—it got my competitive juices flowing. I don’t know why, but I had to beat them. Maybe to prove to them that they didn’t make me nervous.

Even though they did.

“So, Upton, think you’re going to win it all again at Casino Night this year?” Kiran asked, reaching up to dust some sand from his shoulder. She let her hand linger on his skin. My face, already hot from sun and exertion, burned.

“I don’t know,” Upton said, glancing through the net at me. “There’s some new competition this year.” He winked at me, and suddenly my face was burning for a whole different reason. Okay, time to move on.

“Fourteen serving twelve!” I shouted.

“Go Upton!” Paige cheered from her lounge chair.

I paused to glance over at Paige and the others, wondering if she’d purposely tried to mess me up. She was sitting between Amberly and Sienna, facing the game instead of the water. Noelle and West were lying a few feet away on a beach blanket, his arm around her back. Sawyer was sitting on his towel, T-shirt on, reading Of Mice and Men. I wondered why he even bothered to come along. And how many books he’d brought with him on the plane.

Luckily, Poppy was MIA, as was Daniel, so I didn’t have to worry about Poppy drooling all over Upton every time he made a point. Refocusing on the game, I tossed the ball in the air. As it came back down, I envisioned Poppy’s face on it and slammed it over the net—right at Upton’s head.

“Whoa!” Upton shouted. He made a last-second play for the ball, but it glanced off the side of his hand and went flying toward the rocks that lined the beach.

“Yes! That’s game!” I shouted, throwing my arms in the air.

Graham hugged me and lifted me up. “Nice work!”

“Good job, loser. I’m impressed that you didn’t eff it up,” Gage said, reaching out to slap my hand.

“How very supportive of you, teammate,” I said pointedly.

“Supportive like that straightjacket bathing suit you’re sporting?” Gage replied. “Come on, Brennan, you gotta let the ladies breathe.”

He mimed the universal boy sign for breasts and made some wet kissy noises. Graham cracked up, but he blushed and looked away when he saw the mortification on my face. I adjusted the strap of my one-piece black bathing suit—which was, admittedly, the only one-piece on the beach, aside from Noelle’s much more sophisticated red strapless. These St. Barths girls were all about the teeny bikinis.

“Gage, you’re disgusting,” Tiffany said.

“Whatever, prude. You know you want me.” Gage laughed, his hands on his slim hips. He actually looked annoyingly hot in his brown plaid board shorts with no shirt on. He had a tattoo of a sun on the back of his right shoulder, which was unexpected and intriguing. But not intriguing enough to give him the satisfaction of asking about it.

I felt a hand close around my wrist and turned to find Upton smiling down at me. “A kiss for the winner?” he said.

Before I could answer, he’d slipped one hand behind my neck and had pulled me in for a knee-melting kiss. By the time Upton released me, Gage and Graham were hooting and cheering and all the girls were sneering in my direction. But for once I didn’t care. I’d have been jealous of me too. Because, wow, could that boy kiss.



UNHAPPY HOUR



“I say we hit the showers,” Tiffany said to me a few minutes later, fanning herself with her hands. Upton, Gage, and Dash were volleying the ball back and forth over the net, and everyone else had plopped down on towels. “I am way too sweaty for comfort.”

“Agreed,” I said, figuring I could use a cool off, considering my knees were still shaking from kissing Upton. Waving good-bye to the others, we grabbed our beach bags and made our way up the beach toward the Simon Hotel’s outer buildings. The hotel itself stood on the bluff and was accessible by a huge staircase cut into the rocks, if you were in the mood for a hike, or, if you were feeling lazy, you could get there by one of the many golf carts that zoomed between the lobby and the beach all day long. Down there were a casual breakfast and lunch restaurant and bar, a beachside pool, and a line of slim, canvas-topped huts, each of which contained a private shower.

“You really like him, don’t you?” Tiffany asked as she stepped inside her own stall, closing the thick wooden door behind her. I heard her latch the lock as I walked into my own stall. “Upton, I mean. Not Dash,” she clarified.

“Yeah, I kind of do,” I said, raising my voice so she could hear me over the water. I stepped out of my bathing suit and slung it over the door, then added my towel and T-shirt dress cover-up so they’d be out of reach of the shower’s spray. “Is that pathetic?”

“Why would it be pathetic?” she asked.

I turned on the water and leapt back as the cold jets hit my bare skin. Huddling against the far wall, I waited until I felt the stream start to warm up on my feet, and then inched my way in.

“Because you all like him, and he’s such a major flirt,” I replied. I lathered up my hair with shampoo, and then left it piled atop my head as I started to wash my skin. “Besides, he clearly has something going with Poppy.”

“I wouldn’t take the Poppy thing too seriously. When it comes to guys, she has the attention span of a gnat. And as for everyone else, they’re just playing the game. Which, by the way, you are clearly winning,” Tiffany said.

I blushed happily. “You think?”

“It’s so obvious.” The pipes squealed as she turned off the water. “I say, if you really like him, go for it.”

“Are you done already?” I asked, surprised.

Tiffany laughed. “I am the queen of the thirty-second shower. Something I learned from traveling with my dad—you can never count on a foreign water heater,” she joked. I could hear her moving around, getting dried off and dressed. “I’m gonna grab a snack. Want to meet at the restaurant?”

“Sure.”

Her door creaked open and slammed, and I dove under the still-warm water, quickly rinsing my hair. I finished cleaning up and rinsing off and felt as if I’d actually accomplished something. Beaten the hot-water clock. And learned my first lesson of international travel. Smiling, I turned around to grab my towel.

My hand caught air. I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the relative darkness. There was nothing hanging on the door. No towel. No clothes. No bathing suit. Nothing.

“What—”

I heard a giggle and my heart dropped.

“Who’s out there?” I asked.

More snickering. It had to be Paige, Amberly, and Sienna. Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor weren’t about to steal my clothes. In fact, the immaturity of the stunt had Amberly Carmichael written all over it.

“Very funny, you guys. You just won the award for cleverest fifth-grade prank. Can I have my stuff back now?” I asked as the last of my shower water gurgled down the drain.

“You wish,” Amberly replied, giggling.

“You are so going to wish you hadn’t done this,” I said through my teeth.

“Feeling kind of cocky for someone who’s standing there in her birthday suit, Reed,” Paige teased.

“And a piece of friendly advice,” Poppy added, her voice firm. “Back off Upton.”

“Poppy?” I said, surprised. “Where the hell did you come from?”

“I live here, remember?” she replied. “Wow. You blokes weren’t kidding. She really is a stupid cow.”

They all laughed and my face burned. I narrowed my eyes.

“We haven’t officially met,” I said loudly, talking over their giggles. “I’m Reed Brennan. Do you always treat the guests at your parents’ hotel this way?”

“Only the daft ones,” she replied. “Just because I’ve been playing nice up till now doesn’t mean I haven’t noticed what’s been going on.”

No. It just means that you’re totally two-faced, putting up a good carefree, sweetie-pie show for your friends, when you’re actually a complete bitch.

“Last time I checked, you and Upton were just friends,” I said. “Wanting him to be your boyfriend doesn’t make it true.”

Poppy was silent, and I knew I had her.

“He may not be mine yet, but he will be,” she finally sputtered. “Stay away from him from now on, if you know what’s good for you.”

My jaw dropped. I had barely even spoken two words to this girl and she was threatening me?

“Or what? You’ll steal my clothes again?” I asked sarcastically, hugging my dripping body. “What could possibly be worse?”

“We’ll see how you feel in about an hour,” Sienna said. “Come on, girls. I’m suddenly starving. Let’s go join the others at the restaurant.”

They giggled and started walking away. My heart skipped a beat. Everyone else had already left the beach and gone inside? That meant no one was going to be walking by here anytime soon. I was already starting to shiver. Not good. I moved my feet back and forth and jumped around a bit, trying to keep warm.

I waited and listened, hoping someone would step into the next shower or walk by on their way to the beach, but I heard nothing.

“Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone there?”

Silence, save for the waves crashing into the shore.

“Anyone! Hello! I need some help in here!” I shouted louder.

Somewhere near the pool, a reggae band started playing some happy-go-lucky tunes over some seriously cranked-up speakers. Happy hour was starting. Great. No one was going to hear me now. My heart started to pound as my skin tightened and grew colder still. How long was I going to have to stand here? What if Noelle and the others never came back to the beach? I was sure that if anyone asked about me, Paige would make up some stupid story about how I went home on my own or something. I could be standing there naked for hours.

A stiff breeze rattled my little hut, and I stepped back against the wall for warmth, hugging myself as tightly as I could. I was really starting to hate the Upton Game.



JEALOUSY



Goose bumps covered my skin. My whole body shook uncontrollably. I gritted my teeth and held my breath and tried to control it, but nothing helped. I had tied up my hair off my neck with the hair band I had kept around my wrist since I’d gotten to St. Barths, so the soaking strands were no longer hitting my shoulders. That was something, at least. But how long had I been standing there? How much longer was I going to have to wait? Every moment seemed like an hour.

And then, voices. Angry voices. Adrenaline instantly warmed me. It was Upton. Upton was shouting at someone.

“. . . stupid, immature, ridiculous thing to—”

“We were just having a bit of fun,” Sienna’s voice replied.

My blood boiled with anger. I was going to scratch those girls’ eyes out the moment I saw them.

“You should be ashamed of yourselves,” Upton scolded, his voice just outside now. “Reed! Where are you?”

“Right here!” I said meekly, lifting my arm so it could be seen in the space between the top of the door and the canvas roof.

“Are you all right?” Upton asked.

A towel appeared over the door and I whipped it down, wrapping it around my shoulders. My eyes closed in ecstasy as warmth radiated over my skin.

“I’ll live,” I replied.

“Here are your clothes,” Upton said, folding my dress and bathing suit over the door.

Oh, thank God. I quickly stepped into my dry bathing suit and yanked the T-shirt dress on over my head. They felt so warm—like they had been tumbling in a dryer for an hour—but that was probably just in contrast to the frigid temperature of my skin. I took a deep breath to calm the trembling, and I opened the door.

“I’m so sorry,” Upton said immediately, pulling me into his arms. I closed my eyes and pressed my cheek against his chest. The warmth of his body chased away the last of the shivers. “They said you’d gone back to the Langes’. That you’d come down with a headache.”

“I figured,” I said, glancing over at Sienna, whose arms were crossed over her chest as she looked imperiously out at the ocean, as if she owned it. Amberly, Paige, and Poppy weren’t there. I wondered how Sienna had ended up taking the blame solo, but honestly, I didn’t care.

“I believe Sienna has something to say to you,” Upton said, loosening his grip on me.

Sienna glanced at my angry face and rolled her eyes. “We’re sorry,” she said, with no sincerity whatsoever. “We were just having some fun.” She offered me her hand and arched her perfectly waxed eyebrows. “Friends?”

Anger clenched my chest and I pulled away from Upton completely, stepping toward her. “You and I were never friends, and we’re never going to be friends,” I said, causing her face to fall. “In fact, you and your little posse can stay away from me for the rest of the trip. Far, far away. And I suggest, for your own sake, that you do.”

Sienna’s thin lips parted in indignation as I turned on my bare heel and stormed off toward the pool and the restaurant behind it. The sun was just dipping behind the hotel. I needed to find my friends and vent before I exploded.

“Reed! Wait!”

Upton caught up to me near the shallow end of the pool and grabbed my arm.

“Thanks for finding me and everything, but I really need to talk to Noelle right now,” I said, wresting myself from his grasp.

“Wait. I just wanted to say I’m sorry,” Upton told me, his eyes pleading. “Sienna’s just being a spoiled child. She doesn’t know how to handle jealousy, you see—”

“Jealousy? Wait a minute. I thought she was new here too. What’s she jealous of?” I asked, a niggling feeling of ignorance gnawing at the back of my neck.

Upton bit his lip and looked away. “Yes, well . . . we kind of had a thing last term when she and Poppy came to visit me at school. . . .”

An incredulous laugh escaped my throat and I backed away from him. “Oh my God! You are a total manwhore!”

“Reed—”

“Is there any female on this planet you haven’t had a thing with?” I asked, lifting my palms to the sky. “Maybe it would be simpler for you to list your non-hookups than your hookups.”

“Reed, none of that matters,” Upton said, reaching for my hands. He held them both in his and looked into my eyes. “You’re the one I want to be with now. Only you. I swear it. All of that is in the past. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

I was amazed at how sincere he made it sound. For a second I almost believed him. And maybe a year ago I would have. But I wasn’t that naive anymore. Reed Brennan had gone through some changes.

“It kind of does matter when I spend over an hour freezing my ass off in a dark shower stall,” I told him, yanking away my hands. “This was supposed to be a fun little vacation fling. And the fun just officially ended. I have to go.”

This time, when he called after me, I didn’t look back.



DROPOUTS



“I should have just stuck with the original plan and stayed out of the Upton Game,” I ranted to Noelle, Kiran, Taylor, and Tiffany as they followed me down the hall to the Langes’ guest room, past all the indigenous pottery displayed on glass tables along the wall. “Clearly I was not cut out for this particular sport. And does he really think I believe that he’s only into me now? After however many years of being England’s number one player?”

I threw open the double doors to my room and stopped in my tracks. Noelle barreled right into me, and Kiran tripped over Taylor, knocking into the wall and taking down a potted plant. Tiffany caught the vase just before it hit the floor.

“Can you warn us when you’re going to do that?” Kiran asked, straightening her top.

I couldn’t respond. I was too stunned. Every inch of my room was covered in flowers. Huge pots lined the floor. Vases bursting with white and orange blooms were arranged on the bedside tables and atop the dresser. Long glass boxes overflowing with gorgeous tropical buds had overtaken the windowsills. Loose petals were strewn all over the floor and on the bed. A handwritten note sat propped up on my pillow.

“My mother is so going to fire Maritza when she sees this mess,” Noelle said, nudging some petals with her foot. “Dammit. There goes her good espresso!”

“Who’re they from?” Taylor asked, her eyes bright.

My first thought was of Josh. Had Josh talked to Ivy and explained that he still loved me? My heart beat wildly with curiosity as I picked up the card, not daring to imagine what it might say. The handwriting was unfamiliar, and my eyes went directly to the signature. I forced a smile. “They’re from Upton,” I said, silently scolding myself for letting my thoughts turn to Josh. That was over. I was moving on. And clearly Upton was more than willing to help me speed up the process.

“How did he pull this off?” Tiffany asked, lowering her nose to the nearest arrangement. “We just left him. Does he have the florist on speed dial?”

“Dear Reed,” I read. “Please accept these flowers as my sincere apology. I promise that tonight, you will have my full and undivided attention, if you so choose to allow it. Love, Upton.” My heart fluttered.

“Wow. He really likes you,” Taylor said, fingering the soft petals of a huge white lily. She took a deep breath and let her hands slap against her thighs. “Well, that’s it. I’m officially dropping out of the Upton Game.”

“Really?” I said.

“What’s the point?” Taylor asked, lifting her arms to take in the entire room. “You have his full and undivided attention.”

Kiran sighed audibly. She took a lipstick out of her clutch and leaned toward the mirror on the dressing table. “Guess it’s Graham Hathaway for me.”

“Poor guy has no idea what he’s in for,” Noelle joked.

“No, he does not,” Kiran agreed, pressing her lips together.

The flutter in my heart took on a whole new excited rhythm. My competitive side couldn’t help but feel a bit proud. Apparently I had won. Upton, the most coveted and sought-after guy in their group, was all but mine.

Unless, of course, Poppy had anything to say about it.

But in the past few hours, I had taken Tiffany, Kiran, and Taylor out of the game. Three very worthy contenders. If I could intimidate them, I could intimidate anyone. Even Poppy Simon.

Suddenly, I couldn’t wait until tonight.



YIN AND YANG



Upton wasn’t kidding. All night he danced with me, sat down with me when I needed a break, ran to get me drinks the second I mentioned I was thirsty, and got me chips to munch on when I was hungry. All night I ignored the hostile stares of Sienna and Amberly and Paige. It was like I was Cinderella, and they were the ugly stepsisters watching me steal the prince’s attention. It was perfect. But not just because I had won some stupid game. That felt good, of course. But it wasn’t about that. It was about Upton. Me and Upton. It was as if we were in our own little world where no one else could touch us.

That is, until Poppy arrived.

Upton and I were on the outskirts of the dance floor—basically a lacquer platform set atop the sand and surrounded by pillow-topped benches—when Poppy walked in, turning heads. She wore nothing but a skimpy white bathing suit under a see-through gauze miniskirt, and the thin woven straps of her heeled sandals wound all the way up her toned calves. Her first stop was at the DJ booth, where she whispered something to the shirtless spinner, then grabbed his microphone.

“Where’re my girls?” she shouted at the top of her lungs, throwing her arm in the air. Sienna, Paige, Amberly, Kiran, Taylor, Noelle, and Tiffany—all of whom were in the center of the dance floor—hollered in response, throwing their arms up as well. “Ladies! It’s time we show the rest of these slags how to party!”

Poppy jumped down from the DJ booth and danced her way through the crowd, pressing up against every hot guy as she made her way over to her friends. Girls danced with her, and guys eyed her appreciatively. Clearly Poppy knew everyone on this island, and everyone was stoked to see her. Everyone but me.

“Noelle wasn’t kidding. Poppy definitely knows how to make an entrance,” I said. My black minidress suddenly felt like a garbage bag in comparison to her outfit.

Upton glanced over his shoulder at her. “Yes, but we don’t care about her, remember?”

Perfect response. My heart turned to goo. I grinned and reached up to wrap my arms around his neck. “Oh, I remember.”

Upton smiled and gave me a questioning glance, as if he were afraid to misread the obvious signal I was broadcasting:

Kiss me! Kiss me! Kiss me!

Then he finally leaned in and touched his lips to mine. Every one of my limbs went limp, and I momentarily forgot where I was. Normally I’m not one for huge, prolonged public displays of affection, but we stood there on the dance floor and just kissed for a long, long time.

When Upton finally broke away, he kept his arms wound tightly around me. “I’ve been thinking about that all night.”

“Me too,” I said, resting my cheek on his chest and sighing happily.

So not caring about Poppy. So not caring . . .

But it was total crap. Of course I cared about her. I cast a sidelong glance in Poppy’s direction and saw that, sure enough, Sienna was whispering in her ear and glancing pointedly at Upton and me. Poppy’s eyes narrowed as she spotted us.

Adrenaline filled my veins, bubbling hot as lava. I held Upton tighter as we danced. Two seconds later, I felt a sharp finger jabbing repeatedly into my back.

“Excuse me.”

I checked Upton’s face before I turned around. He looked rather ill. Not a good sign. I steeled myself and faced Poppy.

“Yes?” I said.

“I thought we had an understanding,” she said, with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Or were you not paying attention?”

“Oh, I got the message,” I said coolly. “I just chose to ignore it.”

Then I turned my back on her and reached for Upton. Her hand gripped my shoulder, her bony fingers digging into my skin.

“May I cut in?” she asked through her teeth.

The music pounded inside my head as I waited for Upton to say something. Anything. I waited a good sixteen bars. Upton just stood there behind me, silent, while my body temperature climbed steadily with each driving beat.

“Is she deaf or just slow?” Poppy joked, glancing past me toward her “boyfriend.” “I said, may. I. Cut. In?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “It’s up to Upton.”

I looked into his eyes. It was now or never. Time to see what the Up-man was made of. If he blew me off, I would walk away. Even though I so didn’t want to walk away.

Upton took a deep breath and sighed, looking at the ground and scratching his eyebrow with his index finger before facing her.

“Poppy, we need to talk,” he began.

He took her hand and walked her off the dance floor, just a few feet away from where we’d been standing. Unsure of what to do, I glanced around and saw Daniel exchange an interested glance with Paige. They both made their way over, hanging back a respectable distance, but definitely within eavesdropping range. Soon enough, most of the crew was gathered in the same way, pretending not to be listening in. Pretending quite badly.

“What is it, poodle?” Poppy asked, putting her arms around his waist.

Upton took her wrists and placed them back at her sides. She blinked, obviously upset, and glanced around. She noticed a few people watching and lifted her chin, trying to mask her surprise.

“This has to stop,” Upton said, firmly but not unkindly. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how much clearer I can be. We’ve never been together—and we never will be together. We’re friends. And as your friend, I’m telling you to stop embarrassing yourself.”

Poppy took a step backward, heartbreak written all over her face. A few girls nearby laughed behind their hands. Poppy looked at them, confused. Clearly she was not accustomed to being the object of laughter. I glanced over at Noelle and the others, and every last one of them looked like they wanted to flee. Like they’d rather be doing anything other than witnessing this. Which I supposed I understood. It was even hard for me to watch, and they actually were friends with Poppy. No one liked to see their friend get dissed.

“Is this because of her?” Poppy asked.

“Not entirely, no,” Upton said, putting his hands in his pockets. “I just don’t feel that way about you. I’m sorry.”

Paige and Sienna stepped forward, but Poppy whirled around, searching the club for someone.

Oh, crap. Me.

The girl crossed the few feet between us in about half a second, knocking over an oblivious partier in the process, sending her margarita flying. Poppy got so up in my face that I could count the pores on her nose. My heart pounded with trepidation, and I could only hope it didn’t show on my face.

Never let your rival see you sweat.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you. How does it feel to be a one-person natural disaster?” Poppy spat. Literally spat. Her saliva pelted me just below my left eye.

“What are you talking about?” I replied, quickly wiping away the spittle.

“You! Hurricane Reed. You leave a wake of destruction everywhere you go,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Broken relationships, crushed hearts . . . death.”

Tears stung my eyes as I stared back at her. I so wanted to be unruffled by her attack, but how could anyone remain unaffected in the face of that sort of characterization? Was this actually what people were saying about me? Was this really what people thought? Every inch of my skin burned with anger, humiliation, and hurt.

“Don’t think I don’t know what happened to Thomas, to that girl in your dorm,” she went on. “People talk—and somehow, they always talk about you. You’re dangerous.”

I was so stunned, I didn’t know how to respond.

“Poppy. That’s enough,” Upton said, coming up behind her.

“Screw you,” she said, whirling on him. “Screw the both of you. Good luck trying to survive the storm.”

Then she turned and ran out of the club. Daniel tried to follow, but she was too quick. She hopped in her white BMW and peeled away so fast that she almost spun out and crashed into a sand dune. Everyone in the place gasped, but she managed to back up and race off. Her taillights disappeared around a bend, and the crowd slowly returned to its partying. I simply stood there, staring after her. No one had ever said anything that cruel outright to me. I couldn’t keep her words from repeating themselves in my mind.

Wake of destruction . . . one-person natural disaster . . . crushed hearts . . . death . . . Part of me felt the truth of it all. I was a huge sucking funnel cloud of bad luck, bringing misery to everyone I knew. Thomas, Cheyenne, Ivy, Josh, Dash, Noelle. Even Taylor and Kiran still would be enrolled at Easton if I had never shown up there. No one was safe from Hurricane Reed.

“Well, that was fairly intense,” Upton said, reaching for my hand. “Are you all right?”

“No. Not really,” I replied, my voice trembling.

“Hey. Don’t listen to her,” Upton said, tipping up my face with his finger. “That’s just Poppy. When she’s upset, she feels the need to tear down everyone around her. And she’s always been quite skilled at it.”

A breeze caught my hair, and I shivered violently. I could only imagine how Poppy was going to treat me for the rest of our vacation. At the very least I was sure I was in for a lot of glares and behind-my-back whispers. But if she was anything like the rest of her friends, I also could look forward to a lot more childish pranks like the shower fiasco—probably worse. Was anyone, even Upton, worth all that?

And did he really want to stand directly in the storm path of Hurricane Reed?

“She’s right, though,” I said, pulling away from him and hugging myself. “You should stay away from me. Every time anyone gets close to me . . . something bad happens.”

Upton smirked. “Well, that’s a risk I’m just going to have to take,” he said, stepping closer and reaching out to tuck my hair behind my ear. He let his fingers linger on my cheekbone as he looked into my eyes. “You still don’t get it, do you? You’ve done something to me, Reed Brennan. I can’t seem to stop thinking about you.” He took a deep breath and gazed out at the ocean. “It’s bloody annoying, actually.”

He cracked a smile and I couldn’t help it. I smiled back. Okay, so maybe he was worth it. There was something about being with Upton that made it difficult to stay in a negative frame of mind. Jealousy, apprehension, sadness, self-pity—they all seemed to flit away when he was near. When it came down to it, it seemed that he was exactly what I needed. The light and happy yang to my seriously depressing yin.

“Sorry. I hate to be an annoyance,” I joked in return.

He pulled me into a hug, the warmth of his arms instantly chasing away the chill, and rested his chin atop my head.

“I will only consider you an annoyance if you refuse to dance with me right now,” he replied as the DJ switched over to a slow tune.

“I suppose I could oblige,” I said with a grin.

Upton tugged on my fingers, and I followed him back onto the dance floor. I could still feel Paige, Sienna, and the others watching us, but I concentrated on Upton, making sure I didn’t give any of them the satisfaction of catching their eyes. Wrapped safely in Upton’s arms, I shut out all the angry, curious, jealous stares. As we swayed back and forth to the music, I let it all go, simply listening to his breathing and feeling the rise and fall of his chest.

Despite everything else that had happened, that moment, at least, was perfect.



FACE-TO-FACE



In the end, Upton did not spend every single second of the night pinned to my side. After all, sometimes a guy has to pee. It was at one such solo moment that the encounter I had been dreading finally happened. I was standing at the bar, waiting for a glass of ice water, when I saw a familiar hand next to mine. Just seeing those fingers brought back flashes of memories I didn’t want to recall. Bare skin, zippers undone . . .

Hands . . . everywhere.

“Dash.”

“Hey, Reed.”

My heart was in my throat as the bartender placed my glass in front of me. I picked it up and tried to turn the other way. Away from him. But he touched my forearm lightly.

“Don’t. Please.”

Damn. Damn him and his politeness.

I took a deep breath and held it for strength, then turned and forced myself to look at him. To really look into his warm brown eyes. They were totally miserable.

“Sorry,” he said, releasing me and shoving his hands into the pockets of his pressed chinos. Over them, he wore a white T-shirt and a blue-and-yellow Canterbury rugby sweater. The uberpreppy look so worked for Dash. Worked so well that every other girl in our vicinity was eyeing him hungrily as they sipped their drinks. Not that he would ever notice. “Sorry. I just . . . how are you?” he said.

“Fine,” I replied.

“I heard about everything. What happened the night of Kiran’s party . . . ,” he said. “I was . . . worried.”

“Look, Dash, I really don’t think we should be talking to each other,” I said, glancing around warily. Noelle may have been pretending to be over Dash, but I knew she was anything but. And I also knew what images would be conjured if she saw the two of us together.

“I don’t care about that right now,” he said firmly. “There’s something I have to say to you. It’s been way too long.”

I took another breath. Where was this going? Please don’t let him be about to profess his undying love, because I really don’t think I can deal with that just now. Although it would have been flattering. He was, after all, Dash McCafferty.

“Did you ever get that e-mail?” he asked, running his fingers along the edge of the black lacquer bar top.

I blinked. For a moment I had no idea what he was talking about. I thought back, back to all the drama, all the conversations and unanswered questions, and a lightbulb suddenly went off in my mind. The e-mail. He’d sent it to me after the Legacy incident, and I’d been about to read it when I’d noticed there were hundreds of e-mails from Cheyenne’s ghost in my in-box. Well, from Sabine, really. But at the time, I hadn’t known that. Freaked, I had shut down my computer.

“No. I never read it,” I told him.

Dash blew out a sigh. “I guess it’s better face-to-face anyway.” He looked at me and put his hand, palm up, on the bar. “I just wanted to apologize,” he said. “For that night. For what happened at the Legacy. I was totally out of line. I had already decided to get back together with Noelle, but when I got that note from you—”

“Wait. You got a note from me?” I blurted.

Dash blinked. “Um . . . yeah.” He said it like, “Um . . . duh!”

“Omigod,” I said, closing my eyes and resting my glass on the bar. I had to take a deep breath. Sabine’s plan had been even more intricate than I’d realized.

“Anyway, I was so curious,” Dash continued. “And then when I saw you . . . I don’t know what happened. I mean, it’s not that I wasn’t attracted to you . . . we both know I was . . . but I—” He stopped, frustrated by his own lack of focus. “It’s just, that was so not me. I don’t cheat. Ever.”

I stared at him for a long moment. He didn’t know. No one had told him. I had figured that Gage or someone would have relayed everything Sabine had said the night of the shooting. All of her confessions. But clearly they hadn’t thought it was important enough. Guys. When it came to dissemination of gossip, they were sorely lacking.

“Dash, I know it wasn’t you,” I said. “It was Sabine. She did all of it.”

Dash’s brow creased. “What do you mean?”

“She sent us the notes. She laced our drinks with ecstasy. She basically orchestrated the whole thing,” I told him. “She confessed to all of it the night she shot Ivy.”

Dash sort of froze. He looked like a cardboard cutout of himself, eternally posed in an expression of shock. Then, finally, he bent at the waist and sat down on the vacant barstool behind him.

“Oh my God. I was drugged?” he said.

I nodded. “We both were,” I confirmed. “It wasn’t our faults.”

Then I blushed, thinking back to our almost-kiss in Martha’s Vineyard last summer, all the flirtatious e-mails we’d written, the moment we shared at the Driscoll Hotel last fall. All the things that had led up to that night.

“Well, not entirely our faults,” I amended, bringing a blush to Dash’s cheeks as well.

“I knew it. I knew something was off that night.” He turned toward the bar and brought his hand to his mouth, chewing on his thumbnail for a moment. “And Noelle knows all this?”

“She does,” I said.

Dash’s jaw clenched. I could practically feel him trying to contain his emotions. “Then I guess she really is done with me,” he said. “If she knows all this and she’s still with West.”

I somehow managed to contain a laugh. He couldn’t actually think she was with West in any real way. He couldn’t be that clueless. But then, he was a guy in love. I suppose that could account for a tiny slip in the IQ. I didn’t want to tell him about my firmly held belief that Noelle was only smooching West to make Dash jealous. Noelle was, after all, my friend. But I had to say something, if only to wipe that pathetic look off of his normally confident face. Besides, I was sure that Dash was the person Noelle wanted to be with. If I could facilitate their reunion and get things back to normal, all of us would be a lot happier.

Except West. But you can’t please everyone.

“I don’t think they’re serious,” I hedged.

“No?” he asked hopefully, his shoulders straightening.

“Nah. Probably just an island fling,” I said. “Don’t give up yet.”

Dash chuckled. “Thanks, Reed.” He spun on the bar stool to face me, and then stood up. “So . . . friends?”

Friends. It was what we always had been. How we should have remained all along.

“Friends,” I replied with a nod.



MISSING



The next morning I awoke to the song of my feisty island bird. I opened my eyes and there he was, hopping around on the windowsill. I smiled, let out a yawn, and stretched.

“You’re back,” I said quietly.

He jumped around in a circle as he sang. Like, What? You thought I was going to desert you?

I rolled onto my back and smiled, listening to his song and recalling all the perfect moments from the night before. After my talk with Dash, Upton and I had taken a walk along the beach, kicking water at each other and trying to tackle each other into the waves. He had driven me home and had walked me to the front door for a good-night kiss.

My heart fluttered at the memory. I scooted down in my bed, pulling the soft white sheets up over my head and letting out a little squeal. I hadn’t entertained many expectations coming into this trip. I figured I’d read a few books on the beach, maybe get a tan, do the club thing with Noelle. But I hadn’t thought beyond that, and I certainly never expected this. I never expected to meet someone and to feel this way. Like I was falling in—

My rogue thought was cut off by the sound of frantic pounding. The bird took off with a startled jolt, and I sat up straight, tossing off my sheets. Someone was at the front door of the house. I heard Noelle’s father say something to one of the servants, and another door in the house slammed.

Should I go check out the commotion, or should I let the family deal with it? This was their house, their island, their friends. Maybe I would just be interfering. I hesitated behind my closed bedroom door until my curiosity got the better of me. Then I tiptoed down the hall to the open foyer, thinking I could sneak back to my room if I didn’t want to get involved.

Noelle was meeting her father at the door. He was already dressed in creased khakis and a button-down shirt. She was wearing a black silk robe over a black silk nightgown. I looked down at my boxer shorts and rumpled gray Penn State T-shirt. Maybe it was time to invest in some grown-up night clothes.

I also couldn’t help but notice that a fat Christmas tree had appeared in the middle of the great room, as if from nowhere, decorated from top to bottom with silver and white balls, bells, and thick silver ribbon for garland. Evergreen swags hung on the walls, centered by silver bows, and silver-and-white fur stockings were tacked along the breakfast bar. There even was one with my name sewn into it. None of this had been there when we went to bed the night before. Did the Langes have a fleet of Caribbean elves working for them?

“I’ve got it,” Mr. Lange said to Noelle, reaching for the door.

Paige and Sienna stood on the doorstep in casual gear: shorts and tank tops, with matching oversized Chanel quilted bags—Paige’s green, Sienna’s red. They both froze at the sight of Noelle’s father.

“Girls?” he said.

Paige pushed up her huge sunglasses on top of her head. “We’re so sorry to bother you, Mr. Lange, it’s just . . . Poppy is missing.”

“What?” Noelle and her father said in unison. He took a step back. “Please, come in.”

They walked into the foyer, but no one made a move toward the living room. Paige spotted me, and instantly her expression turned disgusted, as if she’d just sucked on a lemon. I stepped into the room. There would be no sneaking away now.

“What do you mean, missing?” Noelle demanded, retying the belt on her robe.

“I went over there this morning to bring her the standard post-breakup, you-can-do-better-than-him breakfast, and she wasn’t in her room,” Paige began. She gave me another loathing look, as if to remind me of my role in last night’s dumping.

“Her bed hadn’t been slept in,” Sienna added in her thick accent, hitching her purse higher on her shoulder.

“So she never came back to the suite last night?” Noelle asked Sienna.

“No. But the suite is so huge . . . I hear nothing from her side of the room when she is there,” Sienna replied.

“So we were walking around the hotel grounds looking for her, when one of the workers came running into the lobby all freaking out,” Paige continued. “They found Poppy’s car down by the family’s private dock with the driver’s side door open—and there was blood on the ground.”

“Oh my God,” I heard myself say. My hand automatically flew to my mouth.

“The Simons’ thirty-footer is gone,” Sienna added. She had yet to even look at me or in any way acknowledge that I was there. “We tried to find her parents, but the hotel people told us they’re visiting friends in Antigua for the next two days.”

“And their cell phones went straight to voice mail,” Paige added.

My hands were slick with sweat. Missing? Blood? We had come to St. Barths to put a situation like this one behind us. Poppy’s words from the night before suddenly started to echo in my mind.

Path of destruction . . . crushed hearts . . . death. . . .

Maybe she was right. Maybe it really was me. Maybe I brought misery everywhere I went.

“What should we do?” Paige asked, looking at Mr. Lange. “What if someone kidnapped her and stole the boat, and she’s out on the open sea with some psycho?”

Noelle snorted a laugh, and Paige looked at her like she had just thrown up on her Jimmy Choos.

“This isn’t funny,” she snapped.

“Now, girls. You don’t know that something bad has happened to her,” Mr. Lange said in a comforting tone.

“Exactly,” Noelle added, throwing out her hands. “This is Poppy we’re talking about. The girl who once disappeared from her boarding school for an entire semester to go hot air ballooning over Austria and didn’t bother to tell anyone.”

Hot air ballooning? Cool.

“But what about the blood?” Paige asked. “Explain that.”

“Maybe she tripped on those ridiculous shoes she was wearing and cut open her knee,” Noelle suggested. “I just think it’s too soon to panic, that’s all.”

It was amazing how Noelle’s rationalization calmed me. Perhaps it was because she had turned out to be right so many times in the past. But suddenly, the visions of me as some kind of magnet for evil melted away. If Noelle thought Poppy was fine, then she probably was.

Just then, there was a rap on the still-open front door. We all turned to find Upton loitering on the doorstep in jeans and a light-blue shirt, looking like he’d just stepped out of a cologne ad. My heart skipped a beat. Paige and Sienna both lit up briefly at the sight of him, but then Sienna glowered and looked away. It seemed that, for a moment, the sight of his beauty had made her forget she was mad at him.

“Upton,” Paige said, touching her perfect hair.

My hands flew to the rat’s nest atop my own head. I quickly tied it back, and then crossed my arms over my chest, which was bra-free. Had I washed my face last night, or did I have raccoon-style mascara smudges under my eyes? God, Reed, when were you going to learn? You never know when a guy is going to show up without notice. Thomas, Josh, and now Upton. It was one thing these guys had in common, it seemed. They were all fans of the drop-by.

“Good morning,” Upton said cheerfully, coming into the house and glancing around at our circle. “Noelle, are you having a breakfast party and didn’t invite me?”

Sienna whirled on Upton. “This is your fault!” she said, shoving his shoulder.

He was so startled that he actually tripped back a step. “Hold on a sec,” he said, raising his palms. “What did I do?”

“Apparently, Poppy is missing,” Noelle explained. “Her car was deserted, there was blood, and the Simon Says is missing from its slip.”

Simon Says? That was the boat’s name? How . . . cutesy.

Upton laughed. “Please. She’s not missing. She’s just out for a sail.”

Paige threw her hands up. “Why are we the only people who are concerned about this?”

“Paige, this is what Poppy does,” Upton said. He reached out and put his hand on her bare shoulder, which made her blush all the way up her neck and into her face. “She’s probably gone off to some private island to meditate with a shaman or something. Tonight we’ll all meet up at the hotel, and she’ll be sitting at the bar waiting to tell us all about it.”

“Hijo de puta,” Sienna said through her teeth.

Upton’s eyes widened. “Pardon me?”

“You broke her heart! She ran off upset!” Sienna ranted. “You know what she is like when she is in that mood. Who knows what she could have done, or with whom? If anything happens to her, Upton, it’s your fault.”

She pushed past him and disappeared through the door. Paige glanced around at us, looking stunned and slightly embarrassed by Sienna’s breakdown.

“I guess that’s my cue,” Paige said. She paused as she stepped past Upton, looking him up and down suspiciously. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

Upton took a deep breath and let it out audibly, as if shaking off Sienna’s attack. “Well, I’ve come to take Reed horseback riding, if she’s interested,” he said, flashing a smile in my direction.

Both Mr. Lange and Noelle looked at me curiously. I wondered what Mr. Lange was thinking. He wasn’t going to tell me I couldn’t go, was he? Pull a concerned chaperone or surrogate father move? But he just looked away when he saw me watching him, and he said nothing.

“I don’t know. Did we have anything planned for today?” I asked Noelle.

“Yes. I have a plan to go back to sleep,” she said. “Feel free to ride all the horses you want.”

“Okay. I guess I’ll go get ready,” I said giddily.

“And Paige, I’ll keep trying Poppy’s parents,” Noelle’s father said. “I’m sure they’ll have some explanation.”

“Thanks, Mr. Lange,” Paige said with a smile. She eyed me, Upton, and Noelle in a scolding manner. “At least someone around here cares.”

Then she slid her sunglasses over her eyes, turned, and walked off with her chin in the air.

“Like she actually cares about anyone other than herself and her mentally twisted brother,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll see you guys at Shutters for brunch. Late brunch.” She strolled off toward her room.

“Give me ten minutes,” I told Upton.

“I’ll give you fifteen, even,” he replied with a grin.

“Tea, Upton?” Noelle’s father offered.

“Sounds perfect.”

The two of them went off toward Mr. Lange’s office near the back of the house, and I could have sworn I heard my name mentioned. But I had more important things to consider than what was probably a polite conversation about how Upton and I had gotten together. Like what, exactly, did a girl on an exclusive Caribbean island wear to go horseback riding?



FLING FLUNG



“Um, what are we doing on Paige’s estate?” I asked, sitting on a bale of hay inside the Ryans’ state-of-the-art stable as Upton hoisted up a saddle on a beautiful gray mare. At least I assumed it was state-of-the-art. I’d never actually been in a stable before. But with automated doors on the dozen stalls; a stainless steel scrubbing area; and shelves of gleaming saddles, bridles, and brushes, it sure seemed well appointed. None of it had held my attention for very long, however, because Upton was fairly mesmerizing. He had shed the shirt soon after our arrival and was now wearing nothing but a tight white tank top over his jeans. Watching him move around the stable, all self-assured and half-dressed, was making my head fuzzy and my skin tingly and warm.

“They’re the only ones on the island with enough property to keep horses, so we board our animals here,” he said, reaching under the horse’s belly for one of the straps. He buckled it tightly, then came around to my side and slapped the horse’s back. “This one’s Misty. I’ve had her since I was fourteen, and I promise she’ll treat you well.”

“Unlike all your other women,” I joked, pushing myself up and dusting my hands off on the butt of my jeans.

“Haven’t we gone over this? I have no other women,” Upton said fondly, handing me a bucket full of carrots. “Here. Feed her a couple of these. She’ll be your best friend for life.”

He moved on to the second horse, a black stallion named Bolt that was so muscular it was almost surreal, and started to saddle him up as well. I took the bucket and walked around to face Misty. She was chewing on some hay, and yellow shoots were sticking out of her mouth on both sides. She eyed me warily.

“Hey,” I said, offering my hand for her to sniff, like I would with a dog. She snorted and turned her head. I felt a blush creeping up my neck. I didn’t want Upton to think I was totally inept with horses, even though I had never been this close to one in my life, no matter how many times Gage called me Farmer Brennan. “Here. Want one of these?” I asked, holding out a carrot.

Misty gently took the entire carrot right out of my hand and crunched into it. Now we were getting somewhere.

“So, do you really think Poppy is okay?” I asked as Upton grabbed a wide black-bristled brush off a shelf.

“She’s fine. The girl lives to be the center of attention, and after what happened last night, she probably felt the need to change the subject,” he said as he brushed his horse’s coat. “She just ran off so that everyone would be talking about this instead of about the fact that I broke up with her.”

“She was really upset,” I said, stating the obvious.

“As Sienna quite loudly informed me,” he joked.

I smirked in response, and then wondered what to say next. I felt a little off-kilter after that errant thought this morning—that maybe I was falling for Upton. And if that was the case, I had to be smart here. Upton was a player, and I needed to know more about his past. I reached up tentatively to pat Misty’s snout and she allowed it, though I could see the amusement in her big brown eyes. She could tell that I was a novice and was definitely humoring me. I gave her another carrot.

“I think every girl in that group is in love with you,” I said lightly, even though there was a lump of trepidation forming in my throat. I wasn’t exactly sure I wanted to let him in on this fact in case, by some miracle, he hadn’t figured it out already.

“Not Noelle,” he replied, giving Bolt one last brush.

Okay, so apparently he was aware.

I swallowed hard. “No, not Noelle. But everyone else.”

Upton hoisted a heavy saddle up onto Bolt’s back. I watched his arms as he worked, almost captivated by the movement of his muscles. Almost. I was on a mission here.

“Well, I wouldn’t say ‘love,’” he replied casually as he strapped Bolt in.

He was being very vague and cavalier about this. So cavalier that I was starting to feel he actually did have something to hide. My heart twisted, and Misty nudged my shoulder. I quickly handed over another carrot. This girl, at least, was going to love me before the day was through.

Ask him. Just ask him how many of them he’s been with. Then you can stop being jealous of everyone and just focus your little green man on those who actually deserve it.

“All right, just tell me,” I said. “How many of them have you actually hooked up with?”

It couldn’t really have been all of them except Taylor. Not all.

“It depends on how you define ‘hooking up,’” he said, turning away and grabbing his shirt off the hook where he’d left it. He offered no further information.

I bit my lip. Clearly he wasn’t going to tell me. So I had a choice to make. When it came down to it, did it really matter? This was just a fling I was having here, right? An island romance. When we left this place, chances were we’d never seen each other again. It didn’t matter that I was so “in his head” that I was “annoying.” It didn’t matter that I had almost thought the word “love” in my own mind that morning. I’d had an Upton hangover then, but now I was clearheaded again. Much more so, now that he had his shirt on.

“Shall we?” Upton asked, offering me his hand.

I dropped the bucket of carrots. “We shall,” I replied, putting on a bad English accent. Upton grinned, all but stopping my heart.

Fling, Reed. This is a fling.

And once it was flung, it would be over. For good.



SPOOKED



It took about an hour, but my inner thighs finally started to loosen up. It was clear that Misty knew not to take the speed above a leisurely stroll, and she followed the wide trail through the trees as if she’d traced the route every day of her life. Which, of course, she probably had. No doubt Upton had ridden her through here dozens of times. Or he’d had his girlfriends ride her through here dozens of times.

But I wasn’t thinking about that. Fling, fling, fling.

“This actually is kind of relaxing,” I said, looking through the trees to the ocean beyond. It grew darker toward the horizon, almost cobalt blue where it met the sky. We were headed back up the hill toward the stable and the Ryans’ house beyond. Soon we would come out of the trees and head across the open bluff toward the estate’s buildings.

“That’s because you’re a natural,” Upton called out to me from behind, where he was keeping an eye on me from Bolt’s saddle.

“No. It’s because you’re a good instructor,” I said, turning my head so I could see him.

I hadn’t tried to do this once since he’d stopped riding next to me and had taken the rear. Hadn’t felt comfortable enough to take my eyes off the trail. Now, as I managed to do it without tugging Misty off the path, I caught a glimpse of Upton’s smile and felt proud of myself. Maybe I was a natural.

Out of nowhere, I heard a crack like the breaking of a large tree limb, and then felt a jolt. The smile fell off Upton’s face, and I whipped my head forward. Misty suddenly had broken into a sprint. The trees were bolting by at an alarming speed and a low-hanging branch clipped my arm, but I barely felt the sting. My heart was in my throat. I gripped the knob at the front of the saddle, straining with all my might to keep from falling off. Pain radiated through my butt and up my back as I was flung up and down, losing my form completely.

“Upton!” I screamed as we came out of the trees. My grip was slipping as my palms leaked sweat.

“Pull up on the reins!” he shouted back. “Jerk up like I taught you!”

My sunglasses fell off, and the riding helmet I was wearing bounced forward, partially covering my eyes. But I could still see the ocean rushing toward me. The edge of the cliff overlooking the water was only a hundred yards away. Misty was heading right for it. I grabbed the leather reins with my sweating hands and pulled.

“Stop! Whoa! Stop, Misty!” I screamed, yanking over and over again. But she didn’t so much as miss a step. We were going to go over. I yanked again and cried out. “Upton! Help! She won’t stop!”

Upton and Bolt raced up alongside us. Upton’s face was full of fear as he glanced toward the edge of the cliff, then at my helpless hands as they clung to the horse. Now all four of us were sprinting toward certain death. I imagined watching Upton as we went over the edge and closed my eyes. I couldn’t watch this. I couldn’t just couldn’t watch us plummet to our deaths.

Then I felt something glance off my knuckles. Heard Upton shout. Felt a sudden jerk and was flung forward, my face colliding with Misty’s neck. We veered off to the right and all of a sudden, Misty slowed down. Just like that, she was walking again. When I opened my eyes, we were headed back toward the center of the property and away from the cliff. Upton’s leg bumped mine. His hand was closed around Misty’s reins. Bolt was walking so close to Misty that their hooves kept brushing, which made them twitch their heads up and down like it tickled.

The horses were perfectly calm. As if nothing had happened.

“Are you all right?” Upton asked me.

I burst into tears.

“Whoa, whoa,” Upton commanded the horses. They came to a stop and he easily dismounted. Then he reached up for me. I found I couldn’t even disentangle my foot from the stirrup, I was shaking so violently. Finally, Upton had to remove my foot for me, and I just slid off the side of the horse. He caught me in his arms.

Not at all graceful, but what did I care? I had almost died back there. We both had. I pressed my face into Upton’s shoulder and cried. My chest was racked with huge, painful sobs, but I couldn’t stop myself. All the terror just released itself all over his expensive shirt.

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” he said, stroking my hair. “We’re fine.”

I looked up at him and sucked in a rattling breath. There was sweat all along his brow and above his lip. “I thought we were going to die.”

Upton blinked. “You know, so did I for a moment there.”

I smacked his arm as he laughed. “You’re supposed to tell me I’m stupid and we were actually miles from the cliff, and that I’m just overreacting.”

Upton breathed in through his nose and gave a slight nod. “You’re stupid,” he said, placing his hands on my shoulders. “We were actually miles from the cliff, and you’re just overreacting.”

“Liar,” I said, my heart still pounding. “What the hell happened? I thought Misty was supposed to be steady.”

The horses had wandered a few yards off and were picking at the grass.

“I don’t know. She’s never taken off like that before. Ever,” he said, wiping his brow as he looked at her. “Something must have spooked her. Maybe a branch hit her or something?”

I shook my head. “We were at a wide part of the trail. There was nothing.”

“Bizarre,” Upton said, shaking his head. “It had to be something.”

Or someone.

I felt a chill go through me and looked back at the trees. It was amazing how far off they were, how much ground we had covered in those few short seconds. I wanted to run back there and check the spot where Misty had first taken off. See if there was anything—or anyone—there. I thought of Poppy’s warning to stay away from Upton. Of her ire the night before, and Paige’s and Sienna’s hostile attitudes toward me. Was it possible? Could someone actually have set off Misty to teach me a lesson? To try to keep me away from Upton?

“Come on,” Upton said, lacing his fingers through mine. “We’ll walk the horses back to the stable. I think that’s enough riding for today.”

“Try forever,” I joked, squeezing his hand.

When we reached the horses, Upton tethered Misty to Bolt, then took Bolt’s reins and led both horses with one hand so he could hold my hand with the other. As we turned north toward the stable, I couldn’t help but check over my shoulder one last time at the trees and the bluff, just to see if anyone was there. But there was nothing except the sound of waves crashing against the rocks so very far below.



GARDEN TOUR



We met Noelle and the rest of the crew—minus the Ryans, Poppy, and Sienna—at Shutters for brunch as planned. Everyone arrived in waves, so I was forced to retell the story of our runaway horse experience five times. By the time we were done with our meal, I was so sick of thinking about it that all I wanted was a nice, relaxing afternoon on the beach. Instead, thanks to a plan Gage had floated by the crew while Upton and I had been out riding, I found myself en route to the Ryans’ estate yet again. We were gathering at the scene of my near-disaster so everyone could go Jet Skiing together.

Jet Skiing. Like me and my still-quivering thighs were really up for that.

“Look on the bright side,” Kiran said as she, Upton, and I walked out onto the patio where the week’s first party had been held. We had driven up together in Kiran’s car and were the last to arrive. Compared to that first day, there were relatively few people there. Just our group and Mr. and Mrs. Ryan, all hanging out near a big table covered in fruit and sandwiches.

“Which bright side would that be?” I asked.

“You have an exciting story to tell when you get home!” Kiran said, lifting her palms.

“Yes, but I already have plenty of exciting stories thanks to Sabine,” I told her lightly, ignoring the twinge in my chest as I said the girl’s name. “I wanted to leave here with only boring stories. Boring, passing-out-in-the-sand-and-getting-sunburned stories.”

Upton put his arm around me. “I believe we can still accomplish that goal. Although no sunburns. I don’t want to see that adorable nose of yours peeling,” he said, touching his fingertip to my nose.

Kiran groaned and Upton and I laughed as we arrived at the table. Gage walked right over to me and smacked me on the back.

“Starting to think you’re a cat, Brennan,” he said. “Nine lives and all the jazz.” Once again, he wore nothing but his board shorts and a smile. Considering his sexual history and lack of an edit feature on his tongue, I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised that he was such an exhibitionist. He popped a grape into his mouth and held it in his teeth, showing it to me for a second before crunching into it.

“Ew,” I said.

“I’m serious,” he said, grabbing another grape. “I think you should let it all ride on Casino Night. You’re, like, the luckiest farm chick on earth.”

“Or the unluckiest,” Paige put in as she stopped by with Daniel.

“It all depends on how you look at it,” Taylor said as she added gobs of mayo to a turkey sandwich. “I prefer the ‘glass is half full’ approach.”

“Yeah, well, no glass or plate is half full for long around you these days,” Paige said with a sniff before moving on.

Taylor’s jaw dropped slightly, and she looked down at the sandwich for a moment as if the sight of it suddenly made her ill. But then something in her expression shifted and she took a big bite out of it, defiantly staring after Paige as she chewed. That whole out-of-Billings freedom kicking in again, I supposed.

“So exactly how fancy is this Casino Night thing? Are we talking Legacy fancy, Oscars fancy, or Cannes fancy?” I asked Kiran, picking up a wedge of watermelon. I couldn’t imagine it was Cannes fancy, but I threw it in there just to show her I knew that the French film fest was the ultimate in red carpet. Something I’d learned after living in Billings for a year and a half with my fashion maven friends. “Because I still don’t know what to wear.”

“Don’t worry,” Kiran said with a wink. She snagged a bottle of water out of a big silver bucket filled with ice. “I’ve got you covered,” she added, tapping my forehead with the bottle.

I was about to ask her what that meant when Sienna shoved aside the sliding glass door and trudged out, looking grim. Mrs. Ryan walked over to her and wrapped her up in a hug, her ever-present silk jacket billowing in the ocean breeze.

“All settled, dear?” she asked.

“Yes, thank you. I appreciate your letting me stay here,” Sienna replied, her arms crossed tightly around her black-and-white sundress.

“You moved in?” Noelle asked.

Sienna nodded. Her face was pinched with worry and exhaustion as she approached us. “It’s morbid, staying in Poppy’s hotel suite without her. It’s way too still.”

“Of course it is,” Noelle said sympathetically. She patted the girl on the back as if she understood. Then she made an exaggerated eye roll as she turned around to face us again and grabbed a sandwich. Kiran, Taylor, Tiffany, and I pressed our lips together and hid our faces to keep from laughing.

“So no one’s heard from Poppy yet?” Daniel asked.

Silence. The hush felt cold and foreboding.

“Stop this now,” Mrs. Ryan said, putting her arm around Daniel from the side. “The island police are looking into the matter, and I’m sure that Poppy will be fine. In the meantime, would anyone like a tour of the garden?”

I caught Noelle’s eye. Why would anyone want a tour of her garden?

“Say yes,” Upton said under his breath, reaching past me for a plate. “She lives to give tours of her garden.”

Why would I humor this woman? She had been nothing but rude to me since we’d arrived.

“Sure. I’d love a tour!” Amberly said, putting her water bottle down and straightening the skirt of her fifties-style blue dress.

“What about you, Reed? You’ve never seen it before,” Paige said loudly, smirking. “My mother’s plants are to die for.”

I glanced at Noelle for help.

“Don’t look at me. I’ve been on the tour,” she said as she gathered some fruit onto her plate.

“Go ahead! It’ll be fun!” Kiran cheered drolly.

“Upton?” I asked hopefully.

He laughed and grabbed a soda from a separate bucket. “You’re on your own, I’m afraid. No one needs to take that tour more than once.”

Tiffany rolled her eyes and sighed. “I’ll go with you,” she offered, wiping her hands with a linen napkin and placing her empty plate down on the table.

“We’ll come, too,” Graham offered, knocking Sawyer on the shoulder.

“Thank you,” I mouthed to Tiff and the Hathaway guys. The more the merrier, when it came to a task like this. Who knew what kind of accusations and insults Mrs. Ryan would toss at me if I were alone with her and Amberly?

And so we were off. Paige, Daniel, and their father all, for no apparent reason, decided to come along. There was definitely a weird vibe in this family. Like the four of them couldn’t stay out of one another’s sight for very long. Sometimes I wanted to get away from my family so badly I locked myself in our basement. Or went away to boarding school.

The garden was on the west side of the mansion, surrounded by a copse of trees that provided shade for the plants that needed it. It was really rather beautiful, with huge beds of artfully arranged flowers and not a weed in sight. As we strolled along, I made sure to stick next to Tiffany. Amberly and Paige walked a bit ahead while Graham and Sawyer slid in behind us. Daniel brought up the rear, walking with his hands behind his back, watching his mother at the front, as if riveted by her every word.

Like I said—weird.

“Every plant in the garden is indigenous to the Caribbean,” Mrs. Ryan recited, clasping her hands together and wringing them. Wow, this woman was tightly wound. “It’s the most extensive garden of its kind on the island and has been photographed for several botanical and lifestyle publications.”

“Oooh. I’m impressed,” Graham joked in a whisper, earning a punch in the arm from his brother. I smiled. The gesture made me miss my older brother, Scott. I wondered what he was doing back in Croton right then. Probably convincing my parents to return my Christmas gifts and give the cash to him, since I hadn’t bothered to come home.

“Listen, Reed, I never got a chance to apologize,” Tiffany said under her breath as we slowly picked our way along the broken-slate path. “I’m sorry about what happened at Billings after Thanksgiving.”

My heart felt warm for a moment, then sickly as I remembered that awful night when I’d walked back into my dorm and found every one of its residents gathered in the parlor without me. The night Noelle had announced that I’d been voted out.

I almost said, “It’s okay.” An automatic reaction. But then I realized, it wasn’t okay. I understood that they had thought I’d betrayed Noelle, but no one had even bothered to hear my side of the story—that, as far as I’d known, Noelle and Dash hadn’t been together anymore. That even if they had stayed broken up, it never would have happened again. I felt too awful about it.

“Yeah. What happened there?” I asked.

Tiffany bit her lip. “I don’t know; Noelle was so determined. . . . She said it wasn’t her idea to vote you out, but I think she talked Shelby into bringing it up.”

So it had been Shelby Wordsworth. Interesting, but not that surprising. Portia Ahronian’s preppy roommate had barely spoken to me before I was president. Then she became my biggest fan until Noelle returned, when she promptly went back to spending all her time kissing Lange butt. She had more faces than a world clock. And with her, whatever Noelle said, went. Although, to be fair, that applied to most of the Billings Girls.

“I just think she couldn’t handle being around you after that video and, to be honest, I sort of understood. I know now that I didn’t have all the facts. None of us did. Well, except Sabine.” She frowned, as if the very thought of Sabine made her uncomfortable. I knew the feeling. “Anyway, if I could do it over, I wouldn’t have voted you out. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “I’m glad you said something. I’ve been feeling—”

“Ladies? Am I boring you?” Mrs. Ryan interrupted loudly.

Tiffany and I both paused, snagged. Graham and Sawyer stopped behind us.

“Sorry, Mrs. Ryan,” Tiffany replied.

I looked around, surprised at the ground we had covered without my noticing. We had arrived near the tip of a bluff overlooking the ocean. My knees went weak, looking at the edge I’d almost gone over. To my left, the pathway forked off toward a tree that stood all by itself, surrounded by a ring of rocks in the dirt. There was a big X etched into its trunk.

“Why is this tree marked?” I asked, taking a couple of steps toward it.

“I wouldn’t get any closer if I were you,” Mr. Ryan said grimly.

I froze, my hands coming together nervously. “Why not?”

Mrs. Ryan’s smile was all condescension. She stepped past her husband and Amberly to stand in front of me. “Because that is a manchineel tree,” she said, looking me in the eye. “It’s highly poisonous. Eating its fruit can kill you, and simply touching its sap will blister your skin. So you might want to take a step back.”

“Yeah, Reed. We wouldn’t want you to get hurt,” Paige said sarcastically.

I walked back over to Tiffany, hugging my arms, my heart actually pounding because of a tree. “If it’s so dangerous, why keep it around?” I asked.

Mrs. Ryan chuckled, shaking her head. “Because my collection wouldn’t be complete without it. This is one of the island’s most notorious plants.” She looked me up and down derisively. “You know, Miss Brennan, when you’re visiting a foreign land, it’s customary to learn a little something about the place before you arrive. It’s common courtesy, really.”

She brushed by me and rejoined her husband at the front of the tour. I felt a twinge in the back of my throat at being publicly scolded yet again.

“Wow. She really doesn’t like you,” Graham said.

He was speaking some serious truth. I didn’t get it. Was it really all about Billings? If she cared so much, why hadn’t she attended our fund-raiser or the hearing where we were almost disbanded?

Luckily, the tour seemed to be almost over. As we turned back toward the mansion, we passed by a small greenhouse with some pots, bags of soil, and trowels set up on a table outside. Next to that was a workbench with a broken birdhouse on it, ready to be mended, and a couple bags of birdseed.

Thinking about my morning songbird, I glanced over my shoulder at Daniel. He was the nearest Ryan to me, and also the only one who had yet to be outright mean to me—no matter his reputation. “Do you know where I can buy some of that?”

He grabbed a small paper bag off the potting table and quickly filled it with seed. “It’s all yours,” he said, handing it over.

“Really? Thank you,” I said, surprised by how generous he was being, considering his mother’s obvious dislike of me. “That’s so nice of you.”

“It’s just birdseed,” Daniel replied, amused.

“Are you children planning on catching up anytime soon?” Mrs. Ryan called out, annoyed as always.

“Children?” Sawyer said under his breath as he fiddled with the broken birdhouse. “What are we, kindergartners?”

“Yes, Mother,” Daniel called back, ignoring Sawyer’s comment. He took the birdhouse out of Sawyer’s hand with a pointed glare and placed it back where it had been.

Daniel’s mother shook her head, as if she were fed up, and continued along toward the house. He chuckled fondly, like her behavior was somehow humorous, and walked along, cutting in front of me, Tiff, and the Hathaways.

“Is it just me or is there something weird about this family?” I whispered.

“Oh, it’s definitely not you,” Tiffany replied.

“They’re out of one of those bad horror movies,” Graham joked, putting his hands out in front of him like a screen. He adopted a deep narrator’s voice. “On the surface, the Ryans seem like the perfect family, but beneath their shiny gilded veneer lies a deep, dark secret. . . .”

“What’s the secret?” I asked, playing along.

“There isn’t one,” Sawyer said, shoving his brother. “He’s just being a dork.”

“God! Grow a funny bone, man. You don’t always have to be so damn literal,” Graham groused, shaking his head as he walked ahead of us.

Sawyer blushed and shrugged, embarrassed. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his black cargo shorts and rushed ahead to catch up. I looked at Tiff.

“Yeah. They’re a weird family too,” she said in an accepting way.

After the tour we rejoined the rest of the group. Upton slid his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to him. I ignored the general glowers of the female population and hugged him back. Even Mrs. Ryan eyed us disapprovingly. I supposed I could add PDA to my list of crimes in her book. But the new Reed was not taking anything for granted. Especially not Upton. Especially not after what had happened that morning.

“Sienna’s on the phone with Poppy’s mother,” Upton whispered, nodding toward Sienna, who had walked away from the group for more privacy.

My heart skipped a beat, wondering what was being said. Had Poppy been found? Maybe she was with her parents in Antigua. Please let it be something that simple. Everyone waited in relative silence until she finally flipped her phone closed and returned.

“Well, they’re not worried,” she said, sounding almost disappointed as she forced a smile. “They say she does this all the time—disappearing without notice.”

“See? What did I tell you?” Upton said, looking at me. “Even her parents think she’s fine.”

“They’re not even going to look for her?” Mrs. Ryan asked, her hand going to the ornate gold necklace at her throat. It looked almost too heavy to wear.

“It doesn’t sound like it,” Sienna said, tucking the phone into her clutch.

“What kind of parents are they?” Mrs. Ryan asked, looking at her husband.

“Calista,” he scolded, putting his hand on her back.

“So, Jet Skis?” Paige suggested, stepping forward.

“Yes, right.” Daniel looked around and cleared his throat. “I think I have enough for everyone.”

“He has fourteen Jet Skis?” Amberly asked.

“I’m a collector,” Daniel replied with a sniff. “I buy at least three new models each year.”

“Well, you can count me out,” I volunteered, dropping down on a lounge chair. “I’m not up for any more high-speed sports today.”

“You have to come,” Upton entreated.

Noelle stepped up next to him and looked down at me. “You do realize the alternative is hanging out around here,” she said under her breath, “with the Ryans.”

I glanced over at Paige and Daniel’s parents, who gazed steadily back at me as if they knew what I was thinking. I reached my hands toward Upton, and he obligingly pulled me up.

“Okay, then! Jet Skiing it is.”

Honestly, I may have even gotten back into Misty’s saddle if it would have gotten me away from those two creeps.



SANE LOGIC



Jet Skiing was way better than horseback riding. Rather than being at the mercy of an animal, I had complete control over my speed. Within fifteen minutes, I was racing with the guys, weaving in and out, jumping their wakes. Skipping over the water with the salty spray hitting my face and my wet hair whipping back was the most exhilarating feeling. If I ever won the lottery, I was going to buy myself a beach house and get one of these bad boys. Or two.

But not twenty of them like Daniel. That was overkill.

“You’re a bit of a daredevil, aren’t you?” Upton shouted, racing up next to me.

“What?” I shouted back with a laugh, veering around Daniel and Paige, who had slowed just ahead of us. Upton shot between the two of them—a rather close call as far as I could tell—and zoomed out to catch up with me.

“You’re quite good with that thing!” Upton shouted.

“You’re not too bad either!” I replied.

I revved the engine and sped toward the open ocean, daring him to follow me. Of course he did. I was on one of Daniel’s older models, so Upton quickly jumped ahead, laughing over his shoulder. I pulled back and turned, cutting a wide arc so I could see the shore. As soon as I did, I became mesmerized by the gorgeous view of the island and slowly pulled to a stop. My Jet Ski let out a kind of coughing sound while I idled.

Just ahead of me was a pristine white beach enclosed by palm trees and wild vegetation. Beyond that were the rocky cliffs that seemingly climbed up into the sky. And above it all, looking like some sort of modern castle, was the Ryan’s estate. Upton pulled up next to me.

“What’s up?” he asked.

I pushed back my wet hair. “I just wanted to take it all in for a second.”

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Upton said. “I’ve been coming here my whole life, so I suppose I’ve stopped noticing.”

“How can you not notice this?” I said, throwing up a hand toward the shore where the water grew lighter and greener in color as it lapped against the sand. “This is freaking paradise!”

“Freaking paradise? How poetic,” Upton teased with a laugh.

I blushed, feeling unsophisticated. But the moment quickly passed. Who cared? I was who I was and Upton liked me. I noticed that Noelle, Tiffany, Kiran, Taylor, West, and Dash were heading to the shore and felt a sudden surge of independence. I didn’t want to be the girl who was always tied to her guy. The Billings Girls, former and current, were the people I’d come here to be with.

“I think I’m going to go in with them,” I said, revving the engine. “You staying out here?”

“For a little while,” Upton replied. “I’ll catch up soon.”

I nodded and started toward my friends, zooming over the waves. As I got a bit closer to the shore, I pulled back on the handlebar throttle to decelerate. Nothing happened. I blinked and tried again. Still nothing.

“Stupid ancient Jet Ski,” I said under my breath. I tried one more time, but if anything, I seemed to be going faster. My heart started to slam against my rib cage as some rocks flew by me. Rocks meant I was getting dangerously close to land. I had an eerie sense of déjà vu. This thing was out of control. Just like Misty had been.

“Reed!” someone shouted behind me. “Slow down!”

Okay. Don’t panic. You’re in control here, remember? This was not some animal. I just had to turn away from the shore. It had to run out of gas eventually.

I pulled right and there was an awful grinding, clicking sound. The handlebars wouldn’t turn. The steering mechanism was locked. I looked up at the beach. My friends were gathered on the sand, looking out at me, alarmed. Noelle waved her hands above her head to warn me, as if I didn’t see that I was closing in on them fast.

I could hear shouts, but I couldn’t make out what anyone was saying over the roar of the Jet Ski’s engine. Sweat broke out under my arms, along my lip, down my back. I was going to hit the shore at top speed. There was nothing I could do to stop. And then, one word managed to make itself heard over all the chaos in my mind.

“Jump!”

I took a deep breath, stood up on shaky legs, and flung myself off the side of the Jet Ski. My ankle banged against the side of the ski, and a shot of extreme pain blasted all the way up my leg. I bit down on my tongue as I went under and tasted blood as my side slammed into the floor of the ocean.

Damn, the water was shallow. I hadn’t realized just how close I was. I shoved myself up and stood, turning around wildly to see the shore. The Jet Ski made an awful whirring sound as it bounced up over the sand, soared across the slim beach area, and slammed into a palm tree. The explosion seemed huge for such a small vehicle—a burst of flame flared hot and instantly died. A monstrous plume of charcoal-colored smoke wafted into the sky, and the tree’s trunk was singed black. I looked over at my friends, who were all huddled together at a safe distance from the impact. The second my eyes met Noelle’s, she came sprinting toward the water and waded over to me.

“Are you all right?” she asked, grabbing my arms.

My ankle and tongue both throbbed. “Um . . . I think so. I think so, yeah.”

“What the hell happened?” Kiran asked, catching up. We all waded back to the beach together, where I fell right on my butt in the wet sand, too weak to stand.

“I don’t know. It wouldn’t slow down. . . . It wouldn’t turn,” I said, staring at the grip marks on my hands from where I’d dug my palms into the handlebars. I looked over my shoulder at the flaming tree, which luckily hadn’t taken down any other vegetation with it. “Okay . . . that is just one too many near-death experiences for one vacation.”

Everyone else was coming into shore by that point, gathering around us to make sure I was okay. Graham and Sawyer were the first to arrive, followed by Upton, who dropped right down next to me and helped me out of my life vest. Finally, Amberly, Paige, Sienna, and Daniel beached their Jet Skis. Daniel ran over and broke through the crowd.

“Reed, thank God. I’m so sorry,” he said, out of breath. “I can’t imagine what went wrong. I had all the Skis checked by a mechanic. They all got a clean bill of health.”

Paige and Sienna hung back, as if they weren’t at all interested in my welfare. I could see them through everyone else’s legs, whispering behind their hands. I shoved myself off the ground and looked at Daniel.

“Don’t worry. I know it’s not your fault,” I said.

I shoved by him, ignoring his look of confusion, and walked over to the girls. Upton got up and followed after me, as if he was afraid I might suddenly faint and he had to be there to catch me.

“What are you two trying to do, kill me?” I demanded.

Paige and Sienna’s jaws dropped in unison. “What?” Sienna asked, her face creased in consternation.

“Reed,” Noelle said in a warning tone from behind me. As if anyone could stop me now.

“You’re totally insane,” Paige spat, looking me up and down.

“Am I? Two days ago, you and Poppy tell me to watch my back, and today your brother’s Jet Ski goes haywire and I almost die,” I blurted, getting right in her face. “Sounds like sane logic to me.”

“It sounds to me like your past experiences have made you somewhat of a narcissist,” Paige said, not backing down an inch. “Breaking news: The world does not revolve around Reed Brennan. Not everyone on the planet is out to get you.”

I felt a humiliated, angry blush fire up my cheeks and burn my eyes. For a split second I was at a loss for a comeback, which annoyed me even more. But then Noelle stepped up next to me and faced off with Paige.

“You threatened her?” she demanded.

Paige and Sienna both laughed as if they were surprised at being confronted. As if threatening me was so obviously the right thing to do, they couldn’t believe Noelle was even questioning it.

“We were pissed about what she and Upton were doing to Poppy, so we showed her her place,” Paige explained with a dismissive shrug.

Noelle let out an incredulous noise. “Classic Paige. Always deciding what place we all deserve,” she said.

“Well, isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black, Noelle?” Paige countered.

Okay. She kind of did have a point there.

“Are you sure you were just rushing to Poppy’s defense, Miss Paige? Because I’ve never seen you defend anyone in your life,” Noelle replied, glowering. Paige blinked, and I could see that Noelle had her. “Are you sure you aren’t jealous of Reed and Upton, too?”

Daniel walked up behind us at this point, sand kicking up in his wake. “Wait a minute, wait a minute. You and Upton?” he said, glancing incredulously between his sister and Upton. She looked away, crossing her arms over her chest. Daniel swallowed hard, looking ill. “My God, dude. Is there anyone you won’t defile?”

Noelle and Kiran laughed derisively, which gave me the idea that Daniel was kind of a defiler himself, but I didn’t ask. Upton, however, didn’t seem to think it was all that funny.

“Back off, Ryan,” Upton said. “What I do is none of your concern.”

“Actually, it is,” Daniel said, his face growing red with anger. “When you screw around with my sister and my friends, you make it my concern.”

His hands curled into fists. My heart hit my throat as I suddenly recalled all the things Noelle and the others had said about Daniel at that first lunch at Shutters. Things about freak-outs and destruction of personal property. Destruction of people’s faces. And he’d just gone from chill to fighting mad in about two seconds. I wanted to say something to Upton—to make him back down—but before I could, he had stepped closer to Daniel and laughed.

“You’re just upset because you were too dull to keep Poppy interested,” he said.

Before I could even blink, Daniel pulled back and punched Upton square across the jaw. A shout of surprise escaped my throat, which was echoed by half a dozen others. Upton whirled around, but he didn’t fall. He simply stood up straight again, holding his hand to his cheek. He looked at Daniel and shook his head.

“Very mature response,” he said.

“I’ve got more where that came from,” Daniel replied through his teeth.

“And here we go again,” Noelle said in a bored way.

I wanted to scream at her to do something. We couldn’t stand there and watch Daniel pummel Upton’s gorgeous face.

“Hang on! Hang on!” Dash said, walking over and standing between the two of them. He held out his arms and put some more space between them. “There are a lot of heavy accusations being thrown around, and I think everyone’s blowing everything out of proportion.”

I took Upton’s hand and squeezed it. He looked down at me as if he’d just remembered I was there. Then he smiled over at Daniel. “Dash is right. Everyone’s upset. We just let our emotions get the best of us, right, Ryan?”

Daniel snorted like a bull and paced behind his sister and Sienna, as if trying to expend some steam. But he kept throwing these fierce glares at Upton, as if he were planning how, exactly, to rip him to shreds.

The girls weren’t kidding. Daniel needed some serious anger management.

“Okay. That’s better,” Dash said, lowering his arms now that there was some distance between the two combatants. “Let’s all just take a second to calm down.”

“I have no problem with that,” Noelle said, gazing across at Paige. They had, after all, started this. “As soon as Paige and Sienna swear that they’ll leave Reed alone, I, for one, will be perfectly calm.” Kiran, Taylor, and Tiffany had walked up behind us as if they were our backup. I felt better having them there. Secure.

“I can’t believe you’re taking her side,” Paige spat as her brother continued to pace like a caged lion. “We’ve all been coming down here together since we were in BabyBjörns and everything’s always been fine. Now we’re all at one another’s throats, taking sides. See what happens when you bring in outsiders?”

Sienna and Amberly exchanged a look. They were outsiders too, after all, but now didn’t seem the appropriate time to point that out.

“Look, we either call a truce now and promise to let Upton and Reed do whatever it is they want to do, or that’s it. I’m done,” Noelle said. “We part ways for the rest of the trip. So which is it going to be?”

For a long moment, nobody moved. Even Daniel stopped walking around, his color beginning to return to normal. Paige exchanged a look with her brother, who glanced over at West. Then Paige stepped right up to Noelle, nose to nose, eye to eye.

“Take a mental picture of this moment, Noelle,” she said tersely. “Because you’ll live to regret it.”

Noelle simply stared back, not giving her the satisfaction of a reply. Then the Ryan twins, as if moved by some silent communication, turned and walked over to their Jet Skis together. Sienna and Gage followed, as did Graham, shooting an apologetic look over his shoulder. Sawyer sighed and went after his brother. Then, finally, West backed away as well.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Noelle asked.

West held up his hands. “Daniel’s my best friend. Sorry.”

Noelle glowered after him, clearly pissed at being thrown aside for a guy. I guess I was right—she and West weren’t that serious. I glanced over at Dash, who was trying very hard not to smile.

Amberly now stood alone in the sand, her skinny little legs sticking out from under her too-large life vest. She looked at Paige, and then squinted at Noelle, the sun in her eyes. Noelle’s expression was incredulous.

“Amberly, remember who invited you here,” Noelle said, her voice full of venomous condescension. “Remember whose dorm you’ll be living in when we get home.”

Amberly cracked a grin and rolled her eyes. “Well, of course I’m not going anywhere!” she said, joining our side.

I guessed she wasn’t as big of an airhead as I’d thought.

Gage, already on his Jet Ski in the water, called back over his shoulder. “Dash! Dude, you coming?”

Dash didn’t make eye contact with anyone. “I’m good here,” he replied.

“Pussy,” Gage shouted before taking off with the others.

Dash looked out toward the ocean, his lips twitching. Kiran and Taylor grinned at each other. Noelle had a slight blush on her cheeks as she stared after the defectors. A blush that could easily have been explained away by the sun, if I hadn’t known better. Looked like Noelle and Dash were one step closer to getting back together. Not that either one of them was about to acknowledge it.

“Son of a bitch,” Noelle said under her breath, like she couldn’t believe they’d taken her dare. Then she turned around to face the rest of us—me, Upton, Kiran, Taylor, Tiff, Amberly, and Dash—and clapped her hands together. “Who wants to take the rest of Daniel’s precious Jet Skis and sell them down at the market?”

“Aye!” we all chorused, raising our hands.

“Are you okay?” I whispered to Upton as the group dispersed and headed toward the water.

“I’m fine. I can handle a left hook from Daniel Ryan any day,” he said.

“Why did you provoke him?” I asked. “I thought everyone knew he has a violent streak.”

“I know, but he was being a sodding prick. I had to say something,” Upton said. Then, seeing my confused look, he laughed. “I suppose it’s a guy thing.”

“Whatever. I knew you people were all nuts,” I said with a laugh.

Upton gave me a quick kiss and looped his arm around my shoulders. “Come on. You can ride with me. I won’t let anything happen to you, I swear.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” I said, trying to squelch my fear as we approached his Jet Ski. “And just as an FYI, from here on out, I’m keeping my feet planted on solid ground.



CALLING IN A FAVOR



That night, Kiran invited me, Noelle, Taylor, Tiffany, and Amberly to her house for a mysterious get-together. Her home was at the end of a winding road, surrounded by a dense forest of palm and evergreen trees. We pulled into the parking area out front, and Noelle parked between Kiran’s and Tiffany’s cars. The home was one floor, long and square, and appeared to be made up mostly of windows. Lights glowed inside the house, and I could see Kiran walking around what appeared to be a fashion show runway, lighting candles on low tables with a lighter wand. She was wearing a red jumpsuit with a plunging neckline, like something out of a Charlie’s Angels movie, and she held a glass of wine in her free hand.

“A runway?” Noelle said, narrowing her eyes as she killed the engine. “What is she up to?”

I felt a thrill go up my spine. If even Noelle didn’t know what was going on, it had to be good.

“I don’t know,” Amberly said from the backseat. “But I bet it’s good.”

Noelle rolled her eyes. I had a feeling she was starting to regret both letting Amberly into Billings and inviting her down to St. Barths. The more time we spent around her, the more she seemed like a yapping, eager-to-please puggle. We got out of the car, and Noelle was about to ring the bell when we saw Tiffany and Taylor through the window, scurrying toward us.

Tiffany was all smiles and excitement as she swung the door wide. “You guys, I just talked to my father, and he wants all of us to come to the shoot on Sunday!”

“Omigod! No way!” Amberly squealed.

Noelle winced, as if the pitch hurt her eardrums. “Really? That’s a first,” she said, laying her clutch purse on a tall glass table near the door and removing her tiny white shrug.

“Tassos is notoriously private about his magazine shoots,” Taylor explained to me.

“This is, like, a once-in-a-lifetime chance to see a genius at work!” Amberly said, spreading her fingers wide.

“What made him change his mind?” I asked, shedding my denim jacket.

“I begged until he said he’d do it as a Christmas present for me,” Tiffany said, tilting her head. “How cool am I?”

“Pretty damn cool,” Noelle said, inspiring a pleased smile from Tiffany. She looped her arm through Tiffany’s and started toward the living room, where Kiran was waiting. “It’s too bad Poppy’s not here,” Taylor lamented. “She would have loved this.”

“Still hasn’t shown up, huh?” Tiffany asked as we stepped down onto the plush tan carpet in the living room. Everything in the living room was beige—beige walls, overstuffed beige arm chairs, and a painted, tea-colored china cabinet that displayed antique porcelain plates. The only color came from the aqua and blue throw pillows on the couch and the island-themed paintings on the wall. All the furniture had been pushed aside to make room for the enormous runway.

“Poppy does have a flair for drama,” Noelle said, hugging Kiran hello.

A foreboding lump formed in my throat, but I did my best to ignore it. If none of her friends were worried, why should I be worried? I resolved not to think about Poppy for the rest of the night. Hopefully, she would be back in her posh hotel suite by tomorrow morning.

Half an hour later, after some cheese, crackers, wine, and small talk—mostly revolving around the fabulous shoot we’d all be witnessing and what a bitch Paige was—we settled into huge suede cushions on the floor around the runway. I sat between Noelle and Taylor and across from Tiffany and Amberly, who seemed to be avoiding talking to me as much as I was avoiding talking to her. Kiran walked out from behind a curtain that had been set up at the foot of the runway and smiled down at us.

“Ladies, you are about to be so glad you know me,” she began, clasping her hands together. “Inspired by Reed’s serious lack of couture for Casino Night, I have called in a few favors to the houses over in Paris and Milan, and . . . well . . . let’s just say we’re all going to have fresh gowns to wear to the party.”

Tiffany and Taylor looked at each other, impressed, and Amberly let out a little squeal. I still didn’t know exactly what was going on, but I kept my mouth shut, since I seemed to be in the minority.

“Oooh, Paige, Poppy, and Sienna are gonna be so jealous!” Noelle sang, taking a sip of her red wine.

“An added bonus,” Kiran agreed, closing her eyes and nodding. “And now, I give you my first ever private runway show, courtesy of Chanel, Dior, Versace, and Dolce and Gabbana.”

Kiran stepped down off the runway and over to an iPod docking station, where she touched a button and filled the room with a driving techno beat. Instantly, a model roughly the height of Tony Parker came striding out from behind the curtain wearing a gorgeous black lace gown with a straight neckline and tight bodice. The back flared out into a short train that swished as she strode down the runway. I felt like I’d just stepped into some kind of Hollywood dream. Kiran had flown in gowns for us. And models to model them. And if this dress was any indication, I had totally underestimated Casino Night’s level of fancy.

So this was what Kiran’s wink had meant at the Ryans’ house.

Next up was a stunning rose-colored dress, strapless with a full skirt that had a huge cut up one side. The model was showing serious leg, even as the tulle underneath kept the skirt swishing wide. Along the slit on either side were huge silk flowers, the same color as the dress, flowing all the way down to the hem and along the edging.

“Mine!” Amberly squealed, raising her hand.

“You’re going to have to fight me for it,” Taylor called out.

“If Taylor wants it, it’s hers,” Kiran said.

“Why? That’s not fair. I called it first!” Amberly cried.

Kiran leaned forward and arched her eyebrows. “Because it’s my party and what I say, goes,” she said firmly.

I snorted a laugh. Amberly’s jaw dropped, and she sat back with a pout. Such a baby.

The next gown was bright yellow with thick straps that were attached at the center of a bandeau neckline and tied behind the neck. It was very different, like nothing I’d seen at any of the parties I’d been to.

I whistled quietly. “Wow. I really like that. Do you think—”

“No,” Noelle said, laying her hand on my arm.

“What? I was just—”

“Do you want your skin to look like cat vomit? No,” she said again, shaking her head sagely as the model turned around and sashayed back toward the curtain. “Just no.”

An embarrassed blush crept up my neck. One of these days, I was going to have to figure out my colors. It always seemed like everyone knew what would look best on me except me. “Okay. If you say so.”

The next model was sporting a sapphire blue one-shouldered dress with a layered chiffon skirt. It was so light and airy and elegant that it took my breath away.

“Now that is you,” Noelle said, watching the model discerningly as she passed us by. “And I have the perfect necklace to go with it, which I will, in all my benevolence, lend to you if you want it.”

My heart skipped a beat when the model struck a pose at the end of the runway. If I could look half that hot, Upton wouldn’t be able to take his eyes off of me all night. Across the way, I saw Amberly eyeing the dress with interest.

“Mine!” I shouted, raising both hands. “That’s the one I want.”

Amberly groaned. “But I—”

“Sorry. She’s got dibs,” Noelle said.

“No fair!” Amberly wailed.

“You’re just going to have to be faster next time,” Tiffany said, trying to keep a straight face.

“But when I was fast, you guys overruled me anyway. I don’t—”

At that moment, the curtain was flung open and out stepped a big, puffy light-pink princess dress that I wouldn’t have been caught dead in even when I was four and obsessed with Sleeping Beauty.

“Mine!” Amberly shouted crazily. “Mine, mine, mine!”

The rest of us laughed as she sat back down, looking quite satisfied with herself. I was fairly certain that no one else wanted the dress.

“This was an amazing idea,” Noelle said to me, taking a sip of her wine. “Kiran has totally outdone herself.”

“Seriously. I really am glad I know her now,” I joked.

Noelle smiled in a satisfied way. “It gives a whole new meaning to the term ‘friends with benefits.’”

“Yes, it does,” I said, grinning at the thought of the many benefits I was sure to reap when Upton saw me in my new couture gown.



FIGMENT



I awoke the next morning to the sound of my sweetly singing bird, the waves crashing in the background, a stiff breeze rustling the reedy leaves on the palm trees outside my window . . . and thoughts of Croton. It was Saturday morning—the last Saturday before Christmas—so right about then my father probably was making pancakes and bacon, shouting at my brother to come down and eat, while my mother was wrapping last-minute gifts on the dusty ping-pong table in the basement. I laughed and pulled my lavender-scented pillow over my face. They would die if they could see where I was.

I made a mental note to call them later.

Shoving the sheets aside, I grabbed my bag of birdseed and placed some on the windowsill next to the bird.

“I picked up a breakfast feast for you.”

The bird hopped over to the seed and inspected it for a moment. Then he looked at me, let out a few chirps, and gobbled it up. I rolled over on my bed and looked at the blue gown I had selected from the fashion show the night before. This morning, we were all bringing our dresses into town for a fitting with the seamstress whom Vogue had sent down for the Tassos shoot. The dress would be altered to fit me perfectly.

My bird was still eating when Noelle walked in without knocking. Old habits were hard to break, I supposed.

“Rise and shine, Glass-Licker. It’s time for our appointments with the seamstress,” she said, going straight to the mirror and pushing her thick hair back from her face. In a very out-of-character move for this time of morning, Noelle was already showered, her hair blown dry, and she was dressed in a sleeveless white dress and leather sandals.

“Okay. I’ll jump in the shower,” I said with a yawn, lying back on my sheets.

“Reed, this is no time to be lazy!” Noelle scolded lightly. She walked over to the end of the bed and pulled on my ankles, yanking me down across the mattress. “Vogue is letting us use their seamstress as a personal favor to Tassos. We can’t be late.”

“All right, all right.”

Just then, the bird finished his meal and started to sing again. Noelle glanced over at the window, noticing him for the first time, and her face screwed up in annoyance.

“That’s your bird? He’s totally irritating.”

“No, he’s not!” I protested, sitting up. “I love him.”

“Oh my God, you’re such a loser,” Noelle said with a laugh. “All I know is that if I had to wake up to that every morning, I’d be committing bird-i-cide.”

I arched my brows. “Bird-i-cide? Really?”

“Don’t judge me. It’s early,” she said. “Now get the hell up.”

The bird suddenly squawked and took off, as if something had startled him. My heart hit my throat, and I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. Something outside the window, down on the beach below. My stomach churning with nerves, I jumped up and placed my hands on the windowsill, craning my neck to see out.

“What’s the matter?” Noelle asked, coming up next to me.

“I swear there was someone out there,” I said. “Someone was staring at my window, and they spooked the bird.”

Noelle stood on her tiptoes and looked up and down the beach in both directions. The bushes just outside blocked some of the view, making it impossible to see very far. “Reed, there’s no one there.”

“Maybe I just imagined it,” I said lightly, stepping back from the window.

But I knew I had seen something—someone. A chill raced down my back, and I hugged my arms. Had someone been watching us? Was someone spying on me? And if so, who could it have been? And why?

“Come on. Shower time,” Noelle said, grabbing my shoulders and steering me toward the bathroom.

“I’m on it,” I told her, thinking the warm water might help me clear my mind. Make me realize it had all been a figment of my imagination. Because one thing I did not want for Christmas was a stalker.



RELATIONSHIP NUANCES



By midafternoon on Sunday, I had made a serious decision about the rest of my life.

I did not want to be a model.

These poor girls. Kiran and the rest of the models spent the entire day on the beach, half clothed, with men they didn’t know splashing water on them. The meager clothing they did have on was pinned in a million places, and the pins looked like they were jabbing into their skin whenever they moved. Half their time was spent waiting and shivering in the surprisingly cool breeze coming off the ocean while Tassos and Tiff fixed the lighting or checked the exposure or adjusted some meter or another. When craft services showed up with lunch—heaps and heaps of salads and sandwiches and pastries—all they consumed was water. I think I saw Kiran eat a slice of cucumber, but she did it so fast I couldn’t be sure.

Meanwhile, Noelle, Taylor, Amberly, and I all sat on a flat gray rock in the sand, chowing down on chicken salad and coffee and watching the proceedings. I, for one, was bored. The whole thing had been glamorous and exciting for the first half hour—the gorgeous people, the racks of expensive clothing, the makeup and hair artists at the ready with their tool belts full of products—but really, it was just a lot of standing around.

With all the downtime, my thoughts kept wandering back to that blur I’d seen outside my window the previous morning. Had someone really been there, or had I just been acting paranoid? I so wished I could rewind my life to check what I’d missed, the way I could on the Billings parlor DVR. As two of the models began posing in ankle-deep water, each wearing mod bathing suits made up of skinny spandex strips taped to their bodies in strategic places, Noelle nudged me with her elbow, waking me from my thoughts.

“You can see that girl’s entire nipple,” she whispered.

“Which one?” I asked, squinting.

“The one on our left,” Taylor put in. “It’s so obvious. Right through the bathing suit.”

I looked away. “Ew. This isn’t SI.”

“SI?” Amberly asked.

“Sports Illustrated,” I clarified with a sneer.

“You don’t have to be so condescending all the time,” Amberly said, shifting her position. “Like knowing Sports Illustrated is something to be haughty about anyway.”

“I’m condescending?” I hissed, leaning forward so I could see her past Noelle. “Who’s the person who spent an entire week talking down to me, tossing dry-cleaning bills at my feet, calling me Glass-Licker and—oh wait, I almost forgot—trashing my room and stealing from me?”

Amberly’s eyes went wide. “I asked you for those things, and you wouldn’t give them to me! What was I supposed to do?”

“Oh, I don’t know, how about not breaking into my room and destroying half my stuff?” I shouted.

“Ladies! Ladies! You two are going to need to kiss and make up,” Noelle said, lacing together her fingers and resting them on her lap. “Because there is only one vacancy in Billings next semester and guess what—it’s in Amberly’s room.”

Wait. Noelle expected me to live with Amberly? In the room I used to share with Sabine? Why not just lock me in the house with the psycho neighbor from Disturbia and leave me there?

“You want us to live together?” Amberly blurted, spilling iced coffee on her exposed toes. She quickly wiped it up and tucked the wet napkin in the pocket of her silk cardigan.

“Can’t I live with Constance?” I asked, my hands pressing into the cold, hard rock on either side of me. “I’m sure that Amberly, as a freshman, wouldn’t mind splitting the triple with Kiki and Astrid.”

“No way! I am not living in a triple!” Amberly protested. “Constance can come live with me.”

“Well, isn’t this interesting?” Noelle said, tossing back her hair and taking a sip of her coffee. “Looks like you two both have a reason to kiss my ass for the next few days.”

Taylor laughed as Amberly and I glared at each other. Noelle could not be serious. But she sure looked serious. I couldn’t believe it. Noelle was pitting me against Amberly?

“You guys! Dad’s calling it a wrap! Do you want to take some pictures?” Tiffany called out, her oversize white shirt billowing in the breeze from down by the water.

“Definitely!” Noelle replied with a grin. She turned to pick up her plate and cup, but Amberly pounced on them.

“I’ll get those for you!” she said with a smile.

“Well, thank you, Amberly,” Noelle replied.

Amberly shot me a narrow-eyed look of triumph and walked off toward the garbage can next to the craft service table. I jogged after Noelle, who was already on her way to the makeup area—two chairs set up in front of huge mirrors lodged in the white sand.

“You’re not really going to make me compete with her, are you?” I asked. “I’m a junior. I used to be president of the house. And you like me better!”

“All of that may be true, but you both want the same thing, and there has to be a fair way to decide who gets it,” Noelle said as she sat in the first makeup chair.

“So whoever does more crap for you over the next few days gets to live with Constance, and whoever doesn’t has to live in the triple?” I said. “How is that fair?”

“It’s fair because I’m the president of Billings now, and I say it’s fair,” Noelle replied. “What could be more Billings than a good old-fashioned competition?”

Taylor smirked as she slipped into the second chair and pushed back her curls behind her ears.

“Come on, Glass-Licker. It’ll be fun,” Noelle said. “Just like old times.”

“Yeah. Way fun,” I said sarcastically.

Noelle shot me an admonishing look, and then glanced at the hovering makeup artist. “I’m thinking earth tones for the eyes. Reed, would you mind getting me a bottle of water? I’m parched.”

I took a deep breath and let it out. I could just walk away. Tell her to shove it. Living in Pemberly wasn’t all bad. . . .

Oh, who was I kidding? I hated Pemberly. And I was not about to share a triple. No way, no how.

“Fine. Water it is.”

“With a squeeze of lemon,” Noelle said, raising a finger. “Just a squeeze.”

I trudged past Taylor, who giggled and sang the word “freedom” under her breath. I paused for a second to glare at her.

“What? I’m sorry, but you totally walked into that one,” she said, earning a pleased smile from Noelle.

It was all I could do to keep from dunking Taylor’s face into the huge vat of powder on the counter in front of her. I had thought that Noelle and I were friends now. Equals. But Taylor was, unfortunately, right. If there was one constant with Noelle, it was that she lived for power, and Amberly and I had just dangled the perfect opportunity for power right in front of her salivating choppers.



THE FOOTLOCKER OF THE FUTURE



I managed to avoid morphing into Noelle’s slave by hanging out only with Upton for the next few days. We went for a hike to a gorgeous, secluded waterfall and explored some frigidly cold caves. We lay out in the sand, occasionally reading to each other when something seemed too good to keep to ourselves. We ate most of our meals on the beach just the two of us, avoiding Shutters and the crew-related drama.

And we made out. A lot. Pretty much everywhere we went. It was next to impossible to keep from kissing him, and he seemed to feel the same way about me.

Being with Upton kept me from thinking about a lot of things I probably would have been obsessing about otherwise. Like the Amberly situation, the Josh situation, the stalker situation. Luckily, there were no more disturbing feelings of being watched. I didn’t know if Upton’s constant presence at my side had scared off the stalker, or if I had just imagined the whole thing. Either way, I was more than fine with it being over.

Finally, on Christmas Eve, I met Upton’s parents. Not because we were at that stage in our relationship or anything, but because every year the Giles family welcomed the entire group and their families to their home for Christmas Eve dinner. So there I was, in a red flutter-sleeved wrap dress I’d borrowed from Kiran, meeting my vacation fling’s parents on one of the biggest holidays of the year.

Or was he my vacation boyfriend now? Did saving my life make him my boyfriend? In that case, Josh was my boyfriend, too. And he definitely was not my boyfriend. He was Ivy’s. So by that logic, Upton was still just a fling.

And my brain was starting to hurt.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Giles,” I said, offering my hand to the tall blond woman with a gazellelike neck. She wore a white cashmere turtleneck sweater, black thin-wale corduroys and red velvet shoes, as if we were snowbound in the northeast rather than kicking back in the islands. They even had the AC jacked up to arctic levels, so that those of us who had dressed climate appropriately were starting to get goose bumps. Apparently the Giles family really wanted to pretend it was a white Christmas. At least Mrs. Giles’s smile was genuinely warm as she shook my hand, her chunky gold bracelet sliding up and down her thin wrist.

“The pleasure is all mine, Reed. Upton can’t seem to stop talking about you,” she said. “I feel I know you as well as a character in a novel I’ve read a hundred times.”

“Is that a good thing?” I asked with a laugh.

“Considering that Upton rarely talks about any of his friends with us, I’d say it’s a very good thing,” his father chimed in, taking a sip from his mug of hot cider. With his balding head; small, square glasses; and full tweed suit and tie, he looked like the stereotype of a college professor.

“Thanks for that, Father,” Upton said.

Mr. Giles lifted his glass again in acknowledgment.

“Come on, Reed, let’s go in by the fire,” Upton suggested, putting his arm around me. “Stop my parents from embarrassing me further.”

Mr. and Mrs. Giles laughed good-naturedly as we walked away. That had gone well. At least they hadn’t treated me the way Mrs. Ryan had. We walked by Noelle and Kiran, who were standing with their parents and Taylor, chatting and laughing. Noelle shot me an approving look, as if congratulating me on charming the elder Gileses. I smiled back and just hoped that she wouldn’t make me fetch any drinks for her or run back to the house to get her a sweater. That could be embarrassing.

“What’s with the winter vibe in here?” I whispered to Upton.

“My parents hate being on the island for Christmas,” he replied, moving his hand to the small of my back to steer me around the Ryan family, who were standing in a klatch with Sienna in the center of the living room. All five of them shot us cold looks as we passed. Upton didn’t seem to notice. “They only come these days because it’s tradition, and they don’t want to be the first to break code.”

“God forbid,” I said, pausing by the fire.

Unlike all the other open, airy island homes I had visited over the past few days, this house was all cozy old-world elegance. The walls were covered with ornate wallpaper in reds, greens, and golds. The floor was waxed hardwood, dotted with antique rugs, and the furniture was carved wood and overstuffed upholstery. There was a roaring fire in the brick fireplace with stockings hung over it, and a gigantic Christmas tree blocking the entire window—and therefore, the view of the beach.

Upton nodded and took a sip of his eggnog. “They renovated a couple of years ago and transformed this room and the dining room into exact replicas of our house on High Street in London.”

I blinked at him, trying to process this over-the-top behavior.

“I know. I think they’re starting to go senile,” he joked.

The front door opened, and an older couple I hadn’t seen before walked in, the woman shedding her silk wrap. A hush fell over the room, and the two of them looked around, as if startled. Upton’s parents moved in to greet them.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Who are they?”

“They would be Poppy’s parents,” Upton said, turning away. “And there’s still no sign of Poppy.”

I gulped, watching as the Simons spoke with the Gileses in hushed tones. Poppy’s mother looked nothing like her daughter. She had straight black hair and a long face to go along with her tall frame. But she did have her daughter’s carefree smile. Neither she nor her husband appeared to be worried as they chatted with their hosts.

Of course, everyone in the room was whispering. Someone overheard the Simons’ conversation and soon the news traveled to us all.

“Daniel says Poppy hasn’t called or contacted them in any way, but she had said something about needing alone time on this trip, so they assume she’s taking it,” Noelle whispered to us as she, Kiran, and Taylor joined us by the fire.

“But over Christmas?” Taylor whispered, hiding her mouth behind her mug of eggnog. “She just bails on her family on Christmas?”

“I’m sure she’ll ring them tomorrow,” Upton said, squeezing my shoulder. “She’s not a monster.”

“No, just totally oblivious,” Kiran replied.

A bell tinkled near the doorway to the dining room, and a butler in a tuxedo stepped inside. “Ladies and gentlemen! Dinner is served!” he announced in a British accent.

Upton smiled and took my hand. “Enough of this negative stuff. I hope you’re ready to gorge yourself.”

“Are you kidding? It smells so good in here, my stomach’s been grumbling all night.”

Dinner was spectacular. We all sat at one very long table set with white-and-gold china and crystal glasses. All the linens were deep red and forest green and the lights were dimmed so that the candles in the gold candelabra cast a cozy glow over everything. Upton must have informed his mother about the rift in the group, because everyone was seated next to someone they could talk to: Paige and Daniel with Sienna; West, Gage, Graham, and Sawyer and their families on one side of the table; me next to Upton with Noelle on the other side, along with Kiran, Taylor, Tiffany, Amberly, Dash, and their families. Sawyer, who was directly across from me, barely ate a thing and spent the entire three-hour-long meal staring into his lap as the conversation and laughter flowed around him. I was pretty sure he was reading a book down there. I got that the guy was not a social being. But what about eating? How could he ignore five courses complete with squash soup and endive salad with pears and roasted duck and honeyed ham and berry trifle? Was he on some kind of Christmas fast?

By the time Mr. Giles suggested we all move back to the living room, my stomach was so full I felt as if I might never be able to walk again. Sawyer got up, though, and I told myself to follow. I felt badly for the guy. No one had talked to him all night. Maybe my Christmas good deed would be to give him someone to chat with for a while.

“Hey,” I said, sidling up next to Sawyer as he grabbed a hard-backed, uncomfortable-looking chair from the corner of the living room. He had just produced a book from under his waffle-knit black sweater. Short Cuts by Raymond Carver. “What else are you hiding in there?”

Sawyer looked up at me, his brow knit. “Nothing.”

A blush lit my face. “I know. I was kidding.”

“I know,” he replied. He sat back in the chair, which creaked as he moved, and opened the book. I felt a shiver of rejection move up my spine and glanced around to see if anyone was watching us. No one was.

“I was just thinking I might see if some people want to go outside and hang for a while. I think it’s warmer out there than in here,” I said, not willing to give up yet. “Do you want to come?”

“No thanks,” he replied, not looking up from his book.

“But I—”

“I kind of want to read now,” Sawyer said flatly, tugging on the hair just above his ear.

My face stung. Didn’t he see I was just trying to be nice? I was about to say something to that effect when Upton’s hand slid into mine.

“I have a surprise for you,” he whispered in my ear. Then he looked down at Sawyer, who was still tugging and reading, his jaw set in a very off-putting way. “That is, if you’re done here.”

“Oh, we’re done,” I replied. We left Sawyer behind and crossed the room together. I tried to let my irritation go. Sawyer could do what he wanted, of course. But it was Christmas Eve. I thought it might be nice to see the guy smile just once. I glanced back at him to find him glowering down at his book.

Not your responsibility, Reed. Move on.

“What kind of surprise?” I asked Upton, taking a deep breath and letting out my frustration with it.

“A Christmas gift,” Upton said, pausing near a set of glass double doors covered by curtains on the inside.

I gulped, my heart filling with instant panic. I hadn’t brought him anything. It hadn’t even occurred to me to bring him anything. Besides, what kind of gift would I have been able to afford on the island anyway? Some birdseed from the Ryans’ backyard?

“You can wipe the terrified look off your face. I’m not expecting anything in return,” he said with a Cheshire-cat grin. “I just had the perfect idea for a gift, and it’s so rare that I come up with something like this, so I just couldn’t let the opportunity pass me by.”

Great. So not only a gift, but a perfect gift. Kill me now.

He opened one of the doors slightly, looked around to make sure everyone was otherwise occupied, and then slipped through, tugging me with him. We now were inside a library with huge picture windows overlooking the beach.

“Whatever it is, I don’t deserve it,” I said. “I feel like such an idiot.”

“Don’t,” he replied, squeezing my hands. Then he stepped aside so I could see behind him. In the center of the room was a huge box wrapped in plaid Christmas wrapping paper and topped with a red velvet bow. The thing was the size of a footlocker.

“What is in there?” I asked.

“Just open it. I literally cannot wait to see your face.”

Upton released my hand and sat in a leather wing-backed chair facing the humongous present. He placed his elbows on his knees and leaned forward, like he couldn’t have been more excited. All I could think about was how stupid I felt for being so thoughtless.

“Whatever it is, I don’t know how I’m going to get it home,” I said, kneeling in front of the box. Upton chuckled, and I reached up to gingerly remove the bow. I was planning on opening it very carefully, in a sophisticated and mature manner, but then I realized this might be the only gift I got to unwrap this Christmas and thought, Screw it. I tore into the sucker like I was tearing into my first pair of soccer cleats.

And it was a footlocker. A big, metal footlocker, with no lock on the clasp. I blinked at Upton, confused. A little stab of trepidation sliced through me. Talk about a bad horror movie trailer. Was I going to find a dead body in this thing? Holy crap, had Upton killed Poppy for me and stashed her in a footlocker?

Stranger things actually had happened in my life.

“Well? Open it!” Upton said with glee.

I swallowed hard, reached for the clasp with a shaky hand, held my breath, and flung open the top. My jaw dropped open.

The footlocker was filled with college sweatshirts. On the top were Yale, Harvard, Princeton, Penn, and Brown, but as I dug through the piles, I found Penn State, University of Miami, Boston College, UCLA, University of Texas, William & Mary, Northwestern, Wisconsin, Illinois, NYU, Rutgers, Arizona, and on and on and on. There were at least forty sweatshirts crammed into the thing.

“Upton . . . I . . . this is so cool!” I said, sitting back on my heels with the Miami sweatshirt in my clutches.

Upton laughed and got up, walking around the footlocker to sit next to me. “I figured that you could wear them all this coming year and see which one you think suits you best. And then, when you make your choice, you’ll have a properly broken-in shirt when you get there, and you’ll feel as if you’re already home.”

I sat there and gaped at him. I had never received a more thoughtful gift from anyone in my entire life.

“How did you manage to do this?” I asked, reaching out to run my hand over the Harvard shirt’s lettering.

“Let’s just say I’m glad my family owns stock in FedEx,” he replied with a grin. His eyes danced in the dim light from the desk lamp. “Well? Do you like it?”

“It’s absolutely the best Christmas gift I’ve ever received,” I told him. I leaned in and kissed him. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied, taking my hand.

I turned around to sit next to him again, and he put his arm around me. I cuddled into him as we leaned back against the leather couch behind us, and we both gazed into the footlocker. The footlocker that held my many potential futures.

“I envy you. All the choices you’re about to make,” Upton said, running his thumb back and forth across my shoulder. “It’s got to be so exciting.”

He really did sound envious of little old me. But then, his choices had all been laid out for him. I sighed, trying not to feel overwhelmed by everything that was to come. The tinkling merriment of the party sounded very far off from this back room, with the ocean crashing outside the windows, and suddenly the idea of rejoining all those people felt overwhelming.

“Let’s just stay in here for a little while, okay?” I suggested.

Upton sighed and pulled me in tighter, closing his eyes and leaning back his head against the couch. “We can stay in here all night for all I care.”

I smiled. It didn’t even sound like a come-on. It just sounded like he wanted to be with me. And that, really, was the best present I could have asked for.



THE BLUR



Christmas with the Langes was a much more formal affair than it ever had been in my household. Back home, Scott and I would get up ridiculously early and tear into our gifts while still in our pajamas—hair sticking out in all directions, morning breath at full force, Mom and Dad nursing coffee and hanging around with their eyes at half-mast. After we’d made a disaster area of the living room, we’d all reconvene in the kitchen for scrambled eggs, sausage, home fries, and chocolate chip muffins, then pass out until my grandparents arrived, when there would be a few more presents to open. Even during my mom’s crappy years, Christmas usually managed to pull itself off in the same old comfy way. But at the Langes’, there was nothing comfy about the holiday.

Following some strict instructions from Noelle the night before, I was up with my bird at 7 a.m., and showered, dressed, and at the breakfast table by 8 a.m. Almost everyone from the crew was there. The Ryans and Sienna were conspicuously absent. I assumed they liked to spend Christmas morning alone, being weird together. The Simons weren’t there either, and I wondered what that might mean, but I kept my mouth shut. I was not going to be the first to bring up the specter of Poppy Simon.

For breakfast, we were served thick french toast with raspberries and powdered sugar. Conversation at the table was hushed and polite as we dug in. It was like we were eating breakfast in a library.

“Is it always this quiet on Christmas morning?” I whispered to Taylor, who was seated to my left.

“It’s always this quiet at the Langes’, period,” Taylor replied. “You’ve been living here for over a week. You haven’t noticed?”

“I guess we haven’t been at the house much,” I replied, taking a bite of the yummy french toast.

In fact, I had barely even seen Noelle’s mother since we’d arrived, except in quick glimpses as she moved from one room of the house to another. She clearly had no interest in knowing me, which was fine. Although it might have been nice to get the chance to thank her for letting me stay there.

I noticed that Noelle’s father and Mr. Hathaway were chatting intensely again, and I nudged Noelle, who was on my right. “What’s up with the headmaster thing?” I asked. “Has your father said anything to you?”

Noelle cast a look in their direction. “No, actually. He hasn’t.” She put her silver knife and fork down with a bit of a clang. “So, Mr. Hathaway, I hate to interrupt,” she said. “But has my father convinced you to take the job yet?”

Everyone at the table fell silent. Graham and Sawyer exchanged a look as their dad cleared his throat and reached for his coffee. He cast a glance at Noelle’s father like, Do you want to answer that, or should I?

“Noelle, I don’t really think that’s an appropriate conversation for the occasion,” her father said with a placating smile.

“No? Isn’t that what you two were just talking about?” she asked, taking a sip of grapefruit juice.

The two men pointedly looked away from each other. Mr. Hathaway asked Dash to pass the butter.

“Later, Noelle. But I appreciate your interest,” her father said. “So, Claire, who has the honor of giving the first gift from beneath the tree this year?”

Noelle’s mother, who was sitting at the head of the table wearing white silk pants and a shimmering silver boatneck blouse, her dark hair back in a loose chignon, shot him a tight smile and sipped her mimosa. “Now, Wallace, you know I don’t announce that until we’re all seated around the tree.”

I looked across the table at Upton, my expression incredulous. He hid a smile and ducked his head, suddenly intent on his last bite of food.

Once we had finished eating and everyone had gathered in the living room, Mrs. Lange took out a silver sack with a gold rope ribbon around the neck and held it up. “Everyone ready?”

No one said a word. They simply looked up at her expectantly. I saw a sudden flash of a kindergarten class, waiting for the teacher to begin story time.

“Okay. Someone has got to tell me what is going on,” I whispered to Kiran, who was seated on the white leather couch to my right.

“It’s a system she came up with when we were about six years old,” Kiran whispered back. “She couldn’t deal with the mayhem of all the kids attacking the tree, looking for their presents, so she lets one person go at a time, and that person gives out all their gifts. When everyone’s done opening, the next name is selected from the bag.”

“Wow. Fun,” I said sarcastically.

“It’s a Lange family Christmas,” Noelle said with a tight smile.

“I hope my name’s not in there. I only got small gifts, and they’re just for you guys,” I whispered to Noelle.

“Don’t worry. I let my mom know to keep your name out,” she replied.

“Our first Santa of the day is . . . Kiran!” Mrs. Lange said, showing everyone the ceramic tile with Kiran’s name written on it in silver script.

“Yay!” Kiran said, clapping her hands as she got up.

She pulled out a huge black shopping bag out from behind the tree and started to hand out boxes from inside.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I said to Kiran as she passed me a package. “You already bought me clothes and got me a free couture gown for Casino Night.”

“I did do that, didn’t I? Oh well. Spirit of the season and all that,” she said, lifting one shoulder and dropping the gift in my lap.

Once everyone had a present, we all tore into them with the vigor of people who had been forced to wait an inordinate amount of time with a wrapped gift. I pulled out a pair of calfskin Gucci gloves and slipped them right on. They fit perfectly and were insanely cozy. I saw that Taylor, Tiff, and Noelle had all received the same pair in different colors, while the guys had opened boxes with leather Fendi driving gloves. I wondered if Kiran picked out the gifts herself or if they were freebies from some of her designer friends. I imagined it was the latter, which made me feel better about the fact that I’d gotten her a tiny trinket box from one of the arty gift shops back in Easton.

Everyone chorused their thank yous as Kiran sat down next to me again.

“Kiran, these are too much,” I said.

She clucked her tongue. “You are about to be showered with a ton of gifts that are way too much,” she said. “You can’t respond that way every time, so just . . . get used to it.”

Point taken. I smiled at Kiran as Mrs. Lange called out the next name. “Dash!” Dash pushed himself up from his chair and gathered a few boxes from under the tree.

The rest of the morning proceeded in much the same away, each name being called in turn, everyone shouting thank yous and you’re welcomes and glad you like its. Soon I had a pile of presents at my feet—a Thread sweater, a Tracy Reese top, a set of stacking rings from Tiffany, a Longchamp bag. Amberly gave me a lifetime Carma Card—something she’d given to me once before, then stolen back from my room. I wasn’t sure if it was a gesture of apology or some kind of dig (an obviously free gift), so I just said a quick thank you and shoved it in the box with the gloves. Dash got me a gift card from Hollister, which was about the safest thing in the world, thank goodness. He gave Noelle a pair of diamond-and-ruby earrings—ruby was her birthstone. I could tell she was trying hard not to look impressed.

“Wallace,” Mrs. Lange called out.

Mr. Lange got up with a stack of white envelopes and started to distribute them. He handed one to Taylor, one to Kiran . . . and then he passed me by. I felt a sting and glanced at Noelle, who looked embarrassed. She shrugged and shot a look at her father’s retreating back, like she might smack him upside the head later. Why would her father hand out gifts to everyone but me?

“Peninsula Spa? That is so incredible! Thank you Mr. Lange,” Taylor said.

Everyone had received spa gift certificates to exclusive spots in whatever city they lived in.

“You’re welcome,” Mr. Lange said, lifting a stack of silver boxes from under the tree. He walked over to his wife and handed one of the boxes to her, then gave the next to Noelle, and then gave the third . . . to me.

“What—”

It was the only word that came out. I was too surprised to formulate what I was thinking. Noelle looked as confused as I felt. Meanwhile, Mrs. Lange already had opened up her box and gasped.

“Wallace! It’s lovely!” It was a white reptile-skin purse, which she already had slung over her shoulder. “Thank you,” she said, getting up and offering him a quick kiss.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

Instantly, Kiran and Taylor started whispering. I could tell by the reactions of the other women in the room that there was something special about this bag. My throat was dry as I looked down at my gift, wondering what I’d done to deserve a box instead of an envelope. Noelle finally shrugged.

“Go ahead,” she said.

We both opened our boxes. Inside were two more bags identical to her mother’s. Noelle’s was red and mine was a gorgeous rust color.

“Holy crap. You got her a Kelly bag?” Kiran blurted, grabbing for my new purse.

Everyone laughed in a nervous way.

“Wow, Daddy,” Noelle said, eyeing my gift. “That was . . . unnecessary.”

“Noelle,” her father admonished.

“No. She’s right,” I said. I didn’t know, exactly, what the significance of this bag was, but it was clearly huge. “I don’t know what to say.”

Noelle’s father squared his shoulders and placed his hands in his pockets. “Well, you’re Noelle’s best friend and, from what I understand, you’ve had a . . . rough time. I thought you deserved something nice.” For a moment no one said anything. “Hell, it’s Christmas,” he said with a laugh. “What’s Christmas without a few surprises?”

“Hear, hear!” Upton’s father cheered, lifting his glass and rousing everyone else to do the same, which thankfully seemed to break the tension.

Noelle got up and hugged her father. “Thanks, Daddy,” she said with a genuine smile. Now that she knew the thinking behind the gift, she was clearly touched that he’d gone to the trouble.

“Yes. Thank you. Really. It’s amazing,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I should get up or hug him or what, so I just stayed sort of frozen on the couch, gazing up at him like he was the real Santa Claus.

“You’re welcome,” he said. Then he cleared his throat and looked around. “Who’s next?”

Noelle’s mother called the next name as I wrested my new bag from Kiran’s hungry grasp. It was a gorgeous bag, and I made a mental note to write Mr. Lange a formal thank you.

Gradually, we settled back into the rhythm of the gift giving. I noticed that the Hathaways’ names were never called and wondered what that was about, but it seemed impolite to ask. Finally, it was Tiffany’s turn. She gave all of us photos from the shoot the day before, set in simple glass frames. The one she gave to me was a black-and-white shot of me and Tiffany, hugging each other against the cold as the water lapped at our feet, the shoreline stretching out forever in the background. It was a beautiful picture.

“We both look like supermodels,” I said.

“My father, the genius,” she replied with a grin.

So modest. The girl could have been a supermodel—I thought she was even prettier than Kiran. But Tiffany was a behind-the-camera type of girl.

“Hey. What’s that?” Kiran asked, pointing at a black smudge in the background.

I lifted the photo close to my face and my heart skipped a beat. It was a person. Some lone figure standing up the beach.

“Oh my God,” I said, breathless.

“What?” Noelle asked, leaning in.

“I knew I wasn’t imagining things. Someone is watching me,” I said, handing her the picture.

Noelle squinted at it. “So? It could be anyone. Someone out for a stroll on the beach.”

“Not possible,” Tiffany said, leaning in and holding her champagne glass at a safe distance. “That’s a private beach and my dad paid through the nose to have the police make sure no one disturbed the shoot. Whoever that is, they had to get by police barricades to get down there.”

Great, so not only a stalker, but a determined stalker.

“It looks like light hair,” Taylor said, grabbing the picture from Noelle.

My heart skipped a beat and I looked at them, wide-eyed. “What if it’s Poppy?”

They all cracked up laughing. “And what, she’s stalking you because you stole Upton?”

“Um, hello? It’s not like that hasn’t happened to me before!” I pointed out.

They all fell silent and looked away.

“Reed, Poppy is off the island,” Noelle said finally. “The Simon Says was gone, remember?”

“So what? Maybe she took it out and then docked it somewhere else on the island. Or maybe she just let it go out to sea so it would look like she was off the island,” I spitballed. “There’s no way to know that she’s definitely not here somewhere.”

“Here. Let me see that,” Tiffany said, snatching away the frame. She went over to her father, who was standing near the wall watching Tiff’s little sister play with some new handheld video game. Her dad checked out the photo, then nodded.

“He says he’ll try to clean it up later on the computer, and he’ll see if he can get the figure in focus,” Tiffany said, returning to us and handing the frame back to me. “If someone is watching us, hopefully we’ll figure it out.”

“And that’s it! We’re done!” Mrs. Lange announced, lifting her perpetually full mimosa glass. “Merry Christmas, everyone.”

I stared down at the blurry figure, my heart choking my throat. Merry Christmas, indeed.



AN APOLOGY



Once the gift-opening ceremony was through, the room descended into happy, relaxed chatter. I stashed the photo underneath my pile of gifts and got up to talk to Upton. But before I could make a move, Sawyer appeared, out of nowhere, at my elbow.

“Can I talk to you?” he asked.

My eyes darted to Noelle, who eyed us curiously. “Um, sure.”

Sawyer led me across the great room and into the dining room, where all our dishes already had been cleared away and the table had been wiped to a shine. He walked over to the back wall and looked out the window at the ocean. I stayed on the far side of the table, hesitant.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry,” he told the window, his arms crossed over the starched white shirt his father probably had forced him to wear. “About last night.”

“Oh,” I said, my hand on the back of Mrs. Lange’s chair. “That’s okay.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard. About my sister,” he said, glancing briefly over his shoulder at me. “Of course, in this group, you’ve heard.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling guilty, even though I’d done nothing wrong.

“This is my first Christmas without her,” he told me. “I think I’m having a hard time.”

God. Of course he was having a hard time. Why hadn’t that occurred to me before? I walked around the table and joined him at the window.

“It’s okay. I understand,” I said.

He looked over at me. In the sunlight, I could see that his eyes were actually gray and flecked with brown. Very unusual and beyond beautiful. Sawyer was really handsome. I suddenly recalled how I had mistaken him for Upton that first day, and wondered why the girls refused to take him seriously as a potential hookup. Maybe he was brooding, but brooding was attractive. Or was that just me?

“Anyway, here. This is for you,” he said, pulling something out of his pocket. “Thanks for including me. Or trying to.”

He held out a tiny white shell on a black cord. A necklace. Clearly one he’d made himself. “You didn’t have to do this,” I said, touched nonetheless.

“Just take it,” he said shortly.

I blushed. “I didn’t mean to—”

He glanced past me. Upton had just walked into the room.

I slipped the shell into the pocket of my skirt, then wondered why I’d felt the need to do that.

“I should go,” Sawyer said.

Then he ducked his head and walked around the table, turning sideways to get past Upton.

“Hang on a sec, Sawyer,” Upton said, placing his hand on Sawyer’s shoulder. “I haven’t had a chance to say happy Christmas.”

Red blotches appeared on Sawyer’s cheeks. “Sure, whatever.”

“What’s up with you?” Upton asked, a hint of a downturn in his cheery smile. “You’ve barely said a word all week.”

“It’s nothing,” Sawyer said. “Would you mind letting go of me? I’d like to get back to my family.”

Upton lifted both hands as if in surrender, and Sawyer quickly rushed off. As soon as he was gone, Upton whistled quietly.

“He’s always been standoffish, but this year he’s taking it to a whole new level,” he said.

“Don’t take it personally. I think he’s just upset about his sister,” I said.

Upton frowned for a moment, and then shook his head. “Of course. I should have guessed.” He held open the door, a forced smile on his face. “Well, shall we? My mum wants to check out your handbag.”

As Upton put his hand on the small of my back and steered me into the living room, I reached into my skirt pocket and ran my fingers along the shell’s smooth edges. Now that I knew Sawyer was struggling with the memory of his sister, I was more determined than ever to see the guy smile.



PITY PARTY



That night, after private Christmas dinners with their families, the crew gathered on the beach in front of the Simon Hotel to get hammered around a huge bonfire. Apparently an entire day spent with parents, stepparents, and siblings made these people feel the need to drink themselves silly. Luckily, my family was a million miles away, so I felt no such compulsion. Instead, I got to sit back in the sand and watch all my friends get progressively messier, while I obsessed about my blurry stalker and whether or not Poppy might still be on the island.

Good times.

“This is the year!” Gage shouted, standing in front of the bonfire and holding up a bottle of beer in each hand. His burgundy shirt was unbuttoned, but his tie was still knotted around his neck. “This is the year I get you girls to take off your shirts for the best boob contest!”

“Woo-hoo!” Kiran and Amberly cheered in response. Kiran even reached for the tie on the back of her halter top dress.

Like I said, messy.

“No, no, no!”

Noelle walked over, having a bit of trouble keeping her balance in the thick sand, and put her hand over Kiran’s before she could expose herself.

“We are not having a best boob contest,” she said, shaking her head as she gestured with a half-full bottle of champagne.

“Noelle. You are dead to me,” Gage said, taking a swig of his beer and almost falling over from the change in balance the action caused.

“No. I’m not saying no,” Noelle said. “But we can’t do it. Not without Poppy. If Poppy gets here, then I am totally in.”

“Okay, Noelle. That’s it. I’m taking away the champagne,” I said, shoving myself up from the ground and reaching for her bottle. I had never seen her so drunk in my life. Noelle usually liked to maintain at least the appearance of being in control.

“Do not touch the bubbly, Glass-Licker!” she said, pointing a finger at me and holding the champagne out of my reach. “Don’t forget I control your living situation when we get home!”

“I would never try to take away your bubbly,” Amberly insisted, her eyes at half-mast as she tried to hug Noelle. “That’s how much I love you!”

“All right! Now we’re talking! Girl on girl!” Gage crowed, plopping into the sand as if he were getting ready for the show.

“This is ridiculous,” I said under my breath.

I looked around for Upton, who had gone in search of the bathroom with Dash a good fifteen minutes ago. He had promised to come right back so that we could go for a walk alone on the beach together—to get away from the craziness and score some quality time, which would be nice, considering the fact that every girl here seemed to be flirting with him tonight. Blame the alcohol again. So far, I had managed to ignore the giggles and grins and batting eyelashes, but a girl only had so much tolerance for such things. When he got back, he was all mine.

Unfortunately, Upton was nowhere to be found. I hoped he hadn’t gotten sick. Upon arrival, he had downed four beers faster than I could have consumed four root beers and proceeded to suggest the limbo.

No one had taken him up on it.

Finally, I spotted Dash wending his way back toward us from the patio area. He, at least, was slightly less drunk than the rest.

“Dash! Have you seen Upton?” I asked, jogging over to him.

“Yeah. He’s right behind me,” Dash said, gesturing over his shoulder.

I squinted toward the hotel and saw three people sort of lurching in my direction, their arms looped around one another. As they passed under one of the lampposts around the pool, I saw that it was, in fact, Upton, and that he had his arms around Paige on one side and Sienna on the other. They all were laughing, and Sienna’s hand had worked its way under Upton’s shirt and onto his bare chest. Paige was leaning her head on his shoulder, her mouth tipped toward his neck.

They’re just drunk, Reed. They’re drunk.

But it did matter. Whatever I’d been telling myself, Upton had become way more than just a fling. I couldn’t handle seeing him getting all sloppy over two girls who were not me.

Then, while I stood there like a pathetic, gaping loser, Sienna grabbed Upton by the back of the neck, pulled him to her, and kissed him . . . and he didn’t push her away.

Bile rose up in the back of my throat, burning like hot soup. I turned around, found Noelle’s clutch purse in the sand, and fished out her keys as tears burned my eyes. I had to get out of there. Now.

“Hey, Glass-Licker, what’re you doing with my stuff?” Noelle asked, slinging her arm around Dash’s back as she joined us. Dash looked very pleased at this development.

“I need to go home,” I told her, my voice cracking. I kept my back turned to Upton and his two gropers, not wanting to see anything more. I handed over the purse but kept the keys.

“Oh, no. You are not taking my car,” Noelle said. “Dash, tell her she cannot take my car,” she added, getting right up in his face—so close that their noses touched. I saw Dash glance down at her cleavage, which was half exposed by her current position, and he blushed like mad.

“Um, Reed. You can take her car,” Dash said. “I’ll drive her home.”

“Yeah. I’m sure you will,” I said.

“Wait a minute. I said no. You’re supposed to be kissing my butt,” Noelle protested.

“Yes. And I promise I’ll get right back to it tomorrow,” I said, my heart pounding. Upton, Paige, and Sienna had to be getting dangerously close. Unless, of course, they had stopped to have a three-way in the sand. “Later.”

I was out of there before she could argue further. I fled down the beach, taking the long route back to the parking lot so that Upton and his girl toys wouldn’t spot me.

All the way back to the Langes’, I forced myself not to cry. The island roads were unfamiliar and not well lit, and the last thing I needed was to go driving off the pavement. Luckily, their house wasn’t too far from the Simon Hotel, and I was back within ten minutes. That was about as much as my aching tear ducts could take. As soon as I got to my room and closed the door behind me, I let the tears fly.

How had everything deteriorated so quickly? Just last night, I had been beyond happy. Upton and I had spent all that time alone together, talking about Christmas memories and silly stuff from our pasts. I had thought we were getting to know each other and that we’d come out of that library with a deeper connection. But he just couldn’t stay away from the Upton Game girls, could he?

I sat down in the center of my perfectly made bed and grabbed a tissue from the box on the nightstand. It was Christmas. I shouldn’t be crying. I should have been home, watching Home Alone with my brother, eating popcorn and leftover chocolate chip muffins. I missed Scott. I missed my mom and dad and my dog. I even missed snow. Who the hell spent Christmas in the islands? It was unnatural. Didn’t everyone dream of a white freaking Christmas?

I tried to stop myself, but I was having a pity party, so of course I had to invite in thoughts of Josh. I couldn’t believe that he hadn’t called or texted or e-mailed once since that night at the hospital. He had told me he would keep me informed about Ivy. He had practically told me he was still in love with me. Yet here it was, the biggest holiday of the year, and not so much as a MERRY XMAS! TTYL!

I got up and walked over to the window, then felt a sudden chill and immediately took a step back. What if my stalker was out there right now?

I stepped aside and stood against the wall, out of sight, trying to catch my breath. Was there really someone following me? Was it Poppy? Had she staged her own disappearance so she could watch my every move with no one suspecting? What if she was still on the island? What if she was the one who had messed with my Jet Ski? And Misty . . . was that whole thing just a coincidence, or had someone spooked her that day?

Another chill raced down my spine, and I suddenly realized how supremely idiotic it had been of me to come back here by myself. Noelle’s mom and dad were out with the other parents, and they’d given the staff the night off for the holiday. If someone were trying to kill me, this would be the perfect time to do it. What kind of moron was I? A suicidal one, apparently.

I grabbed my cell phone and ran to the great room to turn on the lights, trying to make it look like I was not the only one home. Then I went into the kitchen and rummaged through the cabinets until I found a wooden block full of nice, big knives. I took one out and laid it on the counter, ready to be grabbed if I needed it. Then I sat down on one of the stools and held my phone in both hands, waiting.

If someone broke in here, I would be ready. And if the Langes came back, I’d just pretend I was getting a midnight snack.

Turning over my phone in my hands, I willed it to ring or beep or something. If Josh called me right now, I would forgive him. If Upton called me right now, I would listen to his explanation. I needed to talk to someone, to hear them tell me how silly I was being. I needed to feel safe. I closed my eyes and willed them to hear my psychic plea.

But nothing happened.



ONE LAST MEAL



The next morning, I woke up and the light in my room was all wrong. It was too bright. Apparently, I had overslept, which made sense considering I’d sat in the kitchen until 2 a.m. when the Langes finally had come home from their party. I couldn’t believe that Upton hadn’t called me. Had he even noticed I was gone? Or had he spent the rest of the night getting mauled by Sienna?

My heart squeezed and I clenched my jaw, resolving not to think about it. I was done with Upton Giles. From now on, he could kiss whomever the hell he wanted to kiss. I was not going to care.

I glanced over at the window, wondering if my bird had tried to wake me up earlier, and I sat up straight, a surprised shout escaping my throat.

The little blue bird lay on the floor in front of the window, dead.

“Reed? Are you okay?”

Noelle burst into my room, dressed for the day in jeans and a green jersey top. I looked at her, my mouth agape, clutching the sheets to my chest.

“It’s my bird,” I said, pointing at the floor.

She walked tentatively around the bed until she could see him. Her hand went to her chest.

“God, Reed. You scared the crap out of me,” she complained.

“He’s dead,” I replied. “What happened to him?”

Noelle threw her hands up and slapped them down at her sides. “What do I look like, a bird coroner? You didn’t have to scream.”

“I didn’t scream,” I replied. “Besides, have you ever woken up with a dead animal in your room?” I shot back. She had no response to that one as she sat down on the edge of my bed. “This sucks,” I said, tears filling my eyes. “Why did he have to die here? If he’d just never come back I would’ve figured he’d found someone else to sing to.”

A tear spilled down my cheek, and I knew it was possible I was being dramatic. But I’d had a rough night, and this was just the capper.

Noelle looked at me and clucked her tongue. “Okay, Snow White. Do you want to take him outside and bury him?” she offered, putting her arm around my shoulders.

I was surprised she’d come up with the idea, and I whipped aside my sheets before she could change her mind. “I’ll get dressed.”

“This is unbelievable,” Noelle said, shaking her head. “You’re supposed to be catering to me, remember?”

“How about a day off for bereavement?” I suggested.

“Fine. Whatever. One day.” She sighed and stood up as I rushed for the bathroom. “Maritza! Can you come in here with the dustpan?” she shouted. “And some kind of small box?” I was just about to close the bathroom door when she added, “Oh! And that little vacuum thing?”

“What do we need a vacuum for?” I asked, peaking out of the bathroom as I dried my eyes.

Noelle was just standing up on the other side of the bed. She had my bag of birdseed in her hand. “He knocked this over. There’s birdseed all over the floor behind the table.”

My chest constricted. The seed reminded me of what the bird had meant to me. How I had provided for him and had wanted to take care of him. Fab job I had done of that.

“At least he got one last meal,” Noelle told me brightly. “That’s something.”

“Sure. That’s something,” I replied.

I just wished that everyone around me would quit dying.



PARANOID



As always, when we arrived at Shutters, Noelle’s parents split off to hang out with the other parents, while Noelle and I joined Kiran, Taylor, Tiffany, and Amberly, who already were seated at a table in the center of the patio, a few spots away from the Ryans & Friends table. I was starting to think that the reason most of these families came down here for the holidays was so that they wouldn’t have to spend time with one another.

As Marquis led us to our table, I noticed that all of my friends were in zipped hoodies and huge sunglasses. Kiran looked slightly more put-together than the rest—her hair was actually combed—but Tiff, Taylor, and Amberly looked as though they’d tumbled in a clothes dryer for half an hour before leaving their houses. Hangover, party of four?

“Hi, everyone!” I said brightly, loudly scraping back my chair.

They all groaned and shifted position. Taylor folded her arms on the table and dropped down her head with a bang that caused all the silverware to clatter.

“Hey, Reed.” Tiffany attempted a smile. “I hate you.”

“Pardon my perkiness. It’s totally fake,” I replied, slouching down along with them. “I may not have been drunk, but I didn’t have a good night either.”

“And her bird died this morning,” Noelle said.

“What? Oh, no!” Taylor said, lifting her head slightly.

“Poor birdie!” Amberly added.

“That sucks,” Kiran put in. She lifted her juice glass. “To Reed’s bird. We hardly knew you. Actually, we didn’t know you at all. Rest in peace.” She took a swig of her juice. Everyone else made sympathetic sounds. It was all they could muster.

“You can all visit his oceanside grave if you want,” Noelle said, signaling for a waiter. “It’s got quite an exquisite view, for a bird cemetery.”

“I’ll get the waiter for you!” Amberly announced, recalling her duties as Noelle’s slave. “What do you want? I’ll order it.”

“Down, girl,” Noelle said firmly. “I’m giving Reed the day off, so you may as well kick back, too. Have some coffee. You look like someone hit you in the face with a frying pan.”

Amberly dropped back into her seat, looking like a kicked puppy. But she reached for the coffee like a good lackey. I realized that, compared to everyone else at the table, Noelle was curiously hangover-free as well. I wondered if some of her drunkenness the night before had been an act. An excuse to get so flirty with Dash, perhaps? Maybe when he’d driven her home they had finally sealed the deal. He had yet to arrive at Shutters that morning, and I made a mental note to watch him and Noelle when they first saw each other. The look exchanged between them would tell all.

“Well, I don’t know if this is good news or bad news, Reed, but my father wasn’t able to sharpen up that image,” Tiffany said, reaching for the silver coffee carafe at the center of the table. “All anyone can tell is that it’s a person and that the person is blond.”

My heart squeezed. “So it could be Poppy.”

“Reed. We’ve been over this,” Noelle said. She placed her order with the waiter and handed him her menu. He looked at me expectantly.

“I’m not hungry, thanks,” I told him. Noelle rolled her eyes and sighed.

“What?” I asked, feeling hollow.

Taylor glanced at Noelle, who shrugged.

“You guys . . . what?” I said again.

With a sigh, Taylor pushed up her sunglasses into her hair, and then blinked a few times against the onslaught of light. She sat up straight for the first time all morning and took a deep breath before speaking.

“It’s just . . . maybe you’re being a tad paranoid, Reed,” Taylor said.

My face was scalded by embarrassment. “What are you, Paige?”

“We’re not saying she was right per se,” Noelle put in delicately. “It’s just . . . Ariana and Sabine really messed with your head. It’s not totally out of the realm of possibility. The psycho sisters basically tortured you, Reed. It would be perfectly natural for you to be a bit on the paranoid side right now.”

“You might want to think about therapy when you get home,” Kiran added.

“Therapy?” I blurted, earning irritated looks from the table of adults to my left. I lowered my voice. “You think I need therapy?’

“Who wouldn’t, after everything that’s happened to you?” Amberly put in.

Like I really relished her opinion.

“Just try to relax,” Tiffany said. “Don’t assume that, just because you’ve encountered a couple of wolves in sheep’s clothing, that everyone has some dark past to hide. Poppy is just wacky, not insane.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. These girls had known Poppy a lot longer than I had. It would be stupid of me not to trust their judgment. I could do that. I could. At least, I could when I was around them.

“You’re right,” I said, pushing myself up straight in my chair, but only half believing my words. “I should get over myself already.”

“Reed? Can I talk to you?”

I practically jumped out of my skin. Upton somehow had snuck up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. Of course he looked utterly perfect. Not hungover in the slightest. He wore a light-yellow shirt, distressed jeans, and leather sandals. The word “delectable” came to mind.

Then, I remembered I was pissed at him.

“Here?” I asked.

“Perhaps we should go for a walk,” he replied.

As I got up, I looked at my friends. “Actually, I think I will eat. When the waiter comes back, will you guys order me a waffle and fruit?”

“Amberly. Do that,” Noelle ordered.

Amberly’s mouth fell open slightly. “But you said—”

“Are you really going to argue with me right now?” Noelle asked.

Amberly glared at me. “Fine.”

Score one for Reed.

I followed Upton down the steps to the ocean. It was sunny and hot, with a balmy breeze coming in off the water. A perfect day for lazing around in the sand and swimming in the warm ocean. Too bad I was feeling so cloudy and gray about Upton.

“What happened to you last night?” he said as we walked toward the water. “Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving? I would have come along.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoffed, staring out at the ocean.

“What does that mean?” he asked.

“It means, yeah, right,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “You seemed pretty occupied when I left. Who did you go home with once you realized I was gone—Sienna or Paige? Oh wait. They live together now, don’t they? So, both?”

Upton stared at me, his expression almost horrified. I felt the lewdness of my accusation and wanted to take it back, but I didn’t. He deserved to feel bad, didn’t he? After the way he’d treated me last night?

“Reed, you can’t really think that I—”

“Well, what am I supposed to think?” I countered. “They were all over you! And you didn’t exactly seem to be fighting them off.”

Upton tipped back his head and laughed, his palms to the sky. “But we didn’t do anything! It was just a bit of flirting!”

“Flirting? That’s what you call flirting?” I replied. “When I left, Sienna had her tongue down your throat.”

Upton gazed out at the ocean, obviously snagged. “You saw that?”

“Yes, I saw that. So you can drop the innocent act,” I said. “You kissed her.”

“Yes. She kissed me. For a split second. That was all. I was drunk and I lost my head for a moment. Then I stopped the kiss, and I told Sienna she had to stay away from me for the rest of the trip,” he said.

“Oh, please,” I said.

“I’m sorry about the kiss,” he said. “I swear to you, it will not happen again. And if you don’t believe me, you can talk to Sienna. Or Noelle and Dash. They witnessed the whole sordid conversation.”

“Whatever.” I stared out at the water. Part of me was starting to cave. Who was I to judge someone who had, in an inebriated state, made an unwise sexual decision?

Upton crossed his arms over his chest and planted his feet in the sand, hip width apart, like he was getting ready to square off. “Reed, I’ve said I’m sorry and I’ll say it once more. The kiss was a slipup and I know it was wrong. But I am not going to pretend I’m not a flirt. I am. It’s my personality. I’ve known these girls for years and that’s the type of relationship I have with them. You must stop with the jealousy.”

“Oh, must I?” I said sarcastically.

He gave me a look that made me feel like a child. I blushed and looked away. He took my hand and held it in both of his. “Yes, you must. Because, though I have been with a lot of women, I am with you now. Only you.”

I stared at the ocean, my eyes stinging with tears. I didn’t know what to believe. I didn’t know what to do. Follow my instincts, save my pride, and just walk away now? Or do what my heart wanted—open it up to him and potentially let him pummel it to death.

“Reed, look at me. Please,” he said seriously.

I held my breath and did as he asked. He smiled briefly, looked at the ground, and took in a breath. He held my fingers so tightly it was like he was afraid the wind might blow me away.

“I know this sounds insane, but”—he paused and looked into my eyes—“I think I’m falling in love with you.”

I completely froze. My heart expanded to fill my entire body, warming me from back to front and head to toe and everywhere.

“And that is something I’ve never said to anyone,” he added firmly.

Just as quickly, my heart deflated. Because I had said it. To Josh. And I’d felt it for Thomas, though I’d never gotten the chance to tell him.

And look at how those relationships had worked out.

Suddenly, I was trembling. All I could see was Josh’s face. Thomas’s face. The hurt I had caused them both. The hurt they had caused me. I couldn’t handle seeing Upton that way. Cheerful, devil-may-care Upton, who had never felt deeply about anyone. I couldn’t be his first. I didn’t want to crush him on his virgin voyage into actual emotional territory.

“I have to go,” I said, tearing my hand away from his.

“Wait. What?” he asked.

I speed-walked away from him. “It’s just . . . I’m starving,” I improvised. “I haven’t eaten anything all day. . . .”

“Reed, I don’t expect you to say it back, but you can’t just run away,” Upton said, jogging to reach me, kicking up sand behind him.

“I know. I’m sorry.” I stopped and told myself not to be the child I had felt like moments ago. Told myself to be brave and mature and not stupid. I looked up at him. “It’s all just a little fast. A little . . . scary.”

Upton smiled and pushed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “Funny. I’m not scared at all.”

Maybe you should be.

There was no way I could make him understand. He’d think I was being an overly dramatic, paranoid freak. Just like my friends. I mustered a smile from God knows where. “I just . . . I need to think about it, if that’s okay.”

Upton smiled, relieved. “That’s fine. Of course.”

“Good,” I said, breathing in for the first time in what felt like an hour.

“Good.”

He leaned down and gave me a sweet, brief kiss on the lips.

“Now let’s go eat. That waffle sounded perfect,” he said.

We walked up the steps to the restaurant together, hand in hand. As I made myself breathe in and out, I realized that I felt okay about this. For once, I’d done the smart thing. Not jumped in with both feet without looking. And Upton had understood.

Maybe everything actually could just be okay. Maybe I had imagined the whole stalker thing. Maybe Upton and I could just be together without any drama. All I had to do was get over myself. Stop reading into every little thing. Stop taking it all so seriously.

And I could do that. I could.

As we reached the patio, the door on the opposite side of the restaurant swung open, and out stepped a tan, happy, gorgeous-looking girl in a red sundress and heels. The whole restaurant froze as she grinned and lifted her arms above her head in a double wave.

“Hey, everyone! Miss me?”

My breath caught in my throat. It was Poppy Simon.



POPPY POWER



Right, so . . . a disappearance that didn’t end in death.

Is it wrong that I was so surprised?

“Poppy!” Paige screeched, jumping up from her table. She raced across the room and practically tackled the girl into a hug. Soon Kiran, Taylor, Noelle, Tiffany, Daniel, Gage, West, Sienna, and Graham all followed, coming from every corner of the patio. Upton and I just stood there, hands clasped, unsure of what to do. Before I knew it, Kiran and Taylor were dragging Poppy back to the table. Upton and I glanced at each other, then walked over to the table and sat. Paige and her faction dragged up seats or stood around, crowding us in.

“Where have you been?” Kiran demanded. “Everyone was freaking out.”

“Even though I told them not to,” Noelle added under her breath.

“Oh, I just took a little sail over to St. Kitts,” Paige said, waving a hand as she perched on the edge of her chair. She sat straight, her legs crossed at the knee, showing off their long, lanky perfection. “I needed some time to be alone and decompress,” she added, casting the briefest of glances in Upton’s direction.

“We’re glad you’re okay,” he said, squeezing my hand under the table.

“I’m so sorry I worried everyone,” Poppy said, grinning and not looking the least bit sorry. “I actually got home last night, but I thought it would be more fun if I came here to see all of you in person. Have you eaten? Because I am famished.”

“Waiter!” Daniel shouted. He was standing directly behind Poppy’s chair, and he turned around to look toward the kitchen. “Can we get a plate of strawberry crepes and an espresso over here?”

“Oh, Daniel, that’s so sweet! You remembered my favorite,” Poppy said, reaching up to stroke his arm. “Thank you.”

Daniel smiled tightly and looked sort of smug. Like remembering the love of his life’s preferred breakfast was some sort of accomplishment.

“Anyway, I met the most fabulous group of people at St. Kitts,” Poppy gushed, reaching for the juice carafe. “I told them they all had to come over to party with us on New Year’s. You guys will love them. . . .”

As she prattled on about Jean-Marc from Belgium and Corina from Portugal and their group of world-traveling friends, I watched her closely. She looked at every single person around the table except for me. Each time her eyes traveled from Upton to Noelle, it was as if there were nothing but air between them. Her story went on and on with random details about snorkeling outings and skinny-dipping in some hidden cove, and I started to wonder. . . .

Was any of it true? Had she just made all of it up with her “wacky” imagination? Had she really been here all along, following me, messing with me, trying to hurt me?

Or were my friends right? Had I simply become way too paranoid for my own good?

“What about the blood?” Sienna asked finally.

Poppy stopped babbling, and everyone shifted uncomfortably. It was kind of a blunt question. Warranted, but blunt.

“What blood?” Poppy asked.

“The blood by your car,” Paige clarified in a soothing tone. “That was part of the reason we were so worried.”

“Oh right!” Poppy said, blinking. “I didn’t think it had bled that much.” She lifted her arm to show us a white bandage taped just above her elbow. “I cut myself on a rusty bit of my car,” she explained. “The sea air is really no good for those things. But no worries, I got a tetanus shot on St. Kitts and all’s well.”

Everyone laughed, and Upton put his arm around me and squeezed my shoulder. I couldn’t believe that no one was grilling her or admonishing her for not calling. These people had been worried sick, and now they all seemed not to care that she hadn’t bothered to contact them and let them know she was okay.

If I’d done that, Noelle would have bitch-slapped me into oblivion upon my return.

“So! Everyone looking forward to Casino Night?” Poppy asked, clasping her hands together. “We’re all crashing at the hotel after, right? Like always?”

Paige and Noelle looked at each other as the vibe at the table grew distinctly uncomfortable. Poppy had no clue about the rift in the group. Because, again, she hadn’t bothered to check in with anyone for the past few days.

“Sure,” Paige said finally. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Yeah,” Noelle added. “We’re there.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat as both Poppy’s and my food arrived. It looked like a temporary truce had been called. Poppy really did have some kind of power with these people. Was she powerful enough that they couldn’t see her for who she really was? Did she, in fact, have stalker potential?

I so didn’t want to find out.



LET’S GAMBLE



It was a perfectly warm, balmy night. Stars blanketed the sky above as a polite island breeze ruffled the palm trees but refused to disturb our carefully constructed updos. Floating in the water at the end of a long, red-carpeted dock was a gorgeous yacht, the deck decorated with thousands of tiny white twinkle lights. I could hear ragtime music playing inside, and a round of laughter made its way through the air. As Noelle and I walked down the dock behind her parents to join the line of people waiting to be admitted to the party, I felt a warm tingle of anticipation. The kind I always felt before the Legacy. Like anything could happen.

But unlike the Legacy, where “anything” never turned out to be good, tonight was going to be incredible. I could practically taste it.

“What are you grinning about, Glass-Licker?” Noelle asked, holding up the skirt on her gossamer gown. She had strayed from her traditional black, as if she were making a fresh start. I just hoped my suspicions were correct and she was making that start with Dash. He hadn’t shown up at brunch that day, so I’d never had the chance to spy on them. Later I had learned that he had been out on a fishing expedition with his father, who had just arrived on the island. Hopefully he’d returned in time for the party, because I could sense that Noelle was looking forward to seeing him. Not that she would ever say it out loud.

“Just excited, that’s all,” I replied, lifting my shoulders.

“Wow. Upton has really gotten under your skin,” she teased. Her parents passed by the bouncers at the foot of the dock, who were checking everyone’s very exclusive invitations. Noelle quickly removed ours from her purse.

“No,” I protested. “I’m just excited to kick the guys’ butts at poker.”

“Uh-huh. And I’m excited to spend the rest of the week helping my mother with the seating chart for her charity event,” Noelle replied sarcastically. She reached out and adjusted my necklace for me—a beautiful sapphire-and-diamond necklace she had lent me for the night.

“Thanks again for this,” I said, touching the priceless jewels with my fingertips. My heart felt full as I gazed at the beautiful lights along the shoreline and heard the hum of conversation and merriment coming from the party. “Thanks for everything. For inviting me down here, asking me back into Billings . . .”

“Oh, please, you mush,” Noelle said, tucking her clutch under her arm. “We are not having a Kleenex moment right now. Or ever.”

I laughed as she handed our invitations to the bouncer. He looked them over and gave them back. “Good luck tonight, ladies.”

There was a loud burst of laughter behind us and Noelle and I turned to find Poppy, Paige, Sienna, Kiran, Taylor, Tiffany, Daniel, and West all heading toward us in a big klatch of raucous merriment. Dash and Gage walked behind them, their heads bent in conversation, and Amberly brought up the rear, jogging to catch up in her poufy pink gown. I felt a flash of irritation at the sight of Poppy and her teeny flapper-style dress but just as quickly decided to let it go. Everyone was happy that she was back. Any tension or worry about her disappearance was completely gone. Tonight could be the best night we’d had since we’d arrived on the island, and I was not going to let anything stand in the way of that.

Not even Poppy.

Noelle stepped back to wait for the others and I was about to join her, but then I heard Upton call my name from above. I looked up and found him standing at the railing at the stern of the boat, looking all James Bond perfect in a tuxedo and black tie. His light-brown hair was perfectly mussed, and he leaned both hands on the rail as he smiled down at me.

My heart stopped completely. If he was trying to charm me into saying I loved him back, he was headed in the right direction. I started up the gangplank toward him.

“Reed, wait up,” Noelle said in a scolding way.

“Sorry. I’ve got somewhere I need to be,” I told her.

Within five seconds I was standing in front of Upton. He looked me up and down as he slowly approached, his eyes leaving a trail of tingling attraction all over my skin.

“Wow. You . . . look . . . stunning,” he said.

“Back at you,” I replied.

He touched my chin and kissed me as if there weren’t a couple dozen parents and friends and deckhands milling around us. It took me a second to open my eyes as he pulled back. I didn’t want him to see how dazed I was.

“Listen, I’m sorry if I scared you with all that serious talk this morning,” he said, holding my hand. “What do you say we just have fun tonight?”

My grin spread from ear to ear. “I am all about that idea.”

At that moment the rest of the gang arrived and crowded around us. Kiran looked gorgeous in the black lace gown from the runway, while Taylor absolutely glowed in the rose-colored dress. Tiffany had selected a deep violet sleeveless gown with a skirt that hugged her curves and tapered down toward her ankles. I saw Paige and Sienna, in beautiful yet slightly plain gowns, eyeing our couture with envy, but of course they said nothing. Just then Marquis appeared with a tray of half-filled champagne flutes, and Daniel and Paige quickly distributed them to the rest of us.

“Good luck tonight, ladies and gentlemen,” Marquis said with a grin before slipping away.

“Are you all ready to lose your cash?” Daniel asked, lifting his glass.

Everyone cheered in response.

Paige smirked. “Then let the games begin!”

We all clinked glasses and downed our champagne in one collective gulp.

“Come on, gorgeous,” Upton said, squeezing my hand. “Let’s gamble.”



LUCKY REED



Everyone held their breath as the dealer turned over the river card. Queen of spades. My breath caught, but I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Didn’t react in the slightest. Graham grinned and leaned back, hooking his arms over the back of his chair. Not the most practiced poker face I’d ever seen. Gage kneaded Graham’s shoulders from behind as the rest of the guys clinked glasses, looking every bit the high rollers in their tuxes and ties. Graham shoved his three piles of chips into the center of the table.

“I’m all in,” he said, giving me a wink.

“Reed, you’d better have something good,” Noelle warned.

The boys vs. girls poker battle was down to me and Graham. Winner would take all the glory. The girls were gathered behind me, breathing down my neck. Even Paige, Poppy, and Sienna were rooting for me. Though somewhat reluctantly.

“You can just fold, you know,” Graham said with a smile, leaning forward with his elbows on the table and looking at me like he was my private poker tutor. “Then I just get what’s in the pot, and you can keep the rest of your chips there.”

I looked down at my carefully arranged stacks of chips and frowned in thought. All night I had been playing dumb—asking stupid questions to make it look like I didn’t know what I was doing, pretending to be shocked when I won hands—as if it were all luck. And it had worked. Graham clearly thought I was just winging it. But he was in for a big surprise.

“But if I want to go all in, too, I can?” I asked, glancing at the dealer warily.

“Yes, miss,” he said, all business.

“Okay, then,” I replied. I shoved forward all my chips. “Why not?”

The guys groaned and laughed and high-fived. Clearly, they thought they had me. Even Upton shook his head like I was just too cute.

“Okay, then, show your cards,” the dealer said.

Graham turned over his two hole cards. Both queens. With the two on the table already, he had four of a kind. The guys shouted, and Gage and West started jumping up and down like they’d just won the World Cup.

“Four of a kind!” Daniel crowed. “She can’t beat that!”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” I called out, standing up and raising my hands. The guys kept talking as they looked over at me, clearly confident. But the girls behind me leaned in a bit, sensing something big. “Doesn’t a . . . straight flush beat that?”

Dead silence. Jaws dropped on the other side of the table as I turned over my cards, revealing the ten and jack of spades. On the table already were the eight, nine, and queen of spades, which had just been revealed on the last turn.

“No!” Graham wailed, standing up so quickly that his chair fell over.

“Yes!” Noelle cheered, throwing her arms up.

“We won?” Amberly asked. She looked at Tiffany. “Does that mean we won?”

“We won!” Tiffany confirmed.

Suddenly all the girls were jumping up and down, hugging each other, hugging me. Even Paige threw her arms around me, so important was it to her that we beat the guys. I turned around and raked all my pretty chips across the table toward me.

“Don’t look so sickly, Graham,” I said with a smirk. “I’ll give you a chance to win it all back later. I promise.”

Graham blew out a sigh, watching as I took every last bit of his hard-won money. “I need a drink.” He turned around and cut through the group of stunned boys, en route to the bar.

Upton started around the table, all smiles, keeping his eyes on me as he maneuvered by a waiter and sidestepped Kiran, who was on her way to get us more champagne. My heart pounded a bit harder under his gaze, and I felt my palms start to sweat. Playing a long, heated game of poker did nothing to my body temperature, but Upton was another story.

“Hey, Upton,” Poppy said, sliding in front of him. She placed one hand on the leather edge of the table, blocking his progress. “Want to hit the blackjack table? We made such a good team in Monte Carlo. . . .”

She reached up and ran her hand down his tie. I held my breath. But Upton never even glanced down at her. It was like she was nothing but vapor. His eyes never left mine.

“I think that particular streak of luck has run its course,” he said, stepping around her. “But thanks for the offer.”

Poppy’s smile froze, and then turned into a grimace. Upton, meanwhile, walked right up to me and grabbed my hand.

“Come here,” he said, whirling me around.

“Wait! Keep an eye on my chips!” I shouted back to Taylor.

“On it,” she replied.

Upton positioned me in front of the roulette wheel, sat down on one of the chairs, and then pulled me into his lap. I laughed, taken off guard.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of white, one-hundred-dollar chips. “Testing a theory,” he replied. He placed the entire stack on the eight and looped his arms around my waist. “Let it ride,” he told the pit boss.

“One thousand dollars on eight!” the guy crowed.

“Upton! A thousand dollars is a lot of money,” I said, my jaw dropping.

“Yes, but you’re my good luck charm,” Upton replied, kissing my lips.

Sawyer, the only other gambler at the table, silently placed chips on five different numbers. When he was done, the pit boss waved his hand over the game board.

“No more bets, please!”

A lump of dread formed in my chest as the pit boss spun the wheel. I glanced over at Sawyer, who shot me a hopeful look before focusing strictly on the bouncing white ball. Soon a few people had gathered around the table. Daniel, West, Paige, Noelle, Dash, and Amberly were watching now too. I looked around for Poppy and saw her downing champagne at the edge of the bar, glancing over every once in a while with venom in her eyes. Didn’t Upton know I was no good luck charm? Hurricane Reed, remember?

The wheel started to slow. Upton held me a bit tighter. The ball bounced around, popped up once, and came to rest . . . right on the number eight.

“We have a winner!”

“I knew it!” Upton cried as everyone cheered. “This girl is lucky tonight!”

He nuzzled my neck as I grinned, and Noelle handed me a flute of champagne. The pit boss swiped all of Sawyer’s chips off the table, and then shoved two tall stacks of white chips toward Upton. Suddenly, Gage’s fist was thrust in my face. He uncurled his fingers to reveal a pair of green dice. “Here. Blow on these.”

“What?” I said.

“Blow. You’re such good luck, just blow,” Gage demanded.

I looked at Noelle, eyebrows raised. “I’m not even going to go to the obvious joke,” she said.

Gage rolled his eyes. “Blow on the dice, and I’ll give you ten percent.”

“I’ll take that action,” I said.

I blew. Gage rolled a six and won five thousand dollars. An extra five hundred for me. I looked around and saw Sawyer getting up from the roulette table, about to slink off as always. I lurched forward and grabbed his arm.

“Wait. Do you have any chips left?”

He looked at me as if I were speaking Greek. “A few.”

“Good. Give them to me,” I said.

Sawyer looked around at the group, most of whom were watching curiously. He handed me five red chips, worth fifty dollars each. I kissed all of them, then handed the pile back to him.

“Here. Bet on a number. Any number you want,” I said.

Sawyer hesitated. “That’s two hundred and fifty dollars on one bet. Are you insane?”

“If you lose, I’ll pay you back,” I said. “If you win, you keep it.”

“Wow. Look who’s made of money all of a sudden,” Noelle commented.

“Shut up,” I told her. Then I realized I’d probably pay for that one later. “Just do it,” I said to Sawyer.

He took a deep breath and blew it out. “All right then.” He placed the chips in a stack on the number thirteen.

“Interesting choice,” Upton murmured.

Sawyer’s face turned red, but he didn’t look at us. Just stared at his chips.

“Two hundred and fifty on lucky number thirteen!” the pit boss crowed. “Any other bets?”

No one moved. No one wanted to mess with the karma.

“All righty, no more bets!” the pit boss announced.

He reached up and spun the wheel. I crossed my fingers on both hands, closed my eyes, and prayed.

Please let it be thirteen. Please let it be thirteen. Please let it be—

“Thirteen! We have a winner!”

“No way!” Sawyer cried.

The cheers filled the main cabin, and everyone around us was slapping backs and hugging and shouting in disbelief. Upton grabbed me up in his arms and kissed me.

“That’s my girl!” he cheered. My heart practically burst when he said it. There was no doubt anymore. I was falling for this guy. Big-time.

And at that moment, feeling as lucky as I did, I was totally fine with falling.

When Upton replaced me on the floor, I looked over at Sawyer, who was now double-fisting red chips and looking stunned as his brother ruffled his hair. Slowly, he looked up at me, and for the first time all week, I got to see his smile.

And damn, was it a nice one.



THE UPTON OLYMPICS



“Oh my God! Did you see the look on Gage’s face when I doubled down and won? I honestly thought he was going to start foaming at the mouth,” Kiran said, laughing as we all tumbled into the bathroom together, a gaggle of silk, chiffon, and lace.

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Taylor said, placing her beaded bag down on the counter and fluffing her curls in the mirror. “Remember London’s sweet sixteen? When Portia spiked his vodka cranberry with Alka-Seltzer?”

“‘I’m dying! I’m dying! And I never got carnal with Scarlett Johansson!’” Noelle crowed, mimicking Gage as she clutched her hands to her throat and rolled back her eyes.

I laughed so hard at the image, my stomach started to cramp up. I dropped down on a velvet stool near the wall and fought to catch my breath. Kiran fanned her face to prevent her mascara from running as Taylor braced both hands on the sink to keep from doubling over with giggles. Definitely the best night we’d had since we’d arrived on the island. Without a doubt.

“Speaking of ScarJo, Noelle, what is with the major boobage?” Kiran asked once the laughter subsided. She waved her black-lacquered fingernail back and forth over Noelle’s neckline. “You don’t usually display the ladies quite so prominently.”

“I’m trying something new,” Noelle said blithely, leaning toward the mirror with her mascara wand.

“Yeah. Or someone old,” I teased, getting up to stand next to her.

Taylor, Kiran, and I all expectantly eyed Noelle in the mirror. She managed to ignore us for a good half minute as she finished plumping her lashes, then capped the mascara before standing up straight.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said with the sparest hint of a smile.

“Oh, please. The Dash-master has been all over you all night and you know it,” Kiran said, whacking Noelle’s arm. “Stop blue-balling the guy and give in already.”

Noelle rolled her eyes as she touched a blotting pad to her nose. Then she placed her things back into her clutch, took a deep breath, and looked at herself in the mirror, turning to the side to check her gorgeous profile.

“I may give him a little taste,” she said coyly.

“We knew it! We knew you were getting back together!” Taylor blurted happily.

“But just a little taste,” Noelle repeated. “Boy still has some intense groveling to do.”

“Understood,” Kiran said with a nod of approval. Then she turned around to face me, leaning back against the porcelain countertop. “What about you, Reed? Will you be officially winning the Upton Game tonight?”

I blushed furiously and stepped up next to her, practically pushing Noelle aside so I could look at myself in the mirror, rather than at them. “Please,” I said. “I’ve known him for, what? A week?”

“Yeah, and I’ve known him for eighteen years. I’ve never seen him like this,” Noelle told me, walking over to the door and standing in front of it. “That boy is gone. Like gone-to-Jupiter gone.”

My blush deepened. As I dipped into my purse for my lip gloss, my fingers trembled. My heart beat so fast that I felt as if I might faint. All night my skin had tingled at Upton’s every touch. My body temperature had been at least twenty degrees above normal. But I kept telling myself to chill. To be smart. Cautious. Because Upton might have been falling in love with me, but he was still a player.

But now my friends, the very girls he’d played with in the past, were telling me he’d changed. Changed because of me. And it was getting me seriously flustered.

“Yeah, Reed, forget the Upton Game,” Kiran said, placing her hand on my back. “You’ve already medaled in the Upton Olympics.”

“Really?” I said, unable to contain my giddiness any longer.

“Oh yeah,” Taylor said. “He hasn’t looked at anyone else all night long. And considering the washcloth-with-fringe that Poppy’s wearing, that’s really saying something.”

“Yeah, didn’t anyone tell her this is a formal event?” Kiran asked, lifting her cylinder clutch. “We’ve only attended this party a thousand times before.”

“Last-minute desperate attempt to reland her man,” Noelle confirmed. “And as much as I love the girl, I’ll be the first to call it. Time of death of her relationship with Upton? The second Reed arrived on St. Barths.”

She yanked open the door and held it for the three of us. I took one last look in the mirror, my grin spreading so wide I thought it might break my face. Upton really was mine. All mine. Noelle laughed behind my back as I sashayed past her, but I ignored it. Let her think what she wanted to think. I didn’t care anymore. My heart was officially pinned to my sleeve.

Or it would have been, if I’d had any sleeves to pin it to.

As I rejoined the party behind my friends, they dispersed to the various tables and games, but I hung back. Standing near the door, I could take in the entire room. I saw Noelle join Dash at the roulette wheel, slipping her arm under his jacket and around his back. Saw Kiran sidle up to the craps table, where she blew on Graham’s dice for luck. Saw Taylor grab the chair next to Tiffany’s at blackjack and toss down the last of her chips with a clatter. But where was Upton? My breath grew shallow, labored. I had to find Upton.

Then, as if he felt me searching, Upton got up from one of the two poker tables and looked around. My eyes caught his and the room was on fire. I felt choked up. Like I wouldn’t be able to breathe until he touched me. He crossed the room so quickly, I knew he felt it too. His hand went right to my wrist, and my breath caught all over again.

“I can’t take this anymore,” Upton whispered in my ear. “I need to be with you.”

My brain went all fuzzy as one word escaped my lips. “Where?”

His hand closed around mine. “I know a place,” he said.

And we were off.



OPEN OCEAN



Upton opened the door to a small yet luxuriously appointed stateroom and let me slip inside first. The queen-size bed, covered in red velvet and gold silk, took up most of the space, and the crystal chandelier overhead tinkled with every shift of the ocean. My first thought was that creepy Mr. and Mrs. Ryan slept here. But I decided to let that go.

“I don’t think anyone saw us sneak off,” Upton said, closing the door quietly behind us.

“Yeah, I don’t care if they did,” I said.

I grabbed him and pulled him into a kiss that would have knocked his socks off, if that were in any way physically possible. Caught off guard, Upton just managed to slip his hands around my waist before we tripped back onto the bed together. I laughed through our kiss, ridiculously giddy, and slid backward, away from him, until my head met the huge feather pillows.

“God, you look gorgeous tonight,” Upton said, shedding his tux jacket and loosening his tie as he crawled across the bed toward me.

“That was the plan,” I replied.

“The plan?” Upton asked, eyebrows raised. He ran his hand up over the waistline of my dress, let his fingertips skitter ever so gently over my breast, and then cupped my cheek. I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from giggling over the thrills that went through my body.

“Yes, the plan. Look gorgeous, make you salivate, lure you to some private locale, and have my way with you,” I said with a grin.

“I like this plan. I very much approve of this plan,” Upton said.

“Good.” I rolled onto my side and gave him a quick shove so that he was flat on his back. “Then let’s get on with it.”

As I leaned in to kiss him, Upton looked both amazed and impressed. I knew the feeling. I couldn’t believe how totally take-charge I was being. But why not? This was what I wanted. Right here, right now, in this moment, Upton was all I wanted. And I was going to go after what I wanted from this moment on. No more hesitating, no more sniveling, no more begging or pleading. I was a new Reed. A lucky Reed. And Upton was about to reap the benefits.

I leaned back, my lips buzzing from Upton’s kisses, and quickly unbuttoned his shirt. My hands slid over his perfectly taut stomach, and I leaned in to kiss his chest—something I had never done to any guy, ever. Upton let out a little moan and reached for the side zipper on my dress. I let him tug it down and felt the fabric fall open. Nothing was exposed yet, but the chill of the air rushing in over my skin made my breath catch.

“Come here,” he whispered.

Then he grabbed my upper arms and pulled me on top of him. His hand found the back of my neck, and he pulled me into the deepest kiss yet. My hands could not stop searching his body. His arms, his waist, his face, his shoulders. I just wanted to touch every part of him. Feel every single part of him.

Suddenly, Upton rolled us both over, and I let out a yelp of surprise as I found him on top of me. He grinned and trailed kisses from my earlobe all the way down my neck and over my shoulder. His fingertips hooked over the one shoulder strap on my dress and inched it down. He kissed the very top of my cleavage and smiled at me. I knew that, in about two seconds, he was going to tug down my dress, and I was going to be half naked in front of him, and I wanted it. I wanted him to see me. I wanted him to be the one. My first. My first since Thomas.

“You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen,” Upton whispered.

His hand slid down my body and then up, under my skirt, trailing my thigh. When his fingers found the side of my panties, I felt a rush of surprise. He was going straight for the goal line. No taking it slow for this guy.

I felt the tug on my underwear and heard a creak. I looked up, past Upton’s shoulder, and my heart completely seized. Poppy Simon was standing in the doorway, staring down at me, her mouth agape.

“Upton. Stop,” I said firmly.

He must have heard the panic in my voice, because he did. Right away. He turned around and, at that moment, Mrs. Ryan joined Poppy. She was saying something about the new furnishings—giving another tour, I supposed—but she stopped midsentence when she saw us. The ginormous puffed sleeves of her green gown took up almost the entire doorway.

“Upton? What are you doing in here?” Mrs. Ryan said automatically.

Then I saw her take in the scene. Me clinging to my unzipped dress. Upton with his shirt wide open, his tie and jacket on the floor. I pretty much wanted to die. Poppy burst into tears before turning around and running up the steps to the main deck. I could hear her wailing all the way back to the party. Mrs. Ryan’s face set into a hard, cold frown.

“Upton Giles,” she said in a shaky voice. “I would have thought that a young man with your upbringing would have a bit more discretion.”

Upton swung his legs around the side of the bed and bent to pick up his jacket. “I apologize, Mrs. Ryan. We were just—”

“I know what you were doing,” she replied.

With a huge lump in my throat, I slid off the bed and hastily zipped up my dress. Thank God that was all I had to do. But the very idea of walking past Mrs. Ryan in the tiny space between her and the door was horrifying, I couldn’t make myself do it. Couldn’t make myself move. There was such ferocity in the woman’s light eyes that I thought she might pounce on top of me and tear my hair out.

“Mrs. Ryan, I’m so sorry,” I stammered. “I don’t know what to say. I—”

“Kindly save your whorish excuses for someone who cares,” Mrs. Ryan said through her teeth. Then she stepped out into the hallway and slammed the door. “When I come back here in five minutes, Upton, I expect this room to be empty,” she called from the other side. I heard her organza dress swishing behind her as she stormed up the stairs.

“Omigod,” I said breathlessly, doubling over. “I have never been so embarrassed in my entire life.”

Upton walked over to me, shrugging into his jacket. I expected him to put his arms around me and comfort me. Tell me Mrs. Ryan would forget all about it and that stuff like this happened all the time. But instead, he quickly retied his tie and cleared his throat, squaring his shoulders.

“Reed, I’m sorry, but I have to go take care of something,” he said in a formal tone. “I’ll meet you back at the party.”

“Wait. What? What are you taking care of?” I asked. Then I looked at the closed door. “You don’t mean Poppy.”

His jaw clenched. “I really must go.”

“Wait. Upton—”

He grasped my shoulders, planted a kiss on my forehead, and leaned back. “We’ll talk later.” Then he took off at a jog, leaving the door yawning open behind him.

I collapsed back against the wall, looked up at the ceiling, and laughed. Laughed a nice, big, bitter laugh. Of course he had to go after Poppy. Of course he did. What was wrong with him? He had told me he was falling in love with me. If that was the case, then how could he strand me here like this at the most mortifying moment of my life? How?

Answer: He was programmed to take care of his own. These people had been his friends—practically his family—for life. No matter how he thought he felt about me, I would never measure up to them. A chill ran over my body, and I hugged my goose-pimpled skin. Somehow, I always ended up alone.

I turned and trudged up the stairs, but I paused just outside the doorway to the main cabin and the party. There was no way I could go in there right now and face my friends and all their leading questions. There was no way I could watch as Upton begged for Poppy’s forgiveness. I was on a boat in the middle of the ocean, so there was no real escape, but I could at least take a few minutes to myself.

I turned right and walked outside onto the deck that ran all the way around the yacht. As I strolled along the freshly waxed planks toward the stern, I couldn’t help but feel abominably stupid for even trying to wrest Upton away from his incestuous crowd. Clearly, this lifelong bond among them was way deeper than I had ever understood. Poppy’s feelings obviously meant more to him than mine did, and probably they always would. Maybe he had said he loved me, but he had no idea what that meant. Not in the real world.

I paused at the very rear of the boat and looked out across the black ocean. We were on our way back to shore now, thank God, but we were far out enough that homes along the beach looked like pastel dollhouses. All that spread before me were miles and miles of endless water. I took a deep breath and told myself to let Upton go. Leave him out here on the open ocean and never look back.

But I kept seeing his face. His smile. That ridiculously sexy glint in his eyes. The way he’d looked at me when I’d first arrived at the party tonight. The way he’d grinned like a little boy when I’d opened my Christmas gift. I could feel his arms around me, his hands on my skin, his fingers in my hair. I had a serious problem here.

I had fallen for a player.

I leaned against the railing and sighed. An odd sort of musky scent filled my nostrils. Before I even could think about where it might have come from, I felt a tug on my necklace and, for a fleeting moment, lost the ability to breathe. Then a pair of hands hit me squarely in the back and shoved. Hard. The necklace cut into my skin as it was torn from my neck. I let out a surprised shout and felt my shoes slip on the slick deck. My heart jumped into my throat as my stomach swooped up into my chest. I grabbed for the railing, but it was no good. I was already falling. A scream escaped my throat, but it was drowned out by the grinding engines and churning water.

One thought wildly repeated itself in my mind during the two seconds it took me to plunge into the ocean. Someone had pushed me. Someone had pushed me. Someone was trying to kill me.

The last thing I heard before I hit the cold, dark water was the sound of gleeful squealing and cheering, as someone at the tables won big.
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For Brady



SURVIVAL



The important thing is not to panic.

Like that was even possible. My heart pounded erratically in my chest, radiating terror through my veins. I had been treading water in the dark of night for maybe ten minutes, but it might as well have been ten hours. The floaty chiffon gown that had seemed so light and airy when I had selected it for the Ryans’ Casino Night now clung to my skin and tangled around my legs, threatening to pull me down. Down into the deep, dark depths of the ocean where who-knew-what disgusting, slimy, razor-toothed things were waiting to nibble on my toes and fingers and—

No.

No. No. No. It was going to be okay. It was, it was, it was. If I could just keep my eye on the Ryans’ boat, everything would be fine. I could still hear the piano music drifting across the Caribbean Sea, could still make out the cheers as a guest won big at the card tables. As long as I could see the boat there was the possibility it might come back for me. I stared at the merrily twinkling lights on the deck as the vessel sailed back toward St. Barths and willed it to turn. Sent a silent panic signal to anyone who might care. Noelle. Upton. Kiran. Dash. Taylor. Tiffany. Someone please just realize I’m not there. Someone go looking for me. Someone, anyone, hear me.

I caught a stray shout and my heart leapt with hope. But the shout was followed by a peal of laughter. They were just obliviously going about their partying. Everyone I knew on the island was on that boat. And it was quickly floating out of reach.

The important thing is not to panic.

But the mantra wasn’t working. Someone on that boat had tried to kill me. Someone had torn off the ridiculously expensive diamond necklace I’d been wearing—Noelle’s necklace—and shoved me overboard into the frigid water. A slim, hooded figure. Average height. That was all I had seen after plunging into the sea and struggling to the surface. A hooded figure slinking away, the white trim on the black hood practically glowing in the moonlight. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female, old or young, but I had my suspicions. Poppy Simon, Paige Ryan, or Sienna Marquez. They were all jealous of me. They all wanted Upton Giles, my new sort-of boyfriend. One of them clearly wanted him enough to murder me and get me out of the way.

And it looked like she was going to succeed.

No.

I was not going to let her win. Whichever one of those psychos had done this was going to be sorely disappointed. I couldn’t wait until she saw me alive. I was going to walk up to her and spit in her face. And right after I did that, I was getting the hell off of St. Barths. This place was pure evil. I would have been better off vacationing on the time-hopping torture island from Lost.

The skirt of my dress wrapped around my right ankle and held fast, restricting my movement. Without a second thought I reached for the zipper at the side of the gown and, my cold fingers trembling and slipping, managed to yank it down. After a brief struggle I was free of the thing. It floated off on the waves like a lazy sapphire-blue cloud bobbing in the wind. Instantly, I felt twenty pounds lighter, and proud of myself for having made such a wise decision. I took a deep breath and realized that I was moving my arms much faster than I needed to, so I forced myself to slow down. Soon my heart rate calmed and my breathing stabilized. This was much better. I was strong. I was an athlete. I could tread water like this for hours.

Maybe. How long could a person tread water, technically? I had no idea. It wasn’t a fact I’d ever thought I would need to know, hailing as I did from a landlocked state. But here I was, little Reed Brennan of Croton, Pennsylvania, treading for her life, half naked in the Caribbean Sea.

How the hell had I gotten here?

“I picked the wrong guy,” I answered aloud. “Again.”

My voice sounded odd and unbearably lonely. I resolved not to talk anymore. But now that I’d started thinking of Upton, I couldn’t stop. If only I had stuck to my original instinct and steered clear of him, none of this would be happening. But how could I have resisted a gorgeous, incredible, worldly British guy coming at me full force with all his talk of how different and amazing I was? I was only human. And yeah, maybe he had been with a lot of girls, but how was I supposed to know that one of them was going to turn out to be homicidal?

Come on, Reed. Try learning from experience.

I looked at the boat and my entire body jolted with terror. The lights were winking in and out on the horizon. Winking. Winking. Winking. And then they were gone.

I whirled around with a splash, searching the endless waterscape. There had to be another boat. A light. A buoy. Anything. But all I could see for miles was the deep blue of the ocean, lit by the thousands of stars overhead. No land, no vessels, nothing. Nothing but water. I was alone. Alone and adrift in the middle of nowhere.

No one was coming for me. I was going to drown out here. By myself. In the dark. They would never even find my body. I was going to drift out here forever at the bottom of the ocean.

No. Stop. Just stop.

I couldn’t let myself go there. Couldn’t think that way. No matter how true it felt in that moment, I could not start thinking the worst. I had survived so much. I could survive this. I just had to give my tired limbs a break. I took a deep breath and forced myself to lie back and float, even though it meant taking my eyes off the horizon. I would float for a few minutes, regain my strength, and then start treading again. It was going to be okay. It was all going to be okay.

The stars formed a close-knit blanket across the sky. I had never seen so many in my life. It was beautiful. If it was the last thing I saw, it wouldn’t be so bad. I wondered what it would be like to drown. Whether it would hurt. I thought of Thomas Pearson and the awful manner in which he had died, murdered by a girl who claimed to love him. A crazy girl with a baseball bat. I wished he were here with me now. If I only had the chance, I would tell him how sorry I was. I would tell him that I hoped Ariana Osgood had done the deed quickly. That he didn’t have too much time to be scared. Like me. I was going to have a lot of time to be scared . . . terrified . . . desperate . . . before I finally went.

My heart seized in panic as the reality of the situation slammed into my chest, and for a brief moment, I went under. Salty water filled my mouth and nostrils, and my lungs exploded with pain. I fought my way to the surface again, flailing and gasping for air. There was still nothing. Nothing but the ocean and the sky. Midnight blue as far as the eye could see. Stars everywhere, but nothing else. Nothing but the ripples atop the water. I was never going to be able to survive this. Never, never, never.

But somehow, I kept treading. Minutes passed. Hours. I had no idea how long I had been out there when my limbs started to feel impossibly heavy. When my mind started to grow so very tired. I tried to float again, and as I lay back my eyes fluttered closed. Instantly I saw a flash of Sabine DuLac, her face twisted with ire, and I felt her hands grab my shoulders and shove me down. I struggled against her, but the more I squirmed and writhed, the further I sank. She was pushing, pushing, pushing me down. I opened my eyes under the water and they stung from the salt. I could see nothing. Nothing but . . . a shadow. Something moving. Something dark. And it wasn’t very far away.

My heart burst with fear. I clawed my way to the surface and heaved in a breath, flailing around in the ocean, trying to find whatever it was I had seen under the water. Was it a shark, or a harmless fish? A turtle? A dolphin? A whale? I had no idea how big or small it was. How far away or how near.

Suddenly I felt something slither around my ankle. I screamed and kicked and started to cry. My God, please don’t let anything be down there. Please just let it be my paranoia taking over.

But there it was again. Something sliding across my toes. I screamed again and swam a few feet away, my tired muscles barely functioning. As if a few strokes were going to free me from a water dweller. If something out here wanted me as its midnight snack, it was pretty much going to have me.

I was sobbing now. Gulping for air. Afraid that at any second I would feel it again. Or worse, that I would feel jaws close around my foot. See a fin sailing ominously by. I gasped in a breath and started to choke. Water filled my mouth and throat and I spit it out, coughing, choking, struggling for air.

I had to get a grip. If I didn’t, my panic attack was going to drown me.

Maybe it was nothing. Maybe I was just imagining things. Or maybe it was seaweed. Or even my dress. Maybe it was still nearby but had sunk below the surface.

I took a breath. Yes. That was it. I told myself it was just the dress. And even though I didn’t completely believe it, my breathing started to return to normal.

But still, the tears came. And suddenly, I was thinking about Josh Hollis. Josh, who was back in the States, probably out to dinner or cuddling on the couch somewhere with his girlfriend, Ivy Slade. I imagined what he would do when he heard of my death. Would he cry? Scream? Throw a fit of despair? He’d already lost his best friend. Would losing me push him over the edge? Or was he falling in love with Ivy? Had he already forgotten me? Would the news of my death be just one more tragedy, a story they could tell their kids as they grew older, how daddy’s old girlfriend drowned tragically off the coast of St. Barths?

I scoffed a laugh at the thought of Josh and Ivy as a married couple. Forget Josh. What would Upton do? Would he miss me? Or would he just move on to the next girl? Would he ever know that it was one of his deranged exes who had done this? Would he even care?

The guy had claimed he loved me. But if he was so in love with me, how could he have just left me in the Ryans’ stateroom like that? We had gone down there to snag a little alone time and been caught half undressed by Mrs. Ryan and Poppy, one of Upton’s many ex-hookups. But instead of staying with me and pep talking me out of my abject humiliation, he had gone after Poppy to make sure she was okay. Was he still with her right now? Had he even realized I was missing? Why hadn’t he come to save me?

My chin dipped under the water and I surged up again. My arms were moving slower and slower. My eyes had closed. I was falling asleep. For a moment I fought against it, but I felt my lids growing heavy again. And then my nose was under. Heart panicking, I pushed up with all my might, but I barely got my chin above the surface.

This was it. I had nothing left. I had done my best, but this was how I was going to die. I thought of my mother. Of how sad she would be. And my dad. He definitely wasn’t going to take this well. I hoped my brother, Scott, would be there for them. The thought of the three of them alone together, without me, brought tears to my eyes and made my nose clog. I’m so sorry . . . but I can’t do this anymore. . . .

“There! I see something! Right over there! Shine the light!”

I closed my eyes. I was hallucinating. It was really over.

And slowly, I started to sink into the inky blue depths of the sea.

“Reed! Over here! I’m coming!”

I blinked. My brain told me I was hallucinating, but I raised my right hand just in case. The effort did me in, and instantly, I sank like a stone. Just before the water closed over my face, just before my eyes fluttered closed for the last time, I caught the briefest glimpse of a blond-haired boy tearing off his shirt and diving into the water.



DRAMATIC TEENAGERS



Through the slats of the white vinyl blinds, I could see palm trees. They rustled in the wind, backdropped by an impossibly blue sky. Big puffy white clouds chased one another across the window and out of view. Somewhere nearby a bird chirped happily. Where the hell was I? Why was the window on the wrong side of the bed? What was that incessant beeping and why wouldn’t it stop?

The brightness of the sun was too much. I turned my head away from the window and felt a tug on my neck, like something was stuck to the skin there. I reached my hand up to inspect and froze. Sitting at the end of my bed—a hospital bed, I now realized with a jolt—was Sawyer Hathaway, his hands clasped together under his chin. He was wearing a tuxedo shirt open over his bare chest, along with a pair of blue scrubs. His light blond hair was a tousled mess, as if it had air dried hours ago and not seen a comb since.

“Sawyer?” I croaked.

His gray eyes popped open and relief flooded his face. “You’re awake.” He stood up and moved so close to the head of the bed that I could see the flecks of brown in his irises. “Are you okay?”

As if that was even worth discussing. I simply stared up at him. “You saved my life.”

A blush lit his chiseled cheeks. He gripped the metal guardrail at the side of my bed, his knuckles white. “How do you feel?”

“What’s this thing on my neck?” I asked, lifting my hand.

I winced in pain and my arm dropped back down again. My muscles felt like lifeless bags of flour, as if I’d spent an entire day in the weight room at Easton. I tried to move my legs. Same thing.

“I can’t move,” I whimpered, closing my eyes.

“You were treading water for three hours,” Sawyer said.

“Three hours?” My eyes popped open again. “How did you even find me?”

Sawyer pulled his chair from the foot of the bed and sat right next to me. He clasped his hands and rested his elbows on his thighs, leaning forward.

“When Upton couldn’t find you at the party he got worried and sent everyone out to search the boat,” he explained. His voice sounded pinched. Like he was fighting for control. “No one could find you anywhere and Noelle lost it. Her dad insisted that the police send out search boats, and we all grabbed whatever boats we could find and searched too.” He unclasped his hands and rubbed them over his knees. “I was in a boat with Noelle and my dad and brother, so it’s not like it was just me who saved you.”

“Please,” I said, my heart welling as I remembered the fear, the sadness, the resignation. “I was just about to give up. If it wasn’t for you . . .” I took a deep, broken breath. “Thank you, Sawyer.”

His face lit up. For a moment it looked like he was trying to squash it, but the smile won out. Sawyer Hathaway looked me in the eye and smiled. It was only the second time I’d seen him do that since I’d arrived on the island. It was a very nice smile.

“You’re welcome,” he said simply.

“What time is it?” I asked. “Actually . . . what day is it?”

Sawyer smirked. “It’s December twenty-seventh. And it’s a little after three. You’ve been sleeping all day.”

I took a deep breath. I felt like I could sleep for ten days.

A hefty nurse with dark skin and long black hair stepped into the room, wearing a starchy-looking pink uniform. She widened her eyes at us, then angled her head back into the hallway.

“She’s awake!”

When she walked back into the room, she was followed by two police officers, one of them black, the other white. They were both tall, the black man broad and muscular, while his counterpart was more wiry. Both had stern, no-nonsense looks on their faces that made me instantly feel as if I was in trouble. They wore light blue polo shirts with blue shorts that showed their knees and leg hair, and sort of undermined their authority. I glanced at Sawyer, who had sat up straight at their entrance. His gaze was fixed on the cops.

“Good afternoon, Miss Brennan!” the nurse said in a Caribbean accent, walking around to the far side of my bed, across from Sawyer. “We are very happy to see you up and awake!”

“Thank you,” I replied, keeping one eye on the cops while she wrapped a blood pressure gauge around my upper arm. I realized for the first time that I was wearing a thin hospital gown, underpants, and nothing else. No bra to speak of. Then I realized with a start that when Sawyer had saved me I had been floating in the water in nothing but a tiny pair of black undies and an even skimpier strapless bra. My face burned, wondering how much, exactly, he, Graham, and Mr. Hathaway had seen.

“Miss Brennan, I’m Officer Marshall; this is Officer Gravois,” the white policeman said, pulling a small notebook out of the pocket of his shirt as he nodded at his partner. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay. Tired,” I replied.

He smiled slightly, but his partner maintained his dire expression.

“That’s understandable. But when you feel up to it, we’d like to ask you a few questions about your accident,” Officer Marshall said.

Accident? I felt an instant flash of shock and anger. The nurse removed the blood pressure gauge with a loud rip and I struggled to push myself up onto my elbows. The pain in my muscles was excruciating, but I managed to get there. Again, the bandage on my neck pulled at my skin, and I placed my hand over it, trying to calm a burning sensation beneath the dressing.

“I can talk about it now, thanks, and it wasn’t an accident,” I said. “I was pushed.”

“What?” Sawyer blurted.

“Pushed?” the nurse echoed.

“Excuse me?” Officer Gravois asked dubiously, speaking for the first time. He had a French-Caribbean accent, like the nurse did, which somehow made him sound even more condescending than he looked.

“Someone on the boat tried to kill me,” I said firmly. “They tore off my necklace and shoved me overboard.”

I winced, remembering the priceless jewels Noelle had lent me. Jewels that were now lost forever. That explained the burning sensation on my neck. The bandage must have been covering a cut left by all those diamonds and sapphires.

“Someone shoved you,” Officer Marshall said flatly.

Their doubt shot under my skin and I pushed myself up higher. The nurse procured some pillows from a closet at the foot of the bed and pushed them behind me, helping me to sit up.

“All I remember is this musky smell . . . like cologne or perfume,” I said. “And then someone ripped off my necklace and pushed me. That’s how I got this cut.” I turned my head so they could see the bandage. “Whoever did this is a thief and a murderer.”

“That would be attempted murderer,” Officer Gravois corrected with a chuckle. His partner hid a smile behind his hand. I noticed he was holding a pencil, but had yet to write down anything in his trusty notebook.

“You don’t believe me?” I demanded.

“Perhaps you are confused,” Officer Gravois said. “Or perhaps you feel embarrassed because the entire St. Barths police force was sent out looking for you for hours. You want to make it seem as if you are a victim, not a mere . . . what is the word . . . klutz?”

Okay. Now I was pissed.

“I’m not a klutz! Someone wants me dead. How can you not believe me?”

“You were drinking, no?” Officer Gravois said.

Suddenly I felt even more alone than I had out in the open ocean. I needed help. Someone was trying to kill me and these were the people who were supposed to help. It was their job. But apparently they were too lazy to do their job and preferred instead to mock me. Desperation burbled up in my veins, making my heart race like I’d downed ten cups of espresso.

“Actually, no,” I spat. “I had one glass of champagne. If I were drunk enough to imagine this entire thing, do you really think I could have treaded water for that long?”

“It wasn’t that long,” Officer Marshall said, flipping the pages in his notebook to check it. “It was only about three and a half hours.”

“That’s a long time!” Sawyer and I said in unison.

I glanced at Sawyer, grateful that I had someone on my side. The cops looked at each other, clearly amused by our overly dramatic antics.

“Look, you don’t understand. This isn’t the first time,” I said, growing more frustrated. “First, someone spooked my horse and almost sent me headlong over a cliff. Then my Jet Ski went haywire and exploded, and now this. Someone on the island is after me.”

My heart pounded as I told the story. I realized with a start that whoever was after me would probably try again. No. Not probably. Definitely. They’d already tried three times, so clearly, they were determined to get the job done. I swallowed hard, trying to dampen my fear.

“Miss Brennan, you must calm down,” the nurse said, touching her fingertips to my arm. “You need your rest.”

“I’ll rest if you tell these guys to listen to me,” I blurted.

“What’s going on here?”

Mr. Lange’s booming voice filled the room as he stormed in, followed by Noelle and Upton. I had never seen a more welcome sight in my life. Not only did the jackass police look instantly intimidated by Noelle’s father, but Noelle and Upton’s mere presence made me feel safe.

“We’re just interviewing Miss Brennan, sir,” one of the officers said. But I wasn’t paying attention, because I was too busy staring at Upton and wishing I could touch him. Suddenly, more than anything, I just needed to cuddle into his arms and stay there for about ten years. But the room was so full now, he couldn’t even get close enough to me to touch my hand. He and Noelle hung back near the foot of the bed while the nurse changed my IV bag. Noelle looked at me like she just wanted to hug me. I knew the feeling.

“Harassing her is what it sounded like,” Mr. Lange replied, crossing his arms over his chest. His handsome face was red with anger, the little lines around his mouth deeper than usual as he frowned. He glanced over at Sawyer and me. “What’s going on?”

“Reed told them she was pushed off the boat and they don’t believe her,” Sawyer said matter-of-factly.

“Pushed?” Noelle asked. She walked over to me now, practically shoving the nurse aside. Her long brown hair tumbled down her back in unwashed waves and she wore a plain white T-shirt, black shorts, and zero makeup. The most basic outfit I’d ever seen on her. “Who pushed you?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, my voice sounding small. “But I saw a . . . someone in a hooded jacket,” I said, suddenly recalling. I glared at the officers. “I saw them moving away from the railing when I broke the surface.”

“Can you describe this person?” Officer Marshall asked, his pencil at the ready. He cast a sidelong glance at Mr. Lange, as if he wanted to make sure Noelle’s dad saw him doing his job.

“No,” I said. “I couldn’t make out their face from the water.”

The nurse slunk out behind the officers’ backs.

“You have to admit, it sounds a bit far-fetched,” Officer Marshall said, looking at Noelle’s father.

Mr. Lange took a step closer to the officers. “If the girl says she was pushed, she was pushed. I expect you to take her accusation seriously.”

The two officers glanced at each other over Mr. Lange’s shoulder. I could tell they were still doubtful, but they finally acquiesced.

“Yes, sir. Of course,” Officer Marshall said. “Of course there will be a full investigation.”

“Good,” Mr. Lange said. “I’ll be calling your supervisor to make sure your department is aware of the gravity of the situation.”

Officer Gravois’s jaw clenched. I could tell he did not like the sound of this, and I was glad. Glad that he was unhappy. He looked over at me and attempted a smile. “Get some rest, Miss Brennan. We’re glad you’re all right.”

Yeah. Sure you are. More like you’re pissed off that I just created actual work for you to do.

The two cops left the room and we could hear them bitching to each other in French all the way down the hall. Mr. Lange whipped out his cell phone and speed dialed someone, his lips set in a tight line.

“I’m going to go speak to the doctors,” he said, holding the phone away from his ear for a moment. “Someone should be in here checking you out right now.” As he walked out he barked into the phone. “Get me the St. Barths police department. Now.”

“Thanks,” I called after him meekly. Finally, Noelle, Upton, Sawyer, and I were alone.

“That’s Daddy. Always multitasking,” Noelle joked.

“He doesn’t have to do all this,” I said, a bit awed by his concern for and defense of me.

“Sure he does. He likes to be in control,” Noelle said with a shrug.

Like father, like daughter. I heard him pause to talk to some people out in the hallway and recognized Taylor Bell’s voice. I glanced at Noelle quizzically.

“A bunch of people came to make sure you were okay,” she explained. “Dash, Kiran, Taylor, Tiff, Amberly, Gage, West . . .”

All my friends from Easton. Even Gage Coolidge, who usually called me Farm Girl. And Amberly, who was closer to frenemy than friend. Of course Poppy, Paige, Sienna, and Daniel, Paige’s brother, hadn’t shown. Why was I not surprised?

“You guys believe me, right?” I asked, looking around at my friends.

“Of course,” Sawyer replied.

My heart welled with gratitude. I was about to thank him, but then Upton walked over and paused next to his chair. “You mind, mate?” he said.

Sawyer glanced at him, hesitated, then got up, pushing the chair toward the wall with the back of his legs without a word. Upton leaned over and kissed my lips, running his hand over my forehead before dropping right down in Sawyer’s vacated seat.

“Just calm down and get some rest,” he said, clasping my hand in both of his. His deep voice and sexy English accent sent a pleasant thrill down my spine. The first pleasant sensation I’d had since I woke up. “We can deal with all of this later. Right now you just have to take care of yourself.”

“Okay,” I said, my voice full. “I’m so glad you guys are here,” I added, glancing at Noelle.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Noelle replied, pulling up another chair from under the window. “Just try to get some sleep.”

I nodded and leaned back into the pillows, clinging to Upton’s hand. A sense of peace came over me and I felt my eyelids growing heavy. Everything was going to be okay. Upton and Noelle would take care of me. And Sawyer. Sawyer had saved me. I wouldn’t even be here if not for him. Plus, he believed me. He was the only one other than Mr. Lange who had actually said he believed me.

I forced my tired eyes open, intending to thank him again, but when I glanced around the room, he was already gone.



STAY



My bags were packed and placed next to the front door of the Langes’ house, along with the footlocker brimming with college sweatshirts that Upton had given me for Christmas. Mr. Lange barked into his cell phone at the police, pacing around the glass-topped coffee table in the great room of the Langes’ vacation home. I stood near the door, my fingers toying with the tiny shell on my rope necklace—a Christmas gift from Sawyer, which I had put on for the first time that morning. I stared at the footlocker, letting my eyes focus and blur, focus and blur.

I’d been so happy on Christmas Eve. So in the moment with Upton. I wished we could have just stayed there forever, hanging out on the floor of his father’s study. Alone together. Where no one could touch us. I had to get out of here. How could I stay after everything that had happened? But I felt the loss of everything this trip could have been. It pressed against my chest like an iron fist.

“Is that everything?” Noelle asked, coming up behind me.

I jumped and let out an involuntary yelp. Apparently almost getting killed three times in a week can make a girl jumpy.

“Sorry. I forgot. No sneak attacks,” Noelle said, touching my shoulder lightly.

Her hair was back in a loose bun and she wore a black T-shirt dress with a neckline so wide the right side fell off her shoulder, exposing her perfectly tanned skin. She looked like a girl without a care in the world. Someone ready to spend her day lazing on the beach sipping piña coladas, just waiting for some hot guy to come along and reapply her suntan lotion. I had never been more envious of her than I was in that moment.

Carefree was not a state with which I was familiar.

“Yeah. That’s everything,” I said.

“Are you sure about this?” Noelle asked. “If you stay I swear I won’t let you out of my sight for the rest of the trip.”

“That’s comforting, but no thanks,” I said, taking a deep breath. “My parents are expecting me today and my mother is kind of freaking out after everything that’s happened. I think she’ll lose it if she doesn’t actually get to see me and make sure I’m in one piece.”

Noelle smirked. “Parents.”

“I know. Besides, whoever’s after me is on this island, so I think the best thing to do is just to get the hell off of it,” I added.

“Get the hell off of what?”

“Omigod,” I breathed, my hand flying to my chest.

Upton had walked up behind us from the great room, once again scaring the wind right out of me. He was wearing a soft-looking navy blue polo and white linen pants, and his feet were bare. His light brown hair had been tousled by the ocean breeze and he made no move to fix it. He was gorgeous. Of course he was. But my heart didn’t skip in excitement upon seeing him, like it had every other time he’d entered a room. Since being released from the hospital the afternoon before, I had been trying not to think about all those hours in the water alone. Instead, I’d been focusing on what had happened before my ignominious plunge.

Namely, that Upton had left me alone at one of the most humiliating moments of my life and run off to comfort Poppy Simon, the girl he had been hooking up with for the past few months—until he met me. Poppy was the person he’d been worried about after she and Mrs. Ryan had caught the two of us rolling around on the bed in Mrs. Ryan’s stateroom. Her feelings were the ones that mattered to him. Not mine. When I’d seen him at the hospital, my mind hadn’t even gone there. I was so happy just to be with him again, to be alive, that I’d momentarily spaced on how much he’d hurt me.

But now I remembered. And I was not happy.

“Where did you come from?” Noelle asked. She shot him a narrow-eyed look. I had told Noelle the entire stateroom story the night before, and she had been about ready to drive over to Upton’s and wring his neck. Girl always had my back.

“Walked up from the beach,” Upton replied, tilting his head toward the sliding glass doors that fronted the white sand and the pristine turquoise ocean beyond. His sandy flip-flops had been left by the open door. “I was going to ring you, but it’s such a gorgeous day I decided on a stroll instead. Now who’s getting the hell off what?”

“I am,” I said tonelessly. I picked up my hoodie, which I’d flung over the top of my suitcase, and shoved my arms into it. “I’m getting the hell off this island.”

Upton’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What? Why?”

He sounded shocked. Like he couldn’t think of a single reason I might want to go. I felt so angry and defensive that my shoulders actually curled.

“You seriously need to ask?” I blurted, zipping the sweatshirt violently. “In case you’ve come down with a case of sudden amnesia, one of your jilted girlfriends is trying to kill me. I’m not going to stick around here and give her the opportunity to finish the job.”

Noelle and Upton exchanged a look that made me want to grab the back of their heads and knock their skulls together. In the great room, Mr. Lange lowered his voice and paced over to the doors, staring out at the ocean as he spoke.

“Are you laughing at me?” I demanded, my face growing hot.

“It’s just . . . we know these people, Reed. We’ve known them since we were zygotes,” Noelle said. “They’re not capable of murder.”

“Yeah, but two years ago you never would’ve thought Ariana could kill anyone either,” I shot back, staring her down.

Noelle’s jaw clenched, but she never broke eye contact. She’d never been one to back down from a direct challenge, even when she was 100 percent wrong.

“For the record, I would have,” Upton said, raising a hand. “Girl was always a bit dodgy in my opinion.”

“Shut up, Upton,” Noelle said impatiently. “Okay, I never would’ve thought Ariana could kill anyone either, but Ariana was different. Poppy and Paige . . . they don’t have the guts to do something like this.”

“What about Sienna? You haven’t known her since you were ‘zygotes,’” I said sarcastically, throwing in some air quotes.

“No, but Sienna is harmless,” Upton said, stepping closer to me.

“Harmless? She left me in a shower stall for hours, freezing my ass off with no clothes,” I replied.

“Right. I’d forgotten about that,” Upton said, looking at his feet. “Okay, so she’s not harmless, but she’s not a violent person. You have to be quite mad to commit murder, Reed, and that’s not Sienna.”

His tone was placating, almost condescending. I glanced at Noelle. Both of them were looking at me as if I was some irrationally scared toddler. Like I’d just woken up from a nightmare and they were trying to convince me that the monsters weren’t real. But they were real. Someone had pushed me off that boat. I had felt their hands, smelled their fragrance, seen them slink away. Why didn’t anyone want to believe me?

“I don’t understand how you guys can act like nothing’s wrong,” I said, desperation welling inside my chest, constricting my lungs. “Someone is trying to kill me. They spooked my horse, they rigged my Jet Ski, they shoved me off a moving boat. Three times in the last week I’ve almost died. Don’t you get it? I can’t stay here.”

Tears welled up in my eyes, which frustrated me even more; I was playing into their image of me as a frightened, irrational baby. I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down. My vision was blurry as I glared at them in defiance, but no tears escaped.

“Reed, Misty and the Jet Ski . . . those were simply accidents,” Upton said, taking my hands lightly in his.

I clucked my tongue. “No, they—”

“But if you say someone pushed you off the boat, then someone pushed you off the boat,” Upton added, interrupting me. “And if you stay here, you’ll be available to the police. Maybe you’ll remember something that will help them sort it all out.”

I scoffed, my voice bubbly and wet. “Please. They’re not even going to investigate this. They think I’m some drunk, spoiled liar.”

“Oh, they’re investigating it,” Noelle said, glancing over her shoulder at her father, whose back was to us. “You saw how pissed off Daddy was. Believe me, he’s going to take care of it.”

Mr. Lange’s phone snapped shut and he huffed a sigh, muttering under his breath as he approached us. As always, his clothes were crisp and pressed—a light yellow button-down shirt over gray pants—but he looked tired. Exhausted, actually. He pressed the top of his nose between his thumb and forefinger before addressing me.

“Reed, I’m so sorry, but it looks like we won’t have access to the jet until tomorrow,” he said.

“What? Why?” Noelle asked.

His nostrils flared slightly. “Your mother has seen fit to fly it back to the States to pick up some sort of flowers she simply must have for the centerpieces at the gala,” he replied sarcastically.

Noelle sighed. “That’s Mom for you.”

Noelle’s mother was hosting her annual hospital benefit on the island the following week. She had been wrapped up in the plans ever since we’d arrived, and I’d barely laid eyes on her, even though I’d been living in her house for the past week. Which made sense if she was jaunting around the island in search of flowers.

“There is one commercial flight leaving for Philadelphia later today,” Mr. Lange said, checking the screen of his phone. “You’d have to connect through Atlanta, and of course I’d hire a car to drive you the rest of the way to Croton once you arrived. I feel horrible about this.”

“See? Now you must stay,” Upton said, squeezing my hand.

I loved how flying commercial wasn’t even an option for him. Before last year I’d never been on any kind of plane, never mind been spoiled into thinking a private jet was the only civilized way to go.

“No. It’s okay. I’ll take the commercial flight,” I replied, pulling my fingers away. Upton, for the first time, seemed to sense the cold vibe I was giving off. His brow creased and he pushed his hands into his pockets, looking dejected.

“Are you sure?” Mr. Lange asked. “I can have the jet gassed and ready for you first thing in the morning.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” I replied. “I’ll go today.”

“I’ll call my travel agent.” Mr. Lange flipped open the phone again, but Noelle held up a hand.

“Wait, Daddy.”

He did. She turned to face me.

“Reed, come on. Just sit tight one more day,” she said. “We can stay here on our beach, hang out at the house. I promise you won’t have to see Poppy, Paige, or Sienna if you don’t want to. You should get at least one day of relaxation out of this trip.”

I looked into her eyes and realized with a start that she felt guilty. Like all of this was somehow her fault. Why? Because she was the one who had invited me here? That was crazy. She had been trying to do something nice for me. It wasn’t her fault one of her friends had turned out to be a sociopath.

“Besides, you heard what Mr. Lange said,” Upton added. “You can take the private jet in the morning. You’ll be so much more comfortable and it’ll take half the time.”

Apparently my coldness hadn’t completely shut him down. Which was kind of nice. Part of me was glad that he wasn’t simply giving up on me. But if I stayed, I was going to have to talk to him. Figure out what had happened, what it meant, and where we stood. The very thought exhausted me.

“Please?” Noelle asked.

That one word stopped me cold. Noelle almost never said “please.” To her, just saying the word was akin to begging, which was not her style. I felt my resolve start to cave. I glanced at Upton, whose blue eyes stared back at me, open, questioning, almost vulnerable.

“Okay, fine,” I said finally, feeling my resolve melt. “But first thing in the morning, I am on that plane.”



NONTRAGIC



I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with warm, tropical air, and held it as I looked up at the blue-and-white brocade pattern of the umbrella overhead. The breeze fluttered the trim and blew the pages of Noelle’s magazine over her hand. Digging my toes into the toasty sand, I let out the breath and felt relaxed for the first time all day.

“Okay, maybe you were right,” I said, lifting my head from the soft beach blanket. “Maybe staying another day was a good idea.”

My parents hadn’t been too psyched when I’d called them, and my mother hadn’t said yes until I’d sent a picture of myself to her cell phone to prove I was okay. It had, of course, taken her an hour to find the picture and open it. Cell phone technology still eludes my parents. But in the end, they had agreed to let me stay.

“Never doubt me, Reed,” Noelle said blithely, lifting her strawberry kiwi smoothie and taking a sip from the straw. She languidly turned a page of Vogue and continued to read. Down the beach, I saw Paige, Poppy, Sienna, and Daniel, walking along, two by two. My heart caught and I instinctively curled my knees toward my chin, holding my breath as they got closer. One of those girls—most likely crazy little Poppy Simon—was trying to kill me. I was sure of it. Yet they were all friends with Noelle, so I was sure they were going to come over to say hi to her, while being fake-nice to me.

As they approached, I glanced at Noelle, whose eyes were trained on her magazine. I waited for her to look up, to see them and greet them, but she just kept reading. And then . . . they were passing us by. I saw Paige and Sienna whisper to each other, and all four of them quickened their steps and kept walking. My heart pounded in my temples. What was that about? Any normal person would have wanted to get the gossip about the girl who had almost died at the Ryans’ annual party. But then, they weren’t normal. Maybe they didn’t want to hear the gossip because they all knew that Poppy had pushed me, so they already knew all the details. But barring all of that, why didn’t they at least stop to say hello to Noelle, their lifelong friend? I breathed in and out as they strolled farther down the beach and out of sight.

Weird. That had been totally, completely weird.

I glanced up the beach again, uncurling my legs. A guy in green board shorts and a white T-shirt was walking along the water. For a moment I thought it was Upton. Perhaps sensing that I wasn’t quite ready to talk to him about everything just yet, he’d made some lame excuse to go home and promised to meet us for lunch. But one good squint and I realized I was looking at Sawyer, not Upton. I sat up and raised a hand to wave him down.

Noelle followed my gaze, saw Sawyer, then returned to her reading. As Sawyer turned his steps up the beach, I stood and dusted the sand off the back of my shorts. He was holding a single miniature conch shell, which he toyed with as he approached.

“Hey, Reed,” he said, squinting one eye. “Noelle.”

“What’re you doing all the way down here?” Noelle asked.

“I just wanted to come over and see how Reed was doing,” Sawyer said, looking at me. “Feeling better?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Still a little sore, but better.”

His eyes flicked down at my chest. “Hey. You’re wearing the necklace,” he said brightly.

Noelle glanced up as my fingers flew to the shell around my neck. “Yeah. I really like it.”

“Cool.” Sawyer was blushing. I could feel Noelle’s gaze burning into the back of my neck. “So, do you . . . I mean, are you okay to take a walk?” Sawyer asked as the wind blew his shaggy blond hair over his eyes.

“Definitely,” I said. I grabbed my sunglasses off the beach blanket and put them on. I didn’t want to get too far away from Noelle’s house, which we were currently parked in front of, but a quick walk with Sawyer wasn’t going to kill me. “We’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be right here,” Noelle said, refocusing on the magazine.

Sawyer and I walked down to the wet sand, where cool water lapped at our feet. He fiddled with his shell as we continued on down the beach.

“Listen, I wanted to thank you again,” I said, biting my lip.

He reddened and shook his head. “You don’t have to—”

“No. Not just for the dramatic rescue thing,” I said with a laugh. “For saying you believe me about being pushed off the boat.”

Sawyer’s head snapped up. “I wasn’t just saying that. I do believe you.”

“I know. So thanks. I don’t think anyone else really does,” I told him, curling my toes into the wet, sloppy sand with each step.

“Not even Upton?” he asked, his voice tight.

“He says he does, but . . .” I looked out at the water. “I think he doesn’t want to believe that someone he knows could do that.”

“That sucks,” Sawyer said. He stopped, turned toward the ocean, and pulled his arm back. With a flick of his wrist he sent the shell flying. It made the tiniest splash out on the water. Then he stood there and stared after it for a long moment, his expression brooding. “After everything you’ve been through the past couple of years . . . it must just suck when people don’t have your back.”

My skin prickled and I looked down at my bare toes. I hadn’t told Sawyer anything about my . . . history. “I guess people are talking about me, huh?”

Sawyer sighed. “You’ve been a major topic the last couple of days.” He glanced at me quickly as he stooped for another shell to throw. “Sorry.”

“No. It’s okay,” I said, even as my heart squeezed. I hooked my thumbs into the back pockets of my shorts and drew a wide arc in the sand with my toe. It instantly disappeared, sucked away by the salty water. “Bad things just kind of . . . happen to me,” I said. “Sometimes I think there’s this big gray cloud following me around. I want it to go away already.”

Sawyer nodded. He threw the shell, then drew a long line with his own toe. It disappeared, too. “I feel like that sometimes.” He looked up, across the water at the horizon, and tucked his hands under his arms. “I guess you’ve heard that my sister died a few months ago.”

“I did. I’m so sorry,” I said, my heart going out to him. Noelle had told me about the Hathaways’ loss earlier in the week. “What happened?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I heard the presumptuousness of them and wanted to take them back. “I mean, unless you don’t want to talk about it. I completely understand if—”

“No. It’s fine. I brought it up,” Sawyer said flatly. “She killed herself, actually.”

My hand covered my heart as I gasped. “What? Why?”

Sawyer looked at me for the first time. “That’s the thing. I have no idea,” he said, adjusting his arms over his chest, gripping himself even tighter. “She didn’t even leave a note.”

My hand was over my mouth now. “Omigod, Sawyer. I’m so sorry. That’s gotta be so . . .”

“Yeah. It is,” he said, nodding again and looking at the ground. “It’s the worst part . . . the not knowing.”

“God, I know how that feels,” I breathed.

Sawyer looked at me. I could feel him wanting to ask what I meant, but unlike me, he knew how to hold his tongue.

“My boyfriend Thomas . . . I’m sure you heard . . . He was killed last year,” I said.

“Ariana,” Sawyer said.

I froze at the unexpected uttering of her name. For a moment I’d spaced on the fact that she was part of the St. Barths crew. That Sawyer had actually known her.

“Yeah. But before we knew that he was dead, he just went missing. And those few days when I had no idea where he was or why he’d gone or if he was hurt or dead or just avoiding me . . . those were the worst few days ever. Not knowing something that huge is unbearable.”

“But you beared it . . . bore it . . . whatever,” Sawyer said with a quick laugh.

There was a pang of sorrow in my chest. I had never thought about it that way before. At the time I’d thought there was no way I would ever get through those days. But I had. And I had come out the other side.

“Yeah. I guess I did,” I replied with a slight smile.

“My dad always says, ‘What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger,’” Sawyer said confidently. Suddenly his whole demeanor changed. He rolled his shoulders back and his chest lifted, as if just saying those words pumped him up from the inside.

“I like that,” I said. “If it’s true, I should be about as strong as the Hulk by now.”

Sawyer laughed and I grinned. I had made the brooding boy laugh. Go me.

“Listen, there’s something I want to tell you. Graham said not to, but I think you should know,” Sawyer said.

My heart skipped a foreboding beat. “What is it?”

“That night on the boat, Kiran and Taylor realized you and Upton were gone and they started joking around about it. You know, stupid immature crap about where you were . . . what you were doing . . . ,” he said, avoiding eye contact.

I blushed and looked away.

“But then all of a sudden, Paige grabbed Daniel and pulled him off the craps table and they were all whispering and stuff and then they just disappeared,” Sawyer continued, his words tumbling over one another. “They didn’t come back until right before Upton and Poppy did.”

I swallowed a huge lump in my throat. So Upton had been with Poppy while I was getting almost-killed. What the hell was it with those two?

Focus, Reed. So not the point here.

“So you think . . . I mean, do you think that Paige or Daniel could’ve been the one who pushed me?” I asked, my voice quavering.

“I don’t know,” Sawyer replied firmly. “That’s all I saw. And five minutes later Upton realized you hadn’t come back to the party and we all started searching the boat. Including Paige and Daniel.”

I nodded, my heart slamming against my rib cage. I’d never liked the Ryan twins. Never trusted them. Now it seemed like I had a good reason.

“Should I not have told you?” Sawyer asked, his eyes full of worry.

“No. I mean, yes. It’s fine,” I said. “It’s good to know.”

For a long moment, I just let this information sink in. I stared out at the water and felt a wall of fear rising up inside my chest. A couple of nights ago I had been out there somewhere, alone and scared and freezing. I had almost died in that ocean. I had always suspected that Poppy might be behind the horse-riding incident and the Jet Ski thing. She was irate that Upton had dumped her and seemed a bit off in general—she’d even disappeared for a couple days without telling anyone. But perhaps I was wrong about her. Was it possible the Ryans were to blame?

“You wanna head back?” Sawyer asked.

I looked up the beach at Noelle. She was watching us from behind her big black sunglasses, keeping an eye on me as promised. I wanted to run over there and tell her what Sawyer had just told me, but I hesitated. What if she said I was crazy? What if she took Paige’s side? I so didn’t want to deal with being talked down to again.

Part of me wanted to stick close to her, simply because I always felt safe when Noelle was around, but I felt safe here, too. If anything, I felt more comfortable with Sawyer than I did with pretty much anyone else on the island. Not only did he believe my story, but he was actually trying to help me. Going against this stupid “since zygotes” St. Barths cult and telling me the truth.

Besides, not everyone had been through the sorts of losses we had been through. Not Upton, certainly. He thought he was so worldly, but nothing bad had ever happened to the guy. If I was living under a dark cloud, he was basking in the sun. It made him lucky, yes, but when it came down to it, it also made him kind of naive.

What I really needed right then was to be around someone who understood.

“Let’s walk a little farther,” I said.

“You sure?” Sawyer asked, concerned. “You must be tired.”

“I think exercise is probably good for me,” I told him, turning my back on Noelle and starting down the beach again. “But let’s talk about something else.”

“Something nontragic?” Sawyer said with a smirk.

“Nontragic would be perfect,” I replied.



SAFE



“Nothing’s going to happen to you in a crowded restaurant,” Noelle said as we got out of her BMW, which she’d just parked in front of Shutters, the St. Barths crew’s favorite hangout. She handed her keys to the valet and walked around the front of the car. Waiting for us under the colorful awning was a whole host of familiar faces. Dash McCafferty, Noelle’s maybe-on-again boyfriend, all polo-shirt preppy and blond, stood between Kiran Hayes and Taylor Bell, all of them watching me with a mixture of encouragement and pity. Kiran was wearing a red sundress, her long dark hair tied back in a loose French braid, while Taylor wore a cute madras dress, her blond curls still wet from the shower or the ocean. Upton was talking to Tiffany Goulbourne, gesturing hugely as he told some story that had her laughing. Sawyer, meanwhile, was standing next to Amberly Carmichael, watching me as she chatted his ear off.

“We’re all going to get a big table in the middle of the patio,” Noelle said, hooking her arm through mine. “You know you can trust these guys at least, right?”

I cast a suspicious look at Amberly. She blushed as she noticed her bra strap showing under the boat neck of her light blue dress and she quickly tucked it away.

“Yeah. I guess.” I said. But I’d be keeping my eye on the freshman, just in case. If there was one thing I’d learned over the past year, it was that sometimes the most innocent-looking people, the people you never considered, were the most evil people you’d ever encounter. And I already knew Amberly wasn’t as sweet as she appeared on the outside. But Noelle was family friends with her, and she was officially in Billings, the dorm I’d be moving back into when we got home, so it appeared I was stuck with her.

“Hi, Reed! How are you feeling!?” Amberly gushed as we approached. She didn’t care about me. She just wanted to feel like she was part of the drama.

“Fine,” I said, striding right past her.

I might be stuck with her, but that didn’t mean I had to be nice.

Taylor, Kiran, and Tiffany rushed over to greet me with hugs and cheek kisses and questions and concerns. Everyone was talking at once, and suddenly I felt completely overwhelmed.

“Come on, people. This isn’t a press conference,” Noelle said, tugging on my arm. “I’m sure they have our table waiting.”

Everyone immediately backed off. Noelle was, as always, in charge. I shot her a grateful look as we walked through the interior lounge area of the restaurant. We were about to hit the outside patio and seating area when Upton fell into step with me.

“You look lovely,” he said, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Relaxed.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

He slipped his hand into mine and entwined our fingers together. Part of me wanted to resist, but his expression was so hopeful, I let him hold on to me. We could talk about our issues later. For now, it felt nice to have his warm fingers clutching mine. Noelle let Upton and me walk ahead while she fell back to walk with Dash. I glanced over my shoulder at them and saw him brush her fingers with his. Noelle pulled her hand away but blushed as she suddenly became very interested in Kiran’s new shoes.

Things were finally getting back to normal.

We walked through the open double doors and out onto the patio en masse. The maître d’ grabbed a stack of menus and started toward a large round table right at the center of the patio. The slatted roof overhead allowed the sun to pour in over the white linen tablecloth, and all the silverware and glassware gleamed. The scents of Caribbean barbecue filled my senses, and my stomach growled audibly. Once again, I had to concede: Noelle had had a good idea.

Maybe I should just let her run my life from now on.

Upton pulled out a chair for me and I was about to sit when I heard a familiar, cloying laugh. Poppy’s laugh. I stood up straight and whirled around. Poppy, Paige, and Sienna were all seated at a small table near the corner, framed by gorgeous tropical flowers bursting from the planters all along the edge of the patio. Sitting there in their designer sundresses, their tan skin gleaming, their heads thrown back in laughter, they would have appeared to any normal person the perfect picture of privileged youth. All I saw was an evil triad of death.

As soon as they saw me, they started to whisper to one another behind their hands. What were they doing? Plotting their next attack?

I shoved the chair aside, stepped around a stunned Upton, and walked over to their table. Their laughing mouths snapped shut as I approached. Paige Ryan looked at me as if I was some kind of straggly half-drowned cat that had just washed up on the beach. She tossed her wavy auburn hair back from her face as she reached for her water goblet.

“Oh. It’s you,” she said, taking a sip as she looked away.

“Which one of you did it?” I spat, hovering over them. “Which one of you shoved me off that boat?”

The diners at the nearby tables fell silent. Someone’s fork clattered to the wooden floor. Sienna’s jaw dropped and all three of them exchanged an appalled look.

“Excuse me?” Sienna said in her thick Spanish accent.

“You could have killed me!” I shouted, gripping the back of the one empty chair at the table. Piled on it were their colorful Tod’s beach bags. I felt Upton walk up behind me, but I didn’t turn. I was too focused. “Do you think you’re so untouchable? Do you think you can try to murder someone and there won’t be any consequences? Which one of you did it? At least have the guts to look me in the eye and tell me!”

Sienna simply stared at me as if she was concerned for my mental well-being. Poppy scoffed and looked away. Paige raised her eyebrows, tilted her head, and took another sip of water. The entire patio was so quiet I could practically hear the ice melting in the glasses at the next table. All of my friends were still standing around our table, staring, clearly unsure of what to do.

“Wow, Upton. You definitely have interesting taste in girls,” Paige said, earning a laugh from the other two.

“You know what I think?” Poppy said in her crisp British accent, leaning forward with her elbows on the table. “I don’t think you were pushed. I believe you jumped. I believe this whole thing is just a cry for attention. So perhaps you should stop accusing people of something that didn’t even happen.”

The fingers on my right hand curled into a tight fist. I was so angry my vision actually went hazy. She was going to accuse me of making a play for attention? The girl who had disappeared off the island for days, neglected to return hundreds of phone calls from her friends and family, and let everyone think she was dead?

Upton’s hand fell on my shoulder. “Reed, perhaps we should just—”

“No!” I blurted, shrugging him off me. “I can’t believe you’re saying I made this up,” I said to Poppy. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

She rolled her eyes and took a bite of her salad.

“Reed,” Upton said.

“No! I just want to know. I just want to know who tried to kill me.”

“I believe I have the answer to that question,” a booming voice announced.

Upton and I turned around to find Mr. and Mrs. Ryan, as well as their son Daniel, striding through the restaurant. Everyone started whispering again as dozens of pairs of wide eyes followed the family’s progress across the patio. Mrs. Ryan stood behind her daughter, placing her hands on Paige’s shoulders, as Mr. Ryan stepped up next to Upton. Daniel hovered near the corner, as close to Poppy as he could get without falling off the edge of the deck. I was starting to understand the massive crush he had on her. Took a nutter to attract a nutter, apparently.

“What do you mean?” Upton asked.

“Reed, I’m so sorry about this,” Mr. Ryan began, turning a piece of paper around in his hands. “As it turns out, the person who attacked you was under our employ.”

“What?” Paige blurted.

“You mean she actually was pushed?” Poppy asked, her eyes wide.

If Upton hadn’t touched my wrist right then, there’s a very good chance I would have given her a black eye.

“It was Marquis,” Mr. Ryan said.

I blinked, taken aback. Marquis was a nice man who worked as a maître d’ at Shutters and occasionally waitered at parties for the Ryans. The members of the St. Barths crew were friendly with him and he’d always seemed perfectly normal. I couldn’t believe the man with the welcoming smile and easy laugh had tried to kill me.

“No,” Upton said. “We’ve known him for years. Why would he—”

“It seems his family has fallen on hard times,” Mr. Ryan explained. “He was after the necklace. The police found it in his house. We are all so sorry, Reed. As Upton mentioned, we’ve known the man for years. I never would have thought him capable of something like this.”

My mind whirled with the news. If this was true, then no one was trying to kill me. I had just been collateral damage. The runaway horse and the faulty Jet Ski were just accidents, like Upton had said. No one wanted me dead. I was safe. Perfectly safe. Right?

“This is unbelievable,” Upton said.

“But it’s good news, right?” Noelle said, walking over to us. It seemed everyone in the small restaurant had heard Mr. Ryan’s announcement. “I mean, I liked Marquis too, but this means Reed can stay. It means you’re safe,” she told me. She even spoke slowly, like she was addressing someone who had just learned the language.

“Right,” I said. “I guess so.”

“Miss Brennan, my husband and I feel responsible. If there’s anything we can do to make this up to you, please just ask,” Mrs. Ryan said in a formal tone.

I glanced up at her and her beady eyes bored into mine. Suddenly I couldn’t help recalling in full detail the last time I had seen her. When she’d caught Upton and me half naked in her stateroom. My face colored and I looked around at the table. Paige, Poppy, and Sienna were all glaring at me. Of course they were. I had just accused them of attempted murder. And as it turned out, I was wrong.

I cleared my throat and wiped my palms on my shorts. “Um . . . I’m sorry about the . . . about what I just said. I guess you guys had nothing to do with it.”

So why did I still feel so very uncertain? Sawyer’s words niggled at the back of my mind. If Paige and Daniel were innocent, then where had they gone off to that night? Why had they disappeared? But if Marquis had done it, I guess it didn’t matter where they’d gone. They must have been off doing something else. It was all just a coincidence.

“Gee, you think?” Paige blurted. “I can’t believe you think you can just come over here and—”

“Paige,” Mr. Ryan said vehemently. In two seconds he’d gone from white with sorrow to red with rage. Paige sank in on herself slightly as she looked up at her father. She cleared her throat and took another sip of water before looking at me again.

“Apology accepted,” she said in a clipped tone. “Right, girls?”

Sienna snorted and Poppy’s eyes clouded with ire. “Yeah,” she said tersely. “Absolutely.”

“Thanks,” I replied, playing my part in the little charade.

“Come on,” Upton said. He took my hand and held it between both of his. “Let’s go order.”

I nodded mutely and let him and Noelle lead me back to the table. Relief flooded my body with each step, and I felt light as air. It was over. Really and truly over. I could stay on St. Barths after all. I could work things out with Upton and enjoy the rest of break. Finally, finally everything was going to be okay.



SO JUVENILE



“We need to talk.”

I dropped down on the colorful, striped beach blanket next to Upton’s. He laid aside his iPhone and gave me a killer smile. “Well. That sounds ominous,” he said.

All around us, our friends were going about usual beach business, chatting, dozing, or racing along the water’s edge. After lunch, we had all adjourned to the beach in front of the Simon Hotel, Poppy’s parents’ establishment. Even the evil triad, as I was now calling them in my mind—although they had apparently not tried to kill me—was in attendance. Though they, along with Daniel and Weston Bright, had set up camp a few conspicuous yards up the beach away from the rest of us. I glanced back at them and caught the triad watching me as they whispered to one another, their heads close together. My heart skipped a nervous beat. I knew they were seriously pissed off that I had publicly accused them of attempted murder, and I wondered what they were talking about now—or planning. I hoped that I would not be spending another afternoon locked up in a shower stall . . . or something much worse.

“Everything okay?” Upton asked.

I took a deep breath and turned to face him. I had to try to focus on the task at hand. “Not really.”

There was a tiny stick between us in the sand. I picked it up and used it to doodle my name in the soft powder. I knew that if I was going to be staying on in St. Barths, I had to deal with what had happened on the Ryans’ boat. So why was there a ball of dread sitting in the center of my stomach?

“It’s about casino night,” I said, watching the stick as I started a series of curlicues. “You know when Poppy and Mrs. Ryan found us . . .”

“Ah.” Upton crossed his legs in front of him. “Let’s have it, then.”

Did he really not know what he’d done? The thought was so frustrating it immediately crowded out my trepidation.

“You went after Poppy,” I said under my breath, glancing back at her to make sure she wasn’t in hearing range. Girl was still conspiring with the rest of the evil triad. “Do you have any idea how that felt? I was mortified and you left me there alone and went after your ex.”

Upton looked legitimately confused. His brow furrowed and he, too, looked back at Poppy and the others. “You mean after she and Mrs. Ryan came—” Suddenly his face filled with realization and he laughed. “Oh, Reed, I didn’t go after Poppy. I went after Paige’s mum.”

I blinked. “What?”

“It’s all a proper misunderstanding,” he said, lifting my hand and holding it with both of his. “Listen, Mrs. Ryan is good friends with my mum and dad and I just wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to go tattling on me. My parents, they’re . . . they can be quite old-fashioned sometimes, so if they were to find out what we were doing . . .”

“You were worried about getting in trouble with your parents?” I asked, flabbergasted.

“When you put it that way, it sounds silly, but it was more about you,” he said, reaching over to tuck a stray hair behind my ear. “I didn’t want them thinking you were, you know, that kind of girl.”

He pressed his teeth together in a sort of grimace and I laughed even as I blushed. I didn’t exactly care what Upton’s parents thought of me, but maybe it was good that Mrs. Ryan and Poppy had stopped us. It gave me more time to consider how far, exactly, I wanted to take this thing with Upton. To figure out if I was really that kind of girl.

“So you didn’t go off to comfort Poppy. Because Sawyer said that when you came back to the party, you were with her,” I told him.

Upton’s expression clouded and he hesitated for a second. “Oh. Maybe for a minute, but just for a quick chat. Then I didn’t see Poppy again until we boarded a search boat to go out looking for you.”

I glanced past Upton’s shoulder at Sawyer, who sat on a towel closer to the water, hunched over a tattered novel. He had seemed to think it was more than a quick chat. Was it possible that he had simply inferred something that wasn’t actually there? Or was Upton downplaying it on purpose?

“So, are we friends again?” Upton asked, looping one strong arm around my shoulders and pulling me into him. I sighed, happy to be so close to him again.

“I guess I can take you back,” I joked.

“I appreciate your benevolence,” Upton smirked.

“Gage! Quit it!” Kiran squealed, running up the beach from the water, her long dark hair soaking wet and her tan body beaded with water. Gage Coolidge chased after her with a huge dead crab, its limp legs flapping around as he taunted her with it. Classic immature Gage. Sometimes I wondered why they ever let the guy graduate kindergarten.

“What? The international supermodel is afraid of a little crustacean?” Gage said, holding it out as he lunged for her.

Kiran squealed and whirled away. “Hello? Aren’t any of you guys going to save me?”

“I’m on it!” Graham volunteered, tossing the volleyball to Dash. He raced down the beach and charged Gage, tackling him to the sand. The crab went flying and dropped to the ground right at Amberly’s feet. She screamed and scampered away on her hands and knees, kicking sand all over Noelle’s back as she lay on her towel.

“Amberly! What the hell?” Noelle spat.

“Sorry! He threw a dead thing at me!” Amberly whined.

Noelle rolled her eyes and turned her head away from Amberly. Graham and Gage, meanwhile, laughed, grunted, and trash-talked as they wrestled each other in the sand. Kiran, looking decidedly untraumatized, walked over, grabbed her towel, and dropped down at my other side.

“You know what we need?” she said as Graham shoved Gage’s face into the sand with the heel of his hand. She blithely rubbed her hair with the towel. “A party.”

“There’s a shock,” Noelle muttered.

Dash trotted over to join us now that the volleyball teams were uneven, trailing Tiffany and Taylor, who had been playing with the guys. They all stood around in a semicircle, watching as Gage flipped Graham over and pinned him to the ground.

“Nice move, dude!” Dash yelled as he sat.

“No, I’m serious!” Kiran said. She flicked a speck of sand off her flat stomach and leaned back on her elbows, stretching out her perfect bikini body for all to see. “I think we need a New Year’s Eve–slash–Thank You, Sawyer, for Saving Reed’s Life party.”

“You hear that, Sawyer?” Graham shouted to his brother as he pushed Gage off himself and stood. He walked over to Sawyer and dragged him up off his blanket. “Kiran wants to throw you a party!”

Upton picked up the stick I’d been playing with earlier and jabbed it at the sand.

Graham got Sawyer in a headlock and bullied him over to our group. By the time they got there, Sawyer’s face was bright red—either from exertion or embarrassment or both.

“You really don’t have to do that,” Sawyer replied, shoving Graham off him.

Upton tossed the stick at the ground, where it happened to land near Sawyer’s feet. I felt a sizzle of tension pass between the two guys. Was Upton angry that he hadn’t gotten to play the hero that night? I nudged him with my shoulder.

“Kiran’s right,” Upton said quickly, clearing his throat. “A party is definitely in order.”

“Woo hoo!” Kiran cheered.

“But New Year’s Eve is three days away. Can you really plan a proper party in that time?” Upton asked.

“You so underestimate me, Mr. Giles,” Kiran joked. She whipped her BlackBerry out of her canvas tote and started dialing. “I’m going to start making arrangements right now.”

As Kiran did her party-planning thing, Graham started up with Sawyer and soon a new wrestling match ignited. Gage and Dash both joined in, and before I knew it Upton was on his feet and rushing into the scrum. Even West and Daniel got involved.

“Boys,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes as she sat up to watch. “So juvenile.”

But of course we all couldn’t help watching and laughing as they tossed each other around in the sand. For the first time in days I felt completely happy, completely at ease. I felt like my vacation was just about to start.



AN OFFER



“Aren’t you glad you stayed?” Taylor said as we stepped through the automatic sliding doors to the Simon Hotel’s gilded lobby the following night for dinner. The marble-tiled floor shone beneath our Jimmy Choos, and almost every surface was bursting with pink and purple blooms. A three-piece band played Caribbean music softly in the corner, the steel drum gonging a happy tune. I took a deep breath of the salt air and smiled. We were there to meet up with the rest of the crew and have dinner at the Simon’s most exclusive restaurant. Everyone had dressed up for the occasion. I saw a few heads turn as Taylor and I paused to wait for Kiran and Noelle.

“Yeah. I kind of am,” I replied giddily.

“That dress is killer, Reed,” Kiran said, stepping up behind me with Noelle. I was wearing a black dress with a halter neck and a slim skirt—a dress Kiran had bought for me our first day on the island—and I did feel rather killer. “Upton’s going to have a stroke when he sees you.”

“Let’s hope not,” I replied. “I don’t think I can handle a sudden death.”

“What do you say we make a pact never to utter the word death again,” Noelle suggested, lifting her thick brown hair over her shoulder. She was wearing a black strapless dress that made mine look like a muumuu. “At least until we get back to Easton.”

“Deal,” I replied with a laugh.

“There they are,” Taylor said, lifting her chin. The rest of our group was gathered around the lobby bar, their voices gradually growing louder and more jovial, filling the high-ceilinged room. The cool air chilled the bare skin of my arms as I crossed the room, concentrating on not teetering in the four-inch heels Kiran had lent me. The last thing I wanted was for Upton to see me fall flat on my face. But as I stepped up next to Tiffany and Amberly, I realized Upton was nowhere to be found.

“Hey, girls,” Tiffany said, lifting a champagne flute. “Grab a glass at the bar.”

The three of them obliged while I held back.

“Hey, Tiff, where’s Upton?” I asked.

“Lounge,” Tiffany said, nodding to a wide doorway across the way. “But I don’t know if you want to go in there.”

“Why not?” I asked, my heart thumping extra hard.

“He’s with Poppy,” she replied, lowering her voice.

A slick of dread washed down my spine, but I shoved it aside. Somehow Poppy always seemed to manage to corner Upton. But I wasn’t just going to stand there and wait for them to come back. I was going to go get my man. Show her I was not about to be intimidated.

“Thanks.” I tucked my black clutch under my arm, strode purposefully across the lobby. Suddenly four-inch heels were not an issue. Adrenaline can be such a fabulous thing.

Leather chairs dotted the lounge and several older men smoked cigars near yet another bar. The lighting was darker in here and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but when they did I saw Upton and Poppy standing in the corner near a grand piano, arguing.

“If you think I’m just going to take this you are absolutely mad,” Poppy said, her expression incredulous.

“Then I suppose I’m mad,” Upton replied, resting his hand on the piano.

“Everything okay?” I asked loudly, walking over to them.

Poppy whirled around at the sound of my voice. Her one-shouldered dress was covered with colorful swirling stripes. I suppose it was made by some famous designer, but it looked like something I could get at Target for $14.99.

“I wish I had never laid eyes on you,” she snapped at me, striding past. Then she paused and turned around to face me. “Just so we’re clear, that wasn’t a death threat, Miss Paranoia. I don’t want the coppers to come banging down my door.”

Then she laughed and walked away. Through the open door, I saw Daniel make a beeline for her. He reached for her in a solicitous way, but she raised her hand and kept walking, completely blowing him off. Daniel’s jaw clenched. Then he turned around and drove his fist into one of the columns near the wall. I flinched as a few people nearby yelped in surprise. Then Daniel took off out the back door of the hotel, his hand tucked under his arm.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“That was Daniel not controlling his infamous temper,” Upton replied, placing his hands on my shoulders from behind. “You look gorgeous, by the way,” he said in my ear, sending a thrill down my side. He kissed my shoulder and nuzzled my neck. Suddenly, all I could think about was getting him alone. This guy had a major effect on my insides.

But I couldn’t let myself get distracted.

“Thanks,” I replied, turning around. “But I wasn’t talking about Daniel. What were you and Poppy arguing about?”

Upton put his arms around my waist and pulled me closer. “She’s just cross because I backed out of a fund-raiser. It’s this thing in London her parents throw every spring, and I’d said I’d take her, but I can’t.”

“Why not?” I asked.

Upton raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Do you really have to ask?”

I blushed. “Answer please,” I joked.

“Well, if you must know, I have a feeling I’m not going to be going out on many dates with other girls from now on,” he said, running his fingertip down my cheek. “After you, everyone else would be sodding boring. I couldn’t bear it.”

I grinned uncontrollably. “Really?”

“Really,” he replied.

I couldn’t believe it. Upton the ultimate player was actually going to stop playing . . . because of me. My heart fluttered in my chest like a hyper butterfly.

Upton leaned down and touched his lips to mine. It was a deep kiss. Full of meaning and intent and mushy emotions I would normally get lost in. But this time, I couldn’t stop . . . thinking. Did canceling a date three months from now mean that he wanted to stay together? That he wanted to do a long-distance thing? Could a lifelong player like himself really go from sixty to zero that quickly? Before long I found myself pulling away from him.

“That’s really sweet, Upton, but . . .”

“But what?” he asked.

“You’re going to be in England and I’ll be in Connecticut,” I said, lifting a shoulder. “I don’t expect you to be my long-distance boyfriend.”

“What if I want to be?” Upton asked without hesitation, pushing his hands into his pockets.

Yes. Yes, yes, yes. That was all I wanted to say in that moment. Upton was so much more mature than the guys I was used to. So easygoing and drama free (if you didn’t count his crazy exes). I would have loved to have had a long-term boyfriend like him. He made me feel safe and loved and most of all . . . carefree. He saw the world as full of possibility, and he made me see it that way too.

But then my rational side kicked in. Maybe Upton had told me he was falling in love with me, but I didn’t exactly expect that to translate into a future for us. It was great that he was offering to be my one and only, but what if he went back to England and realized he couldn’t do it? Even if he didn’t, I knew I’d always be suspicious. Did I really want to be hanging out at Easton, all celibate and alone, wondering where he was at every moment . . . and with whom?

“Can I think about this?” I asked. “It’s kind of a new concept for me.”

“Take all the time you need,” Upton said, reaching for my hand with a smile. He seemed pretty confident that I’d eventually agree. “In the meantime, I was thinking we should do something fun together tomorrow. Something that will get our minds off everything that’s happened in the last few days.”

“I don’t know. Every time we do something fun I almost end up dead,” I said, only half joking.

Upton laughed as we walked back into the lobby together. “Are you turning me down?”

“Not exactly,” I said, swinging our hands between us. “What if we just do something chill? Lay low for a day.”

Upton paused and looked at me in a suggestive way. “Lay low? I like the sound of that.”

“Ha-ha,” I said flatly. “You’re hilarious.”

He pulled me to him and gave me another quick, firm kiss. “Whatever you want,” he said, looking me in the eye. “I’m there. The next few days . . . they’re all about you.”



BREAKFAST DATE



I didn’t sleep all night. All I could think about were Upton and his proposal. This thing with him was supposed to be just a vacation fling. Nothing more. Something fun to pass the time. Yes, I had developed feelings for him over the past week. Serious feelings. But were they the kind of feelings that could sustain a long-distance relationship? A relationship that would span a whole ocean? Separate continents? Different time zones?

And what about Josh? Yes, I knew he was with Ivy, but the last time I’d seen him he’d implied—practically stated—that he still loved me. If there was a chance that he and I could be together, did I really want to risk that?

Wait. No. I wasn’t just going to sit around like a loser and wait for Josh to wake up and smell the true love. He hadn’t even called me or texted me once since I’d been here. Not even on Christmas Day.

But if I stayed with Upton, when would I ever see him? Holidays? Long weekends? I knew what my friends would say. I was only sixteen. Now was not the time to become a nun.

When my phone beeped at 6 a.m., I was so excited for a distraction I fell out of my bed reaching for it.

The text was from Sawyer, the message simple:

Shutters for bfast? 7?

Oh, I was so in. If I didn’t get out of this room soon, I was going to start clawing the stucco walls, which would seriously screw up the French manicure Taylor had given me after I’d gotten out of the hospital. Maybe Sawyer would even have some advice for me. He knew Upton, and he seemed like a levelheaded guy. This could be exactly what I needed. I texted back.

Im there!

I showered quickly and dressed in a simple blue skirt and white T-shirt, bringing along my hoodie just in case. My hair was still slightly damp when I padded through the door of Shutters an hour later in my flip-flops, having borrowed one of the Langes’ mopeds to get myself there. (Waking up Noelle for her car keys was not an option. Unless I wanted to lose a limb.)

The restaurant was dotted with diners, mostly couples, but not nearly as crowded as it would be in a couple of hours when the regulars would roll in for their breakfast. Sawyer was sitting at the corner table that Poppy, Paige, and Sienna seemed to prefer, and for once, his face wasn’t bent toward a book. He was watching the door intently and stood up when I arrived. His black T-shirt was as wrinkled as if he’d slept in it, and his cargo shorts hung loosely on his thin frame. As always, his blond hair was brushed forward toward his face.

“Can I help you?” the maître d’ asked.

“Just meeting a friend,” I said, gesturing in Sawyer’s direction.

The man smiled and I wove my way around the tables to join Sawyer. The morning breeze was oddly cool and almost crisp. I untied my sweatshirt from around my waist and pulled it on.

“Hey, Reed. Thanks for coming,” Sawyer said, sitting only after I had seated myself.

“No problem. Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, fine,” Sawyer said. He stuffed his hands under his arms and hunkered down in his chair, trying to escape the wind. “I just couldn’t sleep.”

“Me neither!” I replied, perhaps a bit too manically. For some reason, when I don’t sleep, I seem to have a ton of energy. At least first thing in the morning.

“Really?” Sawyer’s face lit up. Misery loves company. “Does that happen to you a lot?”

“Not a lot,” I replied.

Only when people are missing, or someone’s stalking me, or all my friends stop talking to me, or a sexy video of me gets sent out to my entire school, or some guy I like asks me to be his long-distance girlfriend. So yeah. Hardly ever.

“Oh.” He seemed disappointed. “It happens to me all the time.”

The waiter delivered our menus and I set mine aside. After eating here practically every morning of the trip, I had the thing memorized.

“I was having deep thoughts,” I confessed, crossing my arms on the tabletop.

Sawyer raised his eyebrows as he looked up from his menu. “About what?”

“Upton,” I replied.

“Oh.” He looked down again and set the menu aside. When his eyes met mine, there was something guarded in them, even as he attempted to smile. “What about him?”

“He wants me to be his long-distance girlfriend,” I told him. “He wants me to . . . commit.”

“You don’t want to do that,” Sawyer said firmly. He didn’t even hesitate. It was as if the words had been on the tip of his tongue for days, just waiting to vault out.

“I don’t?” I asked.

“It’s crap. Upton doesn’t commit. It’s not in his DNA,” Sawyer replied.

“But he—”

“Trust me,” Sawyer said in a no-nonsense tone. “Sure, he cares about you now. In the moment he’s all about whoever he’s with. But a girl like you . . . you’re too good for him. You don’t want to get in any deeper with Upton Giles. You’re just going to end up hurt.”

The way he said Upton’s name made it sound like an insult. Like he was talking about some gross venereal disease. My face started to burn. I might have been uncertain about committing to a transatlantic relationship, but that didn’t mean I didn’t care about Upton. That I didn’t think he was a good person. Yet here Sawyer was, insulting the guy to my face. Judging both of us, really.

The waiter came and took our orders. My hand trembled as I handed the menu back to him. There was a hot, frustrated anger bubbling under the surface of my skin, but Sawyer seemed oblivious. He took a sip of his water and crunched on an ice cube, leaning back in his chair.

“How do you know what kind of girl I am?” I asked.

Sawyer blinked. “What?”

“You barely know me,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “How do you know what kind of girl I am? Maybe I am the kind of girl who wants to get in deeper with a guy like Upton. Who, by the way, has been nothing but sweet to me since I got here.”

My words hung in the air between us. Sawyer just sat there, staring at me. He didn’t blush or stammer or squirm. He didn’t move a muscle.

“Sorry,” he said finally. “You’re right. I don’t know you.”

I had no idea what to say next, but suddenly I didn’t feel like being there anymore. So much for a chat with Sawyer making me feel better. My foot bounced up and down under the table, expending some of my pent-up energy. I looked away and lifted my glass, preoccupying myself with a long sip.

“Are you mad?” he asked.

“No,” I replied. A knee-jerk no.

“You’re mad.” He let out a sigh. I had yet to look at him again, but I heard him scoot his chair forward and, from the corner of my eye, saw him lean his torso into the table. “Don’t be mad. I’m sorry. It’s just . . . you remind me so much of her, I guess I just assumed—”

“Who do I remind you of?” I asked, finally meeting his gray eyes.

Sawyer’s face flooded with color. “No one. Forget it.”

“No. There’s no ‘forget it’ now,” I said. “Who do I remind you of?”

He brought one hand to his forehead, pushing his thick bangs aside. “My sister. You remind me of Jen.”

My skin prickled, wondering what that meant, exactly. The waiter delivered our food—a neat stack of fruit-topped pancakes for me, scrambled eggs for Sawyer—but I didn’t even look at it. Sawyer held my gaze for a brief moment, but the effort was too much for him. He glanced away.

“It’s just really hard, being here without her,” Sawyer said, looking out at the ocean. “I didn’t want to come, but everyone insisted. And then seeing you . . . and you with him . . .”

My heart contracted. “Was Jen with Upton?”

Sawyer scoffed. His eyes looked glassy. “Everyone has been with Upton at some point.”

I knew this. Of course I knew this. It was all I had heard since before I’d met the guy. But my stomach turned nonetheless. Upton had been with Jen Hathaway. Sometime in the recent past, I had to assume, since it still stung Sawyer. A girl Upton had been with was dead. Had committed suicide.

Maybe he knew more about tragedy than I imagined.

“Anyway, I’m sorry,” Sawyer said. “I didn’t invite you here for this. I thought . . . I just thought it would be cool to hang out. You know, without everyone else.”

I took a deep breath. It was well past time to change the subject. I was grateful for the opening. “You’re not big on crowds, huh?”

“Hate them,” Sawyer said with a small, but wry, smile. “Especially this one. I’ve known them since I was a kid, but I’ve never felt like they wanted me around.”

“Hmm . . . I’ve been getting that too,” I said.

“Jen made it easier,” Sawyer told me, lifting his knife. He paused. Both of us were moving slowly, as if tentatively testing the waters to make sure we wanted to continue in each other’s company. “She always figured out a way to get me involved.”

“Siblings can be good like that,” I said, thinking of my own brother, Scott, who had always let me hang out with his friends even when he thought I was a raving dork. I wondered how this trip might have been different if Jen were here. Whose side would she have taken? Paige, Poppy, and Sienna hadn’t spoken to me once at dinner last night. Hadn’t even looked in my direction. I wondered if Jen would have sided with them and given me the cold shoulder, or if she would have been okay with me and Upton.

If Sawyer was right—if Jen and I were anything alike—I liked to think she would have been on my side.

“That’s why I was so surprised when Kiran had the idea for this party. I thought she didn’t know I existed,” Sawyer said as he reached for the butter. “I’m kind of nervous about it, actually.”

“Nervous?” I said. “Why?”

“No one’s ever thrown a party for me before,” he replied, blushing. “And I’m not big on the spotlight.”

“Oh. Yeah. I get that.” I cut into my pancakes as a stiff breeze caused the tropical flowers to dance in their planters. My shoulders started to relax. For a minute there I’d gotten so embroiled in the drama, I’d forgotten where I was, but now the fresh air rushed over me. Soothed me. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure they don’t get too crazy.”

“Yeah?” Sawyer asked hopefully.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I mean, I still think you deserve a party, but it can be more like a soiree and less of a—”

“A brouhaha?” he asked.

“I was thinking hootenanny, but we can go with yours,” I joked.

Sawyer laughed and the last of the tension melted away from the table. Obviously he was still dealing with some strong emotions about his sister’s death, so I wasn’t about to hold a grudge about the things he’d said. I understood how that could happen. I was sure I’d said and done some regrettable things after Thomas had died. There was something reassuring about hanging out with someone who understood the dark side of things. Who wouldn’t judge me if ever I suffered from verbal vomit.

I had a feeling that Sawyer and I were going to be really good friends.



STORYTELLING



I gripped the underside of my seat as the sailboat tipped sideways and sea spray showered over me, stinging the bare patches of skin. My heart lurched as we tipped even further and I looked down at my life vest. Was this skimpy little thing really going to keep me afloat when we capsized?

“It’s beautiful out here today!” Upton shouted as he raced from one side of the boat to the other, turning this crank and adjusting that rod. He wasn’t even wearing a vest. What if he slipped and fell overboard? Then I’d be stranded on this boat all alone with no idea how to turn it around and save him. What the hell was he thinking, bringing me out here? What had I been thinking when I said yes? We should have been spending the day on the beach, where it was nice and dry and solid and safe.

“Having fun yet?” he asked jovially, hanging on to a sail line and swinging back and forth.

I forced myself to look out at the water, trying to see this beauty he was so hopped up about, but all I could see was me. Alone. Floating. Sinking. Almost drowning.

That was it. Forget this ‘brave Reed’ act. I couldn’t take it anymore.

“How much longer are we going to be out here?” I asked.

“What?” Upton replied.

“I don’t think I can do this!” I shouted, my knuckles smarting from the force of my grip.

Upton’s face paled. He seemed to really see me for the first time on our sail. He dropped down onto the gleaming wood deck and teetered his way over to me, hanging on to whatever ropes were in reach.

“Are you all right?” he asked, crouching in front of me.

“If this is your idea of lying low . . .”

Upton covered his eyes with his hand, then slid it down to cover his mouth. He looked stricken. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I should have realized. To me this is relaxing, but obviously to you . . . I’m such an idiot.”

I didn’t say anything to refute this conclusion.

“I was going to anchor the boat out here for a little while,” he said. “But if you want to go back—”

“Anchor?” I said, my voice a squeak. “As in stop moving?”

“That’s generally what an anchor does, yeah,” he joked.

“I think I could maybe handle that.”

“All right, then. We’ll try it,” he said. “But if you want to go back, just say the word.”

“Thanks,” I said, already feeling more secure. “I will.”

Fifteen minutes later, the boat was at rest. Aside from the gentle lolling as it dipped up and down with the waves, there was no movement. Upton helped me up from my perch at the center of the boat and gripped me tightly as I walked on quaking legs to the stern. The area was lined with benches covered with colorful striped cushions. There was a picnic basket, filled with gourmet breakfast foods no doubt, in the center of the wood-paneled floor. I had yet to tell Upton about my early breakfast with Sawyer, figuring that if Sawyer had such negative feelings about Upton, then Upton might feel the same way about Sawyer.

“Is this okay?” Upton asked as I sank onto the soft bench.

“This’ll work,” I replied, my voice steady.

Upton sat down next to me and put his arm around my shoulders. I curled against him, my bulky life vest shifting awkwardly toward my opposite shoulder. His chest rose and fell steadily beneath my cheek, and I could just make out the beating of his heart. He ran his fingers back and forth over my upper arm and I sighed.

“Yeah. This will definitely work.”

Upton shifted and I tilted my head back so I could see him. He moved his fingers to my face and looked into my eyes intently, like he was trying to make out each and every fleck of color there. I smiled slightly and he leaned in to kiss me. The waves lapped at the underside of the boat. Off in the distance, a motor revved, and seagulls cawed overhead. I was no longer scared. We were alone out here, yes, but it didn’t matter. Because Upton was with me.

The kiss grew deeper and I gripped Upton’s shirt in my hand, pulling him closer to me. The stupid life vest was like a wall between our chests, and when I felt him fumbling for the buckles, I didn’t stop him. Forget safety. All I wanted was to feel Upton’s body as close to mine as it could get.

The buckles loosened. I flung one arm out of the vest, then sat up, pushing him back momentarily, to free myself from the other. The second the vest hit the floor, Upton nudged me back onto the cushions. Back, back, back until I was lying flat beneath him. He pulled away from our kiss for a moment to look me in the eye again. Make sure I wasn’t ready to stop. I so wasn’t. He smiled and kissed me again, resting his full weight over my body.

I wrapped my arms around him, pushed my hand up under the back of his shirt so I could feel his skin, which was insanely warm. Upton trailed kisses across my cheek and down my neck. His lips tickled my skin and I turned my head to the side so he could keep going. He brushed my hair away from my shoulder and traced a little circle on my skin with the tip of his tongue. It sent shivers right through me and I laughed.

Upton lifted his head and looked at me quizzically. “Miss Brennan, this is not a laughing matter,” he said with mock seriousness.

“Sorry,” I said, sliding away from him and sitting up a bit. I crooked one leg over the side of the bench and bent the other on the cushion. “I’ll try to be more discreet.”

“Good. Because laughter can really mess with a guy’s confidence, you know?” he said, still joking.

He picked up my ankle and rested my leg over his lap. Then he started running his fingertips up and down my shin. I bit my lip.

“No laughing,” he admonished.

I pressed my lips together. His fingers moved higher, tickling my knee. This was torture.

“No laughing,” he warned again.

He moved his fingers higher, caressing my bare thigh. Every inch of my skin grew hot. He looked at me. I wasn’t about to laugh. His fingers climbed higher. And higher. I felt them graze the hem of my shorts, but I didn’t take my eyes off his. He shifted his position and slipped his hand under the fabric. Higher. Higher. Laughter was no longer an issue.

I wanted to do this. Wanted to let him touch me. But at the last second, something snapped.

“Upton.”

He drew his hand away instantly. “I’m starting to sense a pattern here.” He wasn’t angry. Just disappointed.

“I’m sorry, I just . . .”

Ever since my conversation with Sawyer that morning, I couldn’t stop thinking about Jen Hathaway. When, exactly, had she been with Upton? How did she fit into the ever-expanding tangled mess of his love life? And if I looked like her, if I reminded Sawyer so much of her, did Upton see the resemblance as well?

I didn’t really want to ask him any of these things. Wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answers. But they just joined the growing list of unknown facts about Upton’s past. His very, very colorful past.

Upton studied my face. I didn’t know what to say, so I just looked back at him.

“Can I ask you something?” he said finally.

“Okay.”

“Would this be . . . I mean, it’s not your . . . Would this be your first time?” he asked.

“No,” I told him. My face burned and I looked down at my lap. I tugged down on the hems of my shorts. “But it would be my second.”

“Oh.” He sat back against the cushions. My leg was still across his lap. I was glad he didn’t feel the need to move it.

“And it’s not that I don’t want to, because I do,” I said. “It just feels like a big decision, and there’s a lot involved. I mean, you’ve been with so many girls and I—”

“Is that what this is about?” Upton said. “You’re still jealous.”

“No! Not jealous,” I said, sitting forward. “I swear it’s not that. I’m just . . . curious. About what you’ve done. And maybe a little worried. I mean, you have a lot of experience and I have no idea what I’m doing.”

Upton let out a short laugh. A knowing laugh. “We’ve all been there.”

Not exactly the response I was expecting. Or hoping for. I wanted him to say that it didn’t matter. That he knew it would be great with me. That every other girl he’d ever been with actually sucked at it, and he was sure I would be amazing. Is it wrong for a girl to want to hear a little white lie at a moment like this?

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Let me tell you a little story,” Upton said, turning sideways on the bench to better face me. Intrigued, I curled my legs up story style. “About my first time.”

Interesting. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hear this. But then, he had offered so little detail of his romantic past, and all I’d done was imply that I wanted to know. If I stopped him, I’d look even more immature and squeamish than I already did. So I bit my tongue and said nothing. Bring on the awkwardness!

“It was with an older woman,” he said, an amused smile playing on his lips.

“Older like older?” I asked. Already I didn’t like this.

“Yeah. As in I was a teenager and she was an adult.”

Ew. “Okay.”

“Talk about being worried about being good,” Upton said, shaking his head. “I was terrified. It took me ages just to get up the guts to come out of the bathroom.”

I got a mental image of Upton, scrawny and half naked, cowering in a bathroom somewhere while this voluptuous older woman in red lingerie smoked a cigarette in bed, waiting for him. It all seemed so predatory and weird.

“But I finally did and there she was, totally naked, except for this big necklace made out of these sharp, gold leaves, which, for some reason, she neglected to take off,” he said with a laugh. “Now I’m both too scared and too polite to say anything, so I just go with it. And the whole time, I’m trying to concentrate and not do anything stupid and make sure I’m respectful, and the whole time, this sodding heavy necklace keeps whacking me in the face. It was a nightmare.”

He was laughing full out now, so I forced myself to smile.

You wanted to know this stuff, Reed. You wanted to know where he’s been.

“But of course by the time it was all over I didn’t mind it anymore. I thought I was so cool and mature when it was done, you know? I was such a little twit.” Upton said, shaking his head. “So I go striding back into the bathroom like I’m some kind of experienced playboy now, and I take one look in the mirror and I have dozens of these tiny little cuts all over my face. I had to tell my parents I was attacked by a cat.”

“Did they believe you?” I asked, incredulous.

“Who knows? If they didn’t, they never told me.” Upton settled back in his seat and rested his arm on the back of the cushions. He tickled my shoulder with his fingertips. “So what about you?”

“Me?” I asked, trying to eradicate all the disturbing visuals from my mind.

“What was your first time like?” he asked.

I thought of Thomas and my heart flipped over and died, just like it did every time I got a vivid picture of his face. Those teasing blue eyes. The tiny scar on his jaw. His private just-for-me smile.

“It was nothing as interesting as the story you just told,” I said, looking down at my hands.

“Come on. I told you mine, now you tell me yours,” Upton chided.

I took a deep breath. “It was sweet. It was perfect, really.” I smiled slightly, remembering how cautious Thomas had been with me. How slow and almost reverent. My heart suddenly ached at the thought of him. “It wasn’t something I was expecting to do that night, but for once I let go and just did what I wanted to do in the moment. And then a couple weeks later . . . he died.”

Upton’s eyes clouded over. “Oh, God, Reed, I’m sorry. I’m such an idiot. I’d forgotten.”

He looped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me to him, kissing my forehead. “We don’t have to talk about this.”

“Okay.”

He held me there for a long while. I breathed in and out, in and out, until the images went away. Until the aching subsided. I didn’t want to be this person. This dark and gloomy person who ruined a perfectly gorgeous day out on the Caribbean Sea talking about her doomed first love with the guy she was currently dating. I wanted to move on. I wanted to be free of the whole thing already. I just wanted to be able to let myself go with Upton. Be completely and truly with him and no one else. Why couldn’t I just do that?

“Forget this crap,” Upton said suddenly, leaning back to look into my face. “Who wants to talk about awkward, meaningless, stupid first times? All that really matters is our first time. Which, by the way, does not have to happen anytime soon. I’m just letting you know that that is the only time I care about.”

I laughed at his rambling as a stiff wind blew my hair back from my face. I rested my palm on his chest and toyed with the button near his collar. He was right. The ishy encounter with this older woman . . . whatever I had with Thomas . . . it didn’t matter. Those moments had nothing to do with us. And neither did any of the other girls Upton had been with. They couldn’t touch us.

I took a deep breath and decided to live in the moment. To not think about the past. To concentrate on how I felt about Upton right now. And how I felt, lying there in his arms, was perfectly happy. I knew that he cared about me. He had done so much for me—telling off Poppy, putting together that insane Christmas gift, spending all this time with me over the last week when he could have been hanging out with his friends, not to mention saving my life that day Misty had been spooked. He wanted to be with me. His actions showed that. And I wanted to be with him. More than anything I just wanted to go on feeling this safe, this loved, this blissful.

I felt words bubble up inside of me. I thought about holding them back. But I was letting go.

“What about tomorrow night?” I asked, my voice thick. I looked up at him and wondered if he could feel my heart pounding through both our shirts.

“Tomorrow night?” He was, unsurprisingly, shocked.

“After Kiran’s party,” I said, sounding completely certain even to my own doubting ears.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I figure if you’re going to be my long-distance boyfriend, we should probably seal the deal before we go home,” I said faux-casually.

Upton’s grin lit his entire face. The entire boat. The entire ocean. “I’m going to be your boyfriend, then?”

“If the offer is still on the table,” I replied with a smile.

“Oh, it’s still on. It’s definitely still on,” he said. He leaned in and gave me a brief, joyous kiss. “But if we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it proper-like.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, giggling.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of everything,” he said, leaning back again.

I cuddled into him, resting my cheek against his chest. He ran his hand over my hair and I sighed, feeling content in my decision. Feeling secure. And more than a little bit excited.

Upton kissed the top of my head and I could hear the smile in his voice as he said, “I’m going to make sure that tomorrow is a night neither one of us ever forgets.”



DISINVITATION



“What’re you going to wear to the party tomorrow?” Kiran asked, taking a sip of her mango guava smoothie.

The two of us were sitting side by side on the stone patio at the Ryans’ palatial estate along with Noelle and Taylor, our legs dangling in the crystal-clear infinity pool. Dash, Gage, Graham, and West were all messing around in the water, splashing us occasionally, while Sawyer sat under a teal umbrella, his nose buried in Jean-Paul Sartre’s No Exit. Amberly and Tiffany were inside, having gone in search of more drinks a few minutes earlier. Paige, Poppy, and Sienna reposed on lounge chairs behind us, pretending to read magazines, even though I could feel them glaring at me over the tops of the pages. They’d invited us over after Upton and I had gotten back from our boat trip, pretending it was a sort of peace offering. But if they were going to launch some kind of attack, I wished they would just get it over with already. Constantly paranoid was not a state I liked to be in.

“I haven’t really thought about it,” I lied, lifting a shoulder.

My New Year’s Eve wardrobe had been one of the many things I’d been obsessing about ever since I’d decided that I was going to have my first time with Upton. I wanted to look sexy, but not trashy. Sophisticated, but not trying too hard. Part of me wanted to go shopping for something brand-new, but unlike my friends, I was completely broke. I’d probably just fall back on the dress Kiran had bought me that I hadn’t worn yet—a red minidress with spaghetti straps and a straight neckline. It seemed like a solid choice.

“Big mistake,” Kiran said, lifting a hand near her shoulder. “Don’t you know that whatever you’re wearing when you ring in the New Year sets the tone for the entire year?”

“What is that, some kind of supermodel Zen?” Noelle asked, lifting her thick hair over her shoulder and leaning back on her elbows. She tipped her face toward the sun and let her hair dangle to the ground.

“No! It’s a proven fact,” Kiran replied, dead serious. “When I was twelve I wore Marchesa on New Year’s Eve, and that’s the year I signed my first modeling contract. But remember what I was wearing junior year?”

Taylor narrowed her eyes behind her frameless Michael Kors sunglasses. “Wasn’t that the year you were in the hospital getting your tonsils out?”

“Yes! Exactly! Poly-blend hospital nightgown and paper slippers. And, as we all know, that year sucked like no year has ever sucked before,” Kiran said, taking a long, cheek-hollowing sip from her straw. Then she set her glass down and sat up, her posture model perfect. “Make sure you dress appropriately, Reed. If anyone needs a good year, it’s you.”

“Thanks,” I replied, looking down at my feet as I circled them in the water. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Who had the banana mango?” Amberly asked as she and Tiffany returned from the house.

“That would be me,” I said, looking up at them. From the corner of my eye, I saw Poppy and Paige whispering again and my heart dropped like a stone. “You guys . . . can I ask you something? It’s about Casino Night.”

An uncomfortable silence descended. Guess they thought that was a night I wouldn’t want to talk about anytime soon.

“What’s up?” Tiffany asked finally, settling in next to Kiran.

“It’s just . . . I heard that Paige and Daniel mysteriously disappeared from the casino right around the time I was . . . you know.” I paused, letting the wave of dread and fear crash over me and pass. “Do you guys remember that at all?”

“Why? I thought they already arrested Marquis,” Amberly said. “I thought he confessed and everything.”

“He did,” Noelle replied. “You’ve gotta let this go, Reed.”

“I know, I know. It’s just, those three have been talking about me behind my back and it’s starting to drive me crazy,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the evil triad. They saw me and quickly turned away from each other. “I was just wondering . . .”

“Actually, they did leave,” Taylor said, putting her glass down.

“What?” Noelle said.

“They did?” My heart began to race.

“I remember it because Daniel was right in the middle of a winning streak at craps and Paige totally pulled him away. Remember?” Taylor said to Kiran. “You had to finish his roll.”

“I remember crapping out,” Kiran said bitterly.

“They were gone for a while,” Taylor said, looking at the others. “I don’t even remember seeing them again until we were all going out to search for Reed.”

Once again, my friends fell silent. I felt sick to my stomach and set my untouched smoothie aside. Where had Paige and Daniel gone? Had the police arrested the wrong man? But they had found the necklace. Then again, how hard would it have been to plant it there?

Suddenly I heard a shout from inside the house and everyone on the patio except the cavorting boys in the pool turned to look. Someone was yelling. Two someones. And I realized with a start that one of them was Upton. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but a sudden crash startled everyone to their feet.

“What the hell?” Paige blurted, jumping up from her chair.

She raced across the patio area to the wall of glass doors that fronted her living room. The rest of us were right on her heels. As we walked inside, the frigid, air-conditioned air hit me like a slap to the face. On the floor was a hammered-metal vase, the big yellow flowers it used to hold strewn in an arcing pattern across the tile. Upton and Daniel were facing off in the middle of the living room, and Daniel was red with rage.

“Just give it to me and I might not kick your ass!” Daniel said, holding out his hand.

“Daniel, calm down,” Upton replied calmly but firmly. In his hands was a bottle of wine, clearly the object of their contention.

“You guys, what’s going on?” Paige demanded. They completely ignored her.

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” I flinched as Daniel kicked the metal vase clear across the room like a soccer ball. “You think you can just walk into someone’s house and take whatever you want? You’re so fucking entitled?” he shouted, the veins on his neck protruding. “Not everything belongs to you, man!”

Poppy looked around at us with an apologetic, but somehow proud, expression. We all knew that Daniel was talking about her more than the bottle of wine.

“I told you, I didn’t take it,” Upton replied, holding the bottle out to the side. “Your mother gave it to me.”

“Yeah, right,” Daniel shot back. “Mother would never part with that vintage. That bottle’s worth two thousand dollars.”

“What do you want me to tell you, mate?” Upton asked, with a shrug. “Ask her yourself.”

Daniel’s jaw clenched. “Give me the bottle, Upton.”

“No,” Upton replied.

“This is the last time I’m going to ask. Give. Me. The bottle,” Daniel said, advancing on him.

“What are you going to do? Hit me?” Upton asked.

Daniel pulled his arm back and did just that. The crack of fist against jaw sounded like a baseball bat shattering into pieces off a fastball. An involuntary screech escaped my throat and was echoed by the surprised shrieks of every other girl in the room. Upton wheeled around but didn’t fall, and somehow kept hold of the precious wine bottle. He was just straightening up when Mr. and Mrs. Ryan rushed in from the stairs in the center hall.

“What is going on in here?” Mr. Ryan thundered.

Mrs. Ryan stooped to retrieve her battered vase and held it in front of her at waist level with both hands, almost like a shield. She regarded the flowers on the floor with distaste, as if their fate was upsetting her more than the fight her son was having.

“Upton stole a bottle of wine from the cellar,” Daniel replied, spittle flying from his mouth and showering the floor. “I’m just trying to get it back.”

“Daniel, Upton did no such thing,” Mrs. Ryan said calmly, but in a scolding tone. “I gave him that bottle.”

“What?” Daniel asked, his eyes going glassy. “No. You couldn’t have. . . .”

Mrs. Ryan stepped up next to Upton like a protective mother hen. “He was down in the cellar looking for ideas for a special occasion he’s planning, and I told him to take the bottle.”

I felt a hot blush climbing up my neck and onto my face as Noelle glanced at me with a question in her eyes. I knew exactly what the special occasion was, and, as always, it seemed Noelle had figured it out too.

“Now, Daniel, apologize to Upton,” Mrs. Ryan said.

Daniel turned and looked at Upton, who merely stood there. To his credit, Upton didn’t appear triumphant at all. He merely looked like he wanted this whole ordeal to be over already. Daniel, however, was still the color of tomato sauce.

“It’ll be a cold day in hell,” he spat.

“Daniel!” his father shouted.

For the first time since I’d met him, Daniel ignored his father completely. He took a step toward Upton, his expression full of ire. “The next time I see you, you’d better be prepared.”

“Daniel,” his mother said with a gasp, “what is the matter with you?”

But Daniel had already turned on his heel and was striding away. He shoved through a door at the far end of the room and disappeared from sight.

“All right! That’s it!” Kiran said, breaking the silence. She stepped away from the group and turned to face us. “That guy is not coming to my party.”

“What?” Paige blurted. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“It’s just too much drama,” Kiran replied, holding up both hands. “I will not ring in the New Year with a fight. Daniel is out.”

“I don’t believe this. You’re disiniviting people now? What is this, seventh grade?” Paige said with a laugh.

“It might as well be,” Kiran said.

Paige crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. If Daniel’s not coming, I’m not coming.”

“Me as well,” Sienna added, lifting her chin haughtily.

“Fine. All of you stay home,” Kiran said, waving a hand in Poppy’s direction. “I’m sick of you and your negative vibes anyway.”

“Us!?” Poppy screeched, bringing a hand to her chest. “If anyone’s brought negative energy to this island it’s her!” She pointed a finger at me, leaning forward for emphasis.

“We’ve so heard this riff already, and I am beyond over it. It’s Kiran’s party, and if she says you’re out, you’re out,” Noelle told them. “And I, for one, say brava on the decision.” She turned to Paige and Daniel’s parents while looping her arm around my back. “Mr. and Mrs. Ryan, thanks for a lovely afternoon, but I think you’ll agree we should be going now.”

Mrs. Ryan pursed her lips. Her curly auburn hair trembled ever so slightly. “Yes. I believe that would be best,” she said, glancing at Upton and his bottle of wine.

“Happy New Year, ladies,” Noelle said over her shoulder. “Maybe your resolutions should be to quit being such whiny bitches.”

Then she tugged me toward the center hall, getting us out of there before either of Paige’s parents could react to the fact that their daughter had just been insulted right in front of them in their own home. The other girls, as well as Dash, Gage, West, and the Hathaways, trailed behind us. I suppose they figured they’d better take our side if they wanted in on the party. I heard Upton murmur a few words to the Ryans, then he jogged to catch up with us.

“That went well,” he said facetiously.

“Whatever. I’m sick of their crap,” Noelle replied. “If they’re gonna dish it, they better be ready to take it.”

Then she shoved open the heavy door and we all stepped out into the sunshine.



KISS BUSINESS



“All right, people! We have business to discuss!”

Kiran and Taylor emerged on the patio outside the great room at Noelle’s house, several flutes of champagne in hand. Amberly rushed forward in her slinky pink dress to relieve them of a couple of the glasses and passed one to Tiffany. Kiran handed one to me and left one on a glass-topped side table next to Noelle, who was checking her eyebrows in a compact mirror as the sun set over the ocean.

“Business? I thought this was a pre-party party!” Tiffany replied, taking a swig of her champagne.

“It is. But we need to figure out who will be kissing whom at midnight,” Taylor said with a wicked grin. She plucked a caviar-and-toast-point hors d’oeuvre from the silver platter on the table and popped it into her mouth. “You know, just so there’s no confusion.”

“Well, we all know who Reed will be kissing,” Tiffany said, slinging her arm around my neck.

They all made the obligatory smoochy noises until my face was about to sear off my head. I adjusted the thin strap on my red dress and turned to look out at the ocean, waiting for the blush to subside. But now, all I could think about was Upton and how we planned to take it way beyond the kissing-at-midnight stage tonight, and the blush became permanent.

“Well, don’t any of you bitches get any ideas about Dash,” Noelle said.

“Obviously,” Kiran said, rolling her eyes. She lifted one perfectly manicured finger. “I call Graham!”

“What!? No fair! You didn’t even give us a chance,” Amberly pouted.

“I thought you had a thing for Sawyer anyway,” Tiffany said, reaching for an hors d’oeuvre.

“I do not!” Amberly protested way too loudly. “But I guess if Graham is out—I mean, if I have to . . .”

I glanced over my shoulder at Amberly, whose blush was even deeper than mine. She was definitely not good enough for Sawyer. I almost wanted to warn him to be on the lookout for blond morons on the prowl, but I had faith that he could see right through her shiny veneer to the unoriginal soul inside.

“That leaves West and Gage,” Kiran said, looking from Tiffany to Taylor. “What’s it gonna be, ladies?”

“I am so not kissing Gage,” Taylor said, lifting a palm. “I’ll fight you for West if I have to, Goulbourne,” she said to Tiff. “I’ve been doing cardio kickboxing three times a week for the last nine months. Consider yourself warned.”

Tiffany shrugged one shoulder. “Whatever. I’ll pity-kiss Gage.”

“Pity-kiss?” Noelle said with a laugh. “I would kill to see his face if he heard that one.”

Tiffany giggled, then hiccupped. She held her fingertips to her glossy lips for a moment and composed herself. “I know, right? But given what a he-slut he is, he’s gotta at least have good technique.”

Everyone laughed. Noelle snapped her compact shut and lifted her champagne glass. “All right, then. Now that we’re all sorted, I’d like to make a toast.”

We gathered together in a small circle, bubbling crystal flutes at the ready.

“To the best year of our lives,” Noelle said. “But most of all, to Reed. May this year be free of drama, my little glass-licker.”

My heart filled with giddy hope. The very idea that Noelle would dedicate the final toast of the year to me somehow made me feel as if her words were going to ring true.

“To Reed!” Tiffany cheered.

“And to no drama!” Kiran and Taylor added.

We all clinked glasses just as the sun dipped below the horizon.



PATIENCE



Upton’s arms were locked around me in the back of the speedboat as we raced out to the private island locale Kiran had secured for our New Year’s Eve bash. It was a surreal sight, all those small, sleek vessels tearing across the waves in the dark, leaving the lazy lights of the big island behind and careening toward the bonfire that raged on the beach up ahead. As we zoomed closer, I could hear the pounding of drums throbbing over the engines of the boats, and could just make out something undulating along the dock. I glanced at Upton in confusion and he shrugged. Even through my fear, being out on the water once again, I felt a thrill of excitement. This was definitely going to be a night to remember.

The boats pulled up to the dock one by one and I finally saw that the undulating was actually the movement of a dozen native dancers, moving in sync to the beat of a drums-only band. They danced around, laughing and shouting to each other, welcoming us onto the dock. Upton helped me up from the boat and we shimmied out of our life vests, handing them to our captain. All along the dock, other guests did the same. Sawyer, Graham, and West had come over together, and Noelle and Dash had shared a boat. Bringing up the rear were Amberly, Tiffany, and Taylor, but it seemed as if there were already dozens of people on the island, mingling under big, white lights. As Upton tipped our captain, Kiran came striding down the dock in a short purple dress, her hair pinned back with one white orchid.

“Welcome to our very own island of paradise!” she shouted, earning whoops from the crowd. “And there’s our guest of honor.”

I shot Sawyer an apologetic look as Kiran moved forward and grabbed his arm. She dragged him to the front of the crowd, where he stared at his shoes, blushing uncontrollably.

“Now let’s party!” Kiran cried.

As the group surged forward, I detached myself from Upton’s side and made my way over to Sawyer. “I swear I’ll make sure they keep the fawning to a minimum,” I promised him.

“Thanks,” Sawyer said under his breath.

I, of course, had my own plans. No matter how much he protested, I couldn’t let his actions go by unheralded. But I wasn’t going to go overboard. No skywriting or fireworks or anything. Just a simple speech later in the evening. After everyone, including Sawyer, had a chance to have a few drinks and decompress.

“Mind if I borrow my girl?” Upton said.

He grabbed my hand and tugged me away without waiting for an answer. I cast a glance over my shoulder at Sawyer and saw him still standing there, left behind while everyone else joined the party. I hoped he would find a way to get involved in the fun and let loose a little bit, but in the next moment my attention was forcibly dragged away. Up the sandy hill, on a rocky ledge overlooking the bonfire on the beach, was a wide wood-plank dance floor where several attendees were already dancing to the songs spun by the DJ. A thatched-roof bar stood near the top of the dance floor, and the two bartenders behind it were working so hard they were sweating. Up a rocky pathway to one side of the bar was a burbling hot tub surrounded by flutes of champagne and trays of fruits and sweets. Down another pathway closer to the beach was a plunge pool lit from below, its water glowing like an aquamarine stone in the moonlight.

“Kiran has thought of everything,” Upton said, pulling me close to his side.

“I didn’t think to bring a bathing suit,” I told him.

“Perhaps you don’t need one,” he said slyly, nuzzling my ear.

“Okay, down, boy. How about we start with a dance?” I said, pushing him away with a hand to the chest.

“All right then.”

He pulled me onto the dance floor and held me so close I felt as if every inch of my body was touching every inch of his. Upton was an excellent dancer. He not only knew how to keep a beat, but he was so confident and self-assured that when he moved his hands down my back and over my hips it didn’t feel awkward or contrived at all. It just felt . . . incredible. I looked into his eyes as we danced. Soon I had forgotten anyone else was there.

“Maybe we should get out of here,” I murmured in his ear.

Upton smiled. “Patience,” he said in an infuriatingly sexy tone. “Later I’m going to go back to the main island to make sure everything’s arranged. I’ve hired one of the boats to take you back a bit after that. For now, let’s just have a little fun.”

With that, he grabbed my hand and twirled me away from him until our arms were perfectly straight. I was so startled I lost my balance and knocked into some random guy, who tripped into his date.

“Sorry!” I said with a laugh.

“No worries. It’s a party,” he replied in an Australian accent.

Couldn’t have said it better myself. For the next hour we all hit the dance floor hard and heavy. The drinks were flowing and my friends got louder, messier, and more touchy-feely with each passing moment. I made sure to steer clear of the alcohol, though. Upton had said this was going to be a night neither of us would ever forget. I wanted to make sure I was completely present for all of it.

Soon a whole group of us was dancing together at the center of the dance floor, and I smiled when I saw Sawyer allow himself to get dragged in by Taylor and Amberly. He managed a smile as he joined us and just sort of stepped from side to side to the beat. But the more we all twirled and bounced and acted like complete morons, the more he seemed to relax. I even saw him touch Amberly’s hip once when she was dancing all up in his face. So maybe he couldn’t see through her shiny veneer, but whatever. It was a party. Let the boy have his fun.

During one of our brief breaks, I sidled over and jostled him with my elbow.

“You’re having fun, aren’t you?” I said. “Don’t deny it, I can tell.”

“It’s not bad,” he replied, leaning back against a palm tree near the edge of the dance floor. He looked me in the eye and smiled. “This might turn out to be an okay year after all.”

I grinned. “Well, since you’re in such a positive mood, I think I should get this over with,” I said mischievously.

Sawyer, smart guy that he was, looked alarmed. He stood up straight as if ready to bolt. “What?”

“I know you hate the spotlight and everything, but I have to do this,” I replied, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the DJ. “You’ll forgive me one day.”

“Reed, what’re you doing?” Sawyer asked, glancing around for an escape route. To his credit, however, he didn’t struggle against my grip. I stepped up next to the DJ and waved him down to get his attention. “Can I get the mic for a second?” I asked.

“You Reed Brennan?” he asked.

“Yep,” I replied. I had asked Kiran to clear it with him earlier.

He nodded and handed over a silver microphone. “S’all yours.” Then he turned down the volume on the driving dance music until it was nothing but background noise. Gradually the people on the dance floor slowed their movements and looked around in confusion.

“Hi, everyone,” I said, lifting my arm. “Sorry for the interruption. I just have a couple things I want to say.”

Sawyer leaned in toward my ear. “I hate you,” he whispered.

I just smiled at him.

“As many of you know, this isn’t just a New Year’s Eve party. We’re also here to celebrate a friend of mine, Sawyer Hathaway, a guy who just happened to save my life a few nights ago,” I said.

“Whoo! Go Sawyer!” Graham shouted.

Everyone laughed and applauded. Sawyer blushed, turning his profile to the crowd. He started to fiddle with the woven bracelets he always wore around his wrist, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

“I’m going to make this brief, since he doesn’t like the spotlight, but I just wanted everyone to hear me say . . . thank you, Sawyer.” I turned to look at him. “If you hadn’t jumped in the water at the exact moment you did, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t be able to be with my friends, to experience this incredible party, to do any of the things I’ve got planned for my future.” I looked at Upton as I said this and a new thrill of excitement shot through my core. “And I swear, I’ll never do anything like this to you again, but I just thought you deserved a little toast.”

I turned and lifted a champagne glass from a tray on the DJ’s table. Kiran really had prepared for everything.

“To Sawyer, my hero!”

“To Sawyer!” the crowd shouted.

There was a lot of cheering and whooping and clapping. Sawyer managed to raise his hands to acknowledge it, even though he seemed to be melting in embarrassment on the inside. Soon the DJ turned up the music again and everyone got back to their dancing. I handed the microphone back to him and then gave my champagne glass to Sawyer.

“Here. Looks like you could use this,” I said.

Sawyer downed the whole thing in one gulp. “Thanks.”

“You don’t actually hate me, do you?” I asked.

He smiled. “No. But you really are done now, right? No more thank-yous, no more speeches?”

“I swear,” I said, crossing my heart for good measure.

“Omigod! You guys are not going to believe this!” Kiran cried, bursting out of the crowd. “Come on!”

She cut a weaving line through the dance floor—one that we attempted to follow as best we could without getting elbowed in the face. When we arrived on the other side we found that the rest of our crew was all lined up on the rocky ledge, staring out at the water. I squinted into the darkness, trying to see whatever it was that had caught their attention. Finally I zoned in on a lone boat, bobbing out on the waves a good distance offshore.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“That’s Daniel’s boat,” Noelle said, lifting a hand. “Those losers are out there spying on us!”

I laughed. “You’re kidding.”

“They are so pathetic,” Taylor said.

Noelle extricated her iPhone from her clutch and turned it on.

“What’re you doing?” Dash asked.

“Just wait.” Noelle held the phone to her ear and cleared her throat. “Voice mail. Figures.” She waited a moment, then spoke. “Are you really that pathetic that you couldn’t find anything better to do on New Year’s Eve than spy on us? Oh, Paige, how the mighty have fallen. Have fun wallowing in your friendlessness.”

She dropped her phone back in her bag and turned to the rest of us. “Hot tub?”

The girls cheered and the guys tore off their shirts. Sawyer shrugged and followed Graham, who was running toward the hot tub in nothing but his boxers.

“Hope you’ve got a bra on under that dress,” Tiffany said as she lifted her frock off over her head, revealing a matching—and very sexy—set of black lingerie.

Luckily, I did, but still . . . did I really want all the guys seeing me in my underwear? Especially Upton, who was supposed to see it all later? And Dash, who had already seen some of it on one of the most shameful nights of my life?

“It’s sweet that you’re so shy,” Upton said in my ear, noting my hesitation. “Here.”

He produced a blue T-shirt from behind his back and handed it to me. “I got it from one of the dancers just in case.”

“Upton . . . thank you.”

He brought his forehead to mine and our noses touched. “Like I really want any of these gits to see my girl half naked. You are all mine.”

His words sent a shiver of delight across my shoulders, down my back, and all the way into my toes.

“Yes, I am,” I replied. I pulled the large T-shirt on, then shimmied out of my dress. “Now let’s get in the tub.”



MY PARTY



“Are you crazy? You can’t go in the pool after the hot tub! The water will be freezing,” Amberly complained, shivering in her pink underwear as we all made our way down the hill toward the pool a little while later. “You’re supposed to do it the other way around.”

“I like to live on the edge,” Kiran said flatly. “Go dry off if you don’t want to come.”

“Actually, I think I’m going to take that advice. You lot go ahead,” Upton said, pausing halfway down the hill near the dance floor. My heart skipped a beat as Tiffany and West veered around us and kept walking, their bare feet making wet prints on the wood floor. “I need to get back. Are you all right here?”

I smiled, lifting my soggy hair over my shoulder. “I’m good. How long before I join you?” I asked, stepping forward so that our knees brushed.

Upton checked his watch. “I told the guy to come round at eleven. You don’t mind the idea of celebrating the New Year alone together, do you?”

I thought of what Kiran said about how what you’re wearing when the clock strikes twelve sets the tone for the whole year. Maybe if Upton and I were alone together, wearing nothing at all, it would be a good omen for our long-distance relationship. The very thought of it sent a shiver through me. He reached out to rub my arms with his palms.

“I’m okay,” I said. “Just thinking about later. And no, I don’t mind celebrating alone together.”

Upton’s smile warmed me from head to toe. He leaned in and gave me a long, lingering kiss. “I’ll see you soon.”

Then he squeezed my hand once and headed down the hill in the opposite direction, toward the dock. I laced my fingers together under my chin as I watched him go, unable to believe how lucky I was. That incredibly gorgeous, sought-after, intelligent, worldly guy wanted to be with me. Just me. Tonight of all nights. New Year’s Eve. He was going to leave his lifelong friends at this kick-ass party just to be with me. It was all I could do to keep from laughing out loud. Instead I turned around and traipsed down the sandy walkway to join my friends at the pool. The guys were hanging out at a couple of high-top tables, munching on finger foods while the girls were in the pool, hanging out on the steps.

“Reed, that boy is so in love with you they should write Hallmark cards about it,” Kiran said as I joined them.

I eased my way into the cold water next to Noelle, unable to wipe the grin off my face.

“You so won the Upton game it’s ridiculous,” Tiffany added. Every year, the girls competed to see who Upton would hook up with first. It was a lovely little holiday tradition that I tried not to think about.

I tilted my head. “Well, not officially. Not yet.”

Noelle’s eyebrows arched. “Not yet. Reed, you do realize that implies that you actually intend to seal the deal.”

I bit my lip and dunked my head under the water. Even so I could hear them all squealing and laughing. Then Tiffany grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

“Wait, so you two are really going to do the deed?” she asked.

I nodded, finding myself unable to speak past the bubble of giddy emotion that had welled up in my throat.

“I knew it! I knew that was the special occasion Upton was planning,” Noelle said, grinning in a self-satisfied way.

“When?” Kiran demanded, splashing me in the face. “When is this happening?”

I spit some water out of my mouth and blinked. “Okay, first, thanks for that,” I said. “And tonight,” I added, looking down at my T-shirt, which was floating up in the water. “That’s why he just left. He’s going back to his house to make sure everything’s set.”

“Wow. Look at you,” Noelle said, nudging me with her foot. “I honestly didn’t think you had it in you.”

“What am I going to do, stay celibate forever?” I asked. “Thomas is gone and Josh and I are clearly over,” I said, annoyed at the fact that my heart panged when I said Josh’s name. “It’s way past time to move on.”

“Good for you,” Taylor said with a nod.

“And who better to move on with than Upton Giles?” Kiran added.

“He is so hot,” Amberly put in.

I shot her a look of death and she rolled her eyes.

“I’m just saying.”

“Whatever. I just can’t wait to get out of here and over there,” I said, glancing in the direction of St. Barths. “No offense, Kiran. This party is fab, but—”

“We get it. Believe me,” Kiran replied, tipping her champagne glass to me, “your party, Miss Brennan, hasn’t even started.”



DON’T BOTHER



I tried to ignore the lewd and immature hoots and hollers of my friends as I boarded the private boat Upton had chartered for me. It was much larger than the speedboats that had brought us out to the island, with a cabin below and steps up to the captain’s perch above. The floor and all the white leather seats at the stern were completely blanketed in red and pink rose petals, and there was a folded note perched atop a white life vest.

Be safe, the note read. I’ll see you soon.

I smiled to myself as I shrugged the vest on over my red dress, which I had changed back into after the pool, and secured the straps. It was so sweet that he’d thought of the vest, that he was taking care of me even though he wasn’t there. I placed the balled-up wet T-shirt (which I’d decided to take home as a souvenir) on one of the side benches along with my purse and settled in, my heart pounding in anticipation. Soon I would be alone with Upton. I tried to imagine how it would all play out. Felt his hands on my skin and his lips over mine. I shuddered pleasantly. I couldn’t wait to experience the real thing.

“All set, miss?” the boat captain called down to me. He glanced over his shoulder slightly and I saw that he had a ruddy beard and wore thick glasses.

“Yes. I’m ready,” I replied.

Let’s just go, go, go!

He nodded to a worker on the dock, who untied the boat from its tether. The engine sputtered to life and we pulled away lazily, making our way out to the open water. As soon as we were a few yards from the private island, the captain really opened her up, and we were flying across the open ocean, jumping waves at an alarming speed.

My heart skipped a few frightened beats and I held on to the safety rail to my right, pressing my lips together to keep myself from shouting out. I didn’t want to be a big baby, but I wouldn’t have imagined that a boat this large could actually move so fast. Or that it should. But if Upton hired this guy, I was sure he knew what he was doing. Besides, the faster we traveled, the sooner I would get to Upton’s house. The sooner I would be in Upton’s arms.

We jumped a large wave and the boat slammed back down into the water as if it were concrete. Every bone in my body was jarred and I closed my eyes for a second, trying to compose myself. If Noelle were here, she would definitely say something. Tell the guy to slow down. He was, after all, on Upton’s payroll. Wouldn’t he have to listen to Upton’s guest?

Just do it, Reed. Stick up for yourself.

I opened my eyes and looked at St. Barths off the starboard side. My heart all but stopped. The island wasn’t there. I glanced around, disoriented, and saw that the main island and all its sparkling lights were now behind us, the private island off in the distance to my right. We had completely turned around, headed in the darkness out to the wide-open water.

My heart vaulted into my throat. If there was one place I didn’t want to be, it was the open ocean. What was wrong with this guy? Was he drunk? Had he passed out at the wheel or something?

I forced my terror to the back of my mind and pushed myself to my feet. Still clinging to the handrail, I took a shaky step forward, glad, at least, that I had worn low heels instead of the stilettos Kiran had wanted me to. The problem of course, was that the captain was standing up on a platform above me. The only way to get to him would be to climb one of the two steep sets of wet stairs on either side of the cabin. The very idea made my stomach turn like I’d just gotten off a badly constructed carnival ride.

“Excuse me!” I shouted as loud as I could. The captain didn’t flinch. Didn’t move. Didn’t acknowledge that he had heard me. He probably hadn’t, what with the roaring of the engine and the slapping of the boat against the water. “Excuse me! Hey!” I reached out for the safety rail at the bottom of the stairs and placed my trembling foot on the bottom step. “We’re going the wrong way! The island is over the—”

My words were suddenly cut off as a bandana was flung over my head from behind and crammed into my mouth. I tried to scream, but the gag was already tied tightly. It shoved my tongue into my throat, and I started to choke. As I fought for breath, I was yanked backward off my feet and my butt slammed into the floor. Instinctively, I reached up to try to claw at my attacker, but my arms were quickly pinned behind my back and tied together with rough twine. I winced in pain as the rope cut my skin. My eyes rolled wildly around, begging the captain to look behind him, to see what was happening, to help me. But even as my feet pounded the floor, he didn’t move. I tried to squirm forward using my feet and glutes, but the guy grabbed my hair and yanked me back. The pain was sudden and unexpected and excruciating. Then he placed his hand over my forehead and slammed the back of my skull into the floor, which was still covered in Upton’s rose petals.

“Don’t bother, bitch,” he spat, his voice gruff, his face turned away from me.

I forced myself to breathe through my nose, but my panic was so great, I was barely able to take in any air. Pain radiated throughout my skull. Tears stung my eyes and coursed down my face, but I forced myself to stare at my attacker. Tried to commit any details I could to memory. He wore dark glasses that all but covered his face, and had a thick beard just like the captain, but this one was dark and wiry.

It was the last thing I saw before my eyes were blindfolded, and I was truly powerless.



PRANK



About two seconds later, he threw me down the stairs like a sack of dirty laundry. My knees hit the ground first and I careened forward, slamming the side of my head against something sharp. I shouted out in pain and rolled over onto my back, my shoulder muscles straining as I pinned my already tethered arms underneath my weight. I struggled to sit up, the side of my head throbbing angrily, and felt blood trickling down behind my ear. The boat took a sudden turn and I slid across the floor, my entire body slamming into the wall.

That was when I really started to cry. Tears soaked my blindfold and my nose quickly stuffed itself with mucus. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe to save my life. I gasped past the gag and my lungs constricted over and over and over again. I was going to die. I was going to cry myself to death.

Get control, Reed. Calm down. Just. Calm. Down.

Coughing a few times and sucking in a few more breaths, I managed to clear my nasal passages. Then I sat for what felt like an eternity, breathing in and out, in and out, until my heart rate calmed to a relatively normal state.

Normal for someone who was suffering from multiple head traumas, who couldn’t see and couldn’t move, who was being kidnapped off the coast of a remote Caribbean island at a time when no one would notice she was missing for at least an hour.

I was completely screwed.

Overhead, I heard the pounding of footsteps and shouting voices. Obviously, my attacker and the captain of the boat were in on this together. So even if I’d gotten Red Beard’s attention, he wouldn’t have been any help to me. As I thought back to what little I’d seen of their faces, I started to realize that the beards were obviously fake. The glasses clearly a misdirect. So who the hell were these people? Was Daniel one of them? It made sense. Daniel hated Upton, and Paige hated me. Maybe the two of them had decided to kill two birds with one stone. Devastate Upton by getting rid of me. Maybe even send him crying into Paige’s arms. Was that why they had been hovering out there in their boat, watching the party? Were they waiting for Upton to leave so that they could put their plan into action?

My heart seized with a sudden realization. The guy who had been arrested for shoving me off the boat had been on the Ryan family’s payroll. Had Daniel and Paige orchestrated that too? Had they paid him off? Promised to take care of his family if he didn’t say anything to the police about them? It all made sense. The twins could have been behind every one of my near misses. I had been on their estate when the horse took off and almost rode me off a cliff. One of them could have hidden in the bushes and spooked her. I had been on Daniel’s Jet Ski when it malfunctioned and almost killed me. He definitely could have rigged that. And I had been on their family’s boat when someone in their family’s employ had shoved me over the rail and left me for dead. Plus both Sawyer and Taylor had noticed the two of them taking off right around the time I’d gone over.

It all made sense.

But knowing this didn’t make me feel any better. If anything, I was even more terrified. They had been trying to kill me for days. And now they had me out in the middle of nowhere with no one looking for me. If I was late to meet Upton, he’d probably think I wasn’t done partying yet. And no one on the private island would realize I was missing until tomorrow morning.

I felt my eyes start to well up again and forced the tears down. If I was going to survive this, I was going to have to be strong. Maybe they weren’t out to kill me. Maybe they were just messing with me. Playing a prank. Teaching me a lesson. God, I hoped that was true.

The boat took another sharp turn and I skidded across the floor again, falling onto my side as my leg slammed into the opposite wall. I shouted out in pain, but it came out as a pathetic gargle thanks to my gag. A few seconds later, the boat jolted and the bottom scraped across rocks or sand. Whatever it was, wherever we were, we’d run ashore.

There was more shouting. I sat up straight and tilted my ear toward the ceiling, trying to make it out. The two voices were definitely male, but I couldn’t tell if one belonged to Daniel. Maybe Paige and the other girls were in on the planning of this insanity but just didn’t want to mess up their manicures by doing any of the dirty work. Whoever the men were, I couldn’t make out their words. Footsteps pounded across the deck and I heard something bang against the side wall of the cabin. They were still talking as the hatch overhead opened, letting cool night air pour over my semi-clothed body. The only words I heard were the tail end of a sentence. Words that stopped me cold.

“. . . then find somewhere to dump the body.”

This was no prank. These men were going to kill me.



PRETTY-BOY BILLIONAIRE



“Please. Please, please, please, please, please.”

I tried to beg, but the gag in my mouth distorted the words. I tripped forward across the deck as they dragged me by one arm. My head throbbed in several places and my knees and thighs were sore with the beginnings of nasty bruises. I heard a splash. Someone shoved me from behind and my feet hit the water. I started to fall forward, but the second guy yanked me to my feet and pushed his hand into the small of my back. I fumbled ahead, my feet unsteady as I navigated the shallow incline toward the shore. Soon, my toes hit dry sand. The moment they did I was shoved again, and fell face-first into the sand.

My captors—my executioners—laughed. Rage surged through me like white-hot fire. One of them tugged at the knot on my gag and it fell free. I coughed as I rolled over, still blindfolded. There was no light coming through the slits at the top and bottom of the black scarf that was tied over my eyes. Definitely still night. Apparently, we hadn’t been on the water for very long.

I felt proud of myself for noticing these things, for trying to assess my situation, even though I was terrified for my life.

“Any last words?” one of them asked.

I swallowed hard. I was pretty sure it was Red Beard speaking. At least it sounded like the boat captain’s voice. But now I felt a shiver of recognition. I swore I had heard that voice before. But where? I thought back to every man I had met on the island and couldn’t place it. Could it be Daniel disguising his voice?

“Please don’t kill me,” I blubbered as I was dragged to my feet again. I hated that I couldn’t even see them. That they wouldn’t even look me in the eye. That I was standing on some beach somewhere and I didn’t even know what it looked like. What the place of my death looked like. “Please. You don’t have to do this.”

“God, just shut her up,” one of them whispered. “Enough already.”

I pulled in a shaky breath. “Why are you—”

My words died in my throat. Something hard had just been pressed into the back of my skull. I heard the click as the gun’s hammer was cocked.

“No!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, releasing every ounce of my soul into the air. Fear coursed through my body like cold shock waves. I trembled, more terrified than I had been that night on the roof of Billings with Ariana. More terrified than I’d felt looking down the barrel of Sabine’s gun. At least then I had known where I was, had had the benefit of sight. Had known there were people around who could help me. But now, I was alone. Completely blind, completely helpless.

Images flitted rapid-fire through my mind. Josh, Thomas, Billings, Noelle, my home in Croton, my parents, my brother, my dog, my first bike, my first soccer uniform, my turtle—God, I’d forgotten I ever had a turtle—my dolls, my baby blanket, my room.

And Upton. Upton, Upton, Upton waiting for me in his bedroom on St. Barths. The bottle of wine, the look of anticipation on his face. My heart felt as if it was being shredded by a raging lion as I thought of him.

“I have a rich boyfriend!” I shouted, sounding like a pathetic crazy. “He’ll pay you. He’ll pay you anything. Please just don’t shoot me!”

For the first time, my captors were completely silent. My heart swelled with hope. Clearly I had gotten their attention.

But then they laughed.

“That’s not going to work,” one of them said. This one, I realized, hadn’t spoken until now. His English was clipped. As if he was concentrating on his words. It must have been the second man. The one who had gagged me and thrown me around the boat. “You see, we are already being paid to kill you.”

The air rushed out of my lungs. “What?” I breathed.

“I don’t know what you did, little girl, but you’ve definitely pissed off some very important people,” Red Beard said.

People. Plural. Daniel and Paige. It had to be them. That family was just crazy enough to spawn a plan like this. Just rich enough to have the money to do it. But why? Why go to all this trouble to get rid of me? In a week I was going to be back at Easton and they’d never have to see me again. The gun pressed deeper into my skull.

“Wait! But Upton . . . he’s a billionaire. Trust me, whatever you’re being paid, he’ll double it.” I took a deep breath as the pressure of the gun lessened. “Think about it for a second. You can walk away with twice the money and no blood on your hands.”

The gun was lowered and they shoved me to my knees. For a second I thought they were just going to pull the trigger and I pressed my eyes closed under my blindfold. I couldn’t breathe. My whole body involuntarily flinched over and over and over again, thinking each second was my last on earth. Waiting for the shot was torture, pure and simple. My teeth clenched together, and every inch of my body shook.

But then the gun was lowered, and I felt them walk away. Felt their eerie, looming presence subside. Their voices carried to me on the wind in snippets as they discussed my offer.

“That kid . . . would never . . .”

I twisted my hands around, trying to loosen the twine that bound my wrists together. The rope only cut deeper into my flesh. I bit my lip to muffle my cry and kept twisting. This pain was preferable to getting shot.

“. . . say we just get it over . . .”

Slowly, I sat down on my butt and swung my legs around in the sand so my feet were in front of me.

“. . . is true, we could just get . . .”

Holding my breath, I pushed myself up to standing, sidestepping a bit for balance.

“. . . no idea what she’s talking about . . .”

I took a step forward, not knowing what the hell I would find up ahead, but knowing it had to be better than what I had here.

“. . . but that fa— Hey!”

My heart seized at the sound of his shout. Within two seconds the gun was pressed into my skull again, right against one of my many fresh wounds. The pain was so sharp I choked out a cry.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Mr. Stilted English spat.

“Please! Please, don’t,” I cried.

“Jesus. If we’re going to do this let’s just do it,” Red Beard said.

“Fine.”

I waited for the gun to go off. Wondered if I would have time to feel the pain.

And then he released me.

“We’re gonna go talk to that pretty-boy billionaire of yours,” Red Beard said. “Good luck not freezing to death out here.”

I heard them moving off through the sand and relief rushed through me. All my emotions welled to the surface and I started to cry. Bawl, actually, but I no longer cared. I just let it all out. I was alive. That was all that mattered. For the moment, I was alive.

The boat’s engine roared to life. I was still crying when it faded to nothing in the distance. They were going to talk to Upton. Upton was going to save me.

Everything was going to be all right.



CALL FOR HELP



Or not.

As soon as the boat’s engine was out of earshot, I realized the hopelessness of the situation. I wasn’t dead. That was something. But I was standing on the middle of a beach, blindfolded, with my hands tied behind my back. It was the middle of the night and I was wearing only a skimpy minidress, with nothing to protect me from the cold breeze that was kicking up off the water. I assumed the island was deserted, which meant no one was about to stumble upon me and help me. But there could be animals. Huge, scary animals that liked to tear apart human flesh.

Once again, my heart started to pound.

“Okay . . . okay . . . all you’ve got to do is keep yourself alive until Upton pays those guys off,” I said to myself, my chest heaving up and down with my panicked breathing. But my brain wouldn’t stop. How far was I from St. Barths? How long would it take them to get there, to find him, to do the deal? I tilted my head back, trying to see something, anything, through the slit of an opening at the bottom of the blindfold. All I could see were my bare feet. My shoes were gone. Not that they were exactly survival gear, but still. It would have been nice to have them. I wondered when they had fallen off. In the boat? In the water? I couldn’t remember. I hadn’t exactly been thinking about footwear while those guys were talking about dumping my body.

The wind kicked up and I took a deep breath. First things first. I had to get this blindfold off so I could assess my situation. Find shelter. I sat down carefully, my arms still tethered behind my back, and lay back in the cool sand. Digging my head back as hard as I could into the ground, I squirmed forward down the beach, trying to dislodge the blindfold. The knot edged up a little bit. My heart leapt with hope and I squirmed some more. And some more. The knot edged up ever so slightly again, this time hitting the bruise left when Mr. Stilted English had slammed my head into the floor. Hatred and anger surged through me and I squirmed even harder. By the time I felt the knot moving up the back of my skull again, I was sweating from exertion.

But at least I wasn’t cold anymore.

Finally, with one last push, the blindfold came free. Yes! Relief rushed through me. I sat up and looked around. Thanks to the ever-present blanket of stars, and a nice, fat moon, the night wasn’t pitch-black. I could see that the beach was wide and white, reaching up to a thick forest of vegetation behind me. To my left was a long, flat rocky ledge stretching out into the water. To my right, nothing but sand stretching on for what seemed like miles. Out in the ocean . . . nothing. No sign of St. Barths or Kiran’s party island or any boats of any kind. There was nothing but water as far as I could see.

All I had was my blindfold, and the bandana they had used as a gag, which was lying in the sand a few feet up the beach. No food. No water. No blanket. No tent. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Hopelessness started to cave in on me like a thousand tons of rocks. Where was I supposed to go? Into the trees where animals probably lived? It wasn’t like I could sit out here all night on the cold beach in the wind. I would, as Red Beard implied, freeze to death.

Could that happen in one night? Would Upton sail out here to rescue me only to find my cold, dead body?

No. I was being ridiculous. This was the Caribbean. Sure the nights were cool, but not freezing. And there had to be something I could do. I shoved myself to my feet, ready to check out the tree line, and saw something out of the corner of my eye. Something tossed into the sand near the edge of the water. My heart leapt with hope and I ran for the water’s edge. It was my purse, my still-wet T-shirt, and one of my shoes. The men must have thrown my things there, intending to bury them with me or something. Get rid of the evidence. But the stupid morons hadn’t realized something. My phone was in that purse!

I dropped to my knees and leaned forward, grabbing at the clutch with my teeth. I only succeeded in pushing it farther away. If these things got any closer to the water, the tide was going to come in and sweep it out to sea. Cursing under my breath, I got up again and kicked all of it up the beach, working my way up until I was a few feet away from the forest’s edge.

“Okay. How the hell do I get at my phone?” I said through my teeth.

I looked down at my bare feet. It was worth a shot. Sitting my butt down on the cold sand, I managed to pull the purse toward me by gripping it between my feet. Then I held it down with the sole of one foot while nudging the toes of my other foot under the flap. The second it opened, it flapped closed again, the magnetic closure working against me.

“Dammit!” I cried, frustrated tears stinging my eyes.

This was ridiculous. I needed my hands. Even if I got the damn phone out of there, it was going to be impossible to work the touch screen with my sandy toes. I shoved myself to my knees, then my feet, and walked toward the flat rock. There had to be something there I could use. Something sharp to cut the twine, or something I could use as a wedge to shimmy the coil from my wrists. I walked all the way around the base of the rock. There were plenty of stones, but all of them had been smoothed out by the pounding surf. The desperation was just starting to fill my chest again, when I saw a large patch of white clinging to the black rock. I moved closer to inspect it and saw that it was a colony of rough barnacles, porous and scaly, almost like a pumice stone.

My jaw clenched. It would take hours to break through the twine this way. But it was the only hope I had.

I turned around, backed my hands into the barnacles, and started to move my arms up and down. The barnacles snagged my skin and I winced in pain. I leaned forward slightly, trying to keep my arms away from the sharp surface as much as possible, and kept going. Up, down, up, down, up, down. I kept catching my skin, and each time it stung even worse, but I just gritted my teeth and kept working. At times it felt as if the twine was loosening, but then I’d try to pull my hands apart and nothing would happen.

After what felt like an eternity, I stepped away from the rock, panting with exertion and exhaustion and fear and pain, and pulled as hard as I could. My wrists felt as if they were being slit open with a paring knife. I shouted against the pain and strained even harder. Harder, harder, until I couldn’t take it anymore.

Nothing happened.

That was when I let out a scream that scared a dozen birds from one of the trees at the edge of the forest. My heart constricted at the reminder that I was not alone, and I went back to work.

Gritting my teeth, I told myself that the pain wasn’t there. I moved my shoulders up and down, tearing my wrists apart, and simply took it. There was no other option. I needed my hands, and this was the only way to free them. Sweat popped up along my lip, across my brow, under my arms. My wrists burned. I clenched my jaw tighter and kept going.

Two minutes later, the rope fell into the shallow water at my feet. I was free. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!

I whipped my arms around to inspect them. There were nasty, bloody cuts around my wrists and scrapes all up and down my forearms. The wounds stung in the cold night air, but the pain was nothing. I was free.

I turned around and sprinted for my phone. Falling to my knees in front of my clutch, I ripped it open and dumped its contents onto the ground. My heart fell to my toes. My phone was not there.

“No! No! No!” I shouted, moving aside the lip gloss, the compact, the Tic Tacs. As if an iPhone could be hiding beneath any of this stuff. Of course it wasn’t there. The men had been smart enough, at least, to take that with them. There would be no calling for help. No relief of friendly voices. Nothing to do but wait.

I lifted my shredded wrists and took in a long, broken breath. All that work, all that pain, all this blood . . . for nothing.

I turned around to face the ocean, curled my knees up under my chin, rested my face between them, and cried.



NO STOPPING HER



The sun streamed down from above, warming my face as I looked out over the sparkling blue Caribbean Sea. I leaned against the cool, metal guardrail in my little red dress, feeling the wind in my face as the boat pushed forward through the waves. The water curled against the bow, burbling happily into white foam. I tipped my head back, my hair ticking the bare skin on my back. I was free. Free and totally at peace. Nothing could touch me now.

“You are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”

I turned and smiled at Thomas Pearson as he stepped up to the rail next to me. He was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans and looked perfectly gorgeous. Untouched. Handsome and tan and young and alive. Behind him, the sun was descending toward the horizon at a rapid pace, but it didn’t bother me. Thomas was here. His hand on the small of my back. His touch was firm and warm. I leaned my head on his shoulder and breathed in the musky, clean scent of him.

“I love you, Reed. You’re the only girl I ever loved.”

“I know,” I told him, lifting my head. “You told me.”

Thomas smiled, then looked at something over my shoulder. “Hey, man.”

I turned around. It was Josh. His curly hair danced in the wind and he was wearing that sweater I loved so much. The green one with the high neck that brought out his eyes. It was dusk now, the sky a rich purple, and stars were beginning to appear overhead.

“Hey,” Josh said. He leaned in and touched his lips to mine. I melted all over.

“You love me too,” I told him.

“Of course I do,” he said, his hand sliding up under my hair. “I just had to do what was right. You know that.”

“She does. She’s fine,” Upton said, joining us. He slid between me and Thomas, and Thomas stepped back with a laugh, raising his hands in surrender. “I’ll take care of her,” Upton told them. “Don’t worry.”

Upton slipped his hand into mine, our fingers entwined. We looked up at the now dark sky, where a blanket of stars twinkled and winked like huge, fat diamonds.

“I want one,” I said.

“I’ll get it for you,” Upton offered with a smile.

“No. It’s okay. I’ve got it.”

I climbed up on the railing, my feet completely steady, and reached as high as I could. There was one star hanging impossibly low, just above my head, just at the edge of my grasp. I stood on my toes—for some reason I was wearing only one shoe—and stretched my fingers, reaching . . . reaching . . . reaching. . . .

“Reed, what’re you doing?” Thomas asked, an amused smile playing on his lips.

“Don’t. You’re going to fall,” Upton warned.

“Don’t bother, man,” Josh said, slapping Upton on the back. “There’s no stopping her when she gets like this.”

I looked down at them with a smile, ready to scold them for talking about me as if I wasn’t there, and all of a sudden, my feet slipped. My heart swooped into my throat. I reached out, grappling for something, anything, to grab on to, but there was nothing. A scream of terror escaped my lips as I fell. Plunged right past the guardrail and the three smiling loves of my life. And that was when I saw it. The hooded figure. It hovered just behind them, out of their sight, marking my progress as I fell.

My heart seized with fear. Whoever it was, they were going to make sure they succeeded this time. They were going to make absolutely sure I never saw daylight again.

“Upton! Turn around!” I shouted. “He’s right there!”

But then I hit the water, and the salty, roiling ocean closed over my face.

I couldn’t breathe. I clawed and kicked and strained, but the water felt like pudding. It slowed my progress. Tired my muscles. It took everything I had to shove my way to the surface. When I finally got there, I gasped in a breath, ready to scream, but Upton, Josh, and Thomas were gone. The hooded figure stood alone at the back of the boat now, staring down at me as the vessel moved steadily away from me. If I could just figure out who it was. If I could just see its face . . .

And then, the figure moved. Slim white hands lifted the hood away and long blond hair streamed out over the ocean in the wind. My blood stopped cold.

It was Ariana. She was still trying to kill me. After all this time, she hadn’t given up. Her lips were set in a cold, thin smile, her light blue eyes like ice as she gazed down at me.

I was just about to let out a shout when something cold and slimy closed around my ankle and yanked me under. I opened my mouth and it filled with frigid, salty water. My lungs flooded. My heart exploded. And all the while Ariana smiled down at me. Down . . . down . . . down . . .

I gasped and sat up straight. My body shivered, my bones so frigid they were radiating cold from the inside out. I wrapped my arms around myself and held on tight, trying to abate the trembling. The sun was up, but not hot enough yet to melt away the cold. Definitely not hot enough to erase the nightmare.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to shove the images out of my mind. My pulse started to slow as my wakening mind began to accept the fact that it was all a dream. I wasn’t drowning. Wasn’t dead. Ariana was not here.

But neither was Upton. Or Josh. Or Thomas.

I wasn’t dead. Wasn’t drowning. But I was still alone. And stranded.



KARANA



My stomach grumbled. I hadn’t eaten anything at the party the night before, since I’d been too excited about my night with Upton to even think about food. Lesson learned. Always eat at a party, just in case you’re going to be kidnapped and left for dead.

I forced a laugh, pretending my situation wasn’t as dire as I knew it was, and pushed myself to my feet. Without my phone and with no watch to speak of, I had no idea what time it was, but the sun was hanging low over the horizon, so it had to be early. I wondered if there was anything to eat on this island. Any fruit-bearing trees or shrubs. If there were, I was going to find them. At least it would give me something to do. A task with which to distract myself until Upton showed up with the cavalry.

Please, God, let Upton be on his way. He would pay those guys off for me, right? He loved me. Money was nothing when it came to a person’s life. Especially someone you loved. Right?

Suddenly I found myself wishing we had known each other for more than a week.

But I couldn’t think that way. I had to have confidence in Upton. He was going to do the right thing. He was going to come for me.

I picked up the still-wet, balled-up T-shirt and opened it up, slapping as much sand off it as I could. Then I laid it out on a flat rock in the sun to dry in case the wind kicked up later. It would be nice to have another layer of clothing. I fished my compact from my purse to check the wound on the side of my head. There was a cut above my ear and my hair was caked with dried blood. I winced at the blood and touched my fingertips to the area. It didn’t hurt too badly, and it seemed as if the cut had started to heal. At least that was a good thing.

Pulling my scraggly, tangled hair back, I secured it into a low ponytail using the bandana that was formerly my gag. Then I picked up the rest of my things—my purse, my shoe, and the black strip of fabric that was once my blindfold, and stashed it all behind a rock near the tree line. I was pretty sure no one was going to come along and steal it, but at least it would be safe from the elements. I was about to set off on my search when, on second thought, I took the shoe and the blindfold with me. If I found fresh water I could clean up my cut with the bandana. And if I needed to crack open a coconut or something I could use the heel of the shoe.

Did they even have coconuts around here?

Whatever. I was impressed with myself for even thinking of it.

I took a deep breath and started to walk. I stayed on the sand but kept to the tree line, checking every new bit of vegetation I found for any kind of apple, berry, or similar sustenance. There seemed to be nothing but leaves. Big, fat fronds and tiny curved buds and scaly-looking yellow things. But all leaves. No fruit anywhere. As I walked, the beach grew slimmer and slimmer, the waves crashing closer to my feet. There was a big outcropping of rocks up ahead, stretching right from the water all the way up to the trees. If I was going to get past it, I would have to climb over. I paused and stood on my toes, trying to see over to the other side, but the wall of rock was just a bit taller than I was. I looked back to my camp. The light blue shirt was the only speck of color on the beach and it was just that—a speck. I had already walked pretty far. I might as well see what this island was all about. Who knew? Maybe on the other side of this rock wall there was a happening Club Med with an open bar and all-you-can-eat barbecue.

My stomach grumbled again. I tied the blindfold around my wrist, gripped my shoe between my teeth, and started to climb. The rocks were wet and slippery, but there were plenty of ledges and cracks to help me on my way. I slipped only once, slamming my elbow into a sharp edge, but the resulting throbbing didn’t even slow me down. I was getting used to pain and bruises. At the top, I pressed my knees into the cold surface and shoved myself to my feet.

There was no Club Med. And this wasn’t just a rock wall. It was a huge expanse of rocky terrain that made up the entire shoreline as far as the eye could see. The waves crashed against the uneven ledge, sending angry spray up toward the sky. A very unfriendly omen. There was no point in moving forward. If I was going to find food or shelter, I was going to have to double back and try the other direction.

Feeling defeated, I turned to make the slow climb back down to the beach. That was when I saw a whole mess of driftwood. It was floating in a wide puddle that had formed in an indentation atop the rock. The wood pieces were smooth and perfectly formed, like they were planks from a doomed skiff or rowboat. I walked over and picked one up. The edges were sharp, but the top and bottom were smooth as silk. I had no idea what I might use it for, but it seemed like it could come in handy.

I dragged the plank to the edge of the rocky steppe, threw it to the sand along with my shoe, then climbed down after it.

On the way back to my little stretch of beach, I walked along the water’s edge. The tide tossed hundreds of shells being tossed forward and back. Every now and then I paused to pick one up and inspect it, then flung it out into the water. I thought of Sawyer and wondered if he and the rest of my friends knew what was going on. Had the kidnappers found Upton? If they had, had he alerted everyone else, or was he trying to keep the whole thing quiet?

Noelle might not be up for another few hours. How long would it be before she realized I was missing and not just squirreled away with Upton somewhere on a romantic rendezvous? Suddenly I remembered her toast from the evening before. How she’d wished I’d have a drama-free year. Apparently that wish was not going to come true.

I felt tears start to well up in my eyes and I swallowed them back. Shells skittered into my feet and ankles as the water rolled in, then skittered away again. I saw a big flat white shell start to dance its way, end over end, out into the water. When it was thrust back again, I bent down and grabbed it.

One of my favorite books in middle school was Island of the Blue Dolphins. In it, an Indian girl named Karana marked her time on a deserted island using a shell and a smooth plank of wood. Maybe that was why I had grabbed this piece of driftwood that was now tucked under my arm. Maybe my subconscious had been thinking about Karana.

I clutched the shell and walked a little ways up the beach. Then I sat down in the sand, took a deep breath, and cut a long, white line into the wood. One morning. My first morning on the island. Hopefully it would be my last.

In a good way, of course.

I sat back on my elbows and watched the water, looking for Upton’s sailboat or Noelle’s father’s cruiser or anything, really. Anything that could save me. When I got off this island and found out who had paid those men to kill me, I was going to make sure they rotted in hell. I would tell my story five thousand times, testify in court, do whatever the hell I had to do to ensure they were locked up for a long, long time. Forever wouldn’t be long enough.

And then I was going to make sure I never took anything for granted again. I was going to graduate from Easton with the highest honors and go to Harvard. I was going to kick ass in college and have fun with friends and take risks and say yes to everything. Except vacations to the Caribbean. That ship had definitely sailed.

And I was going to eat. All the time. I was going to get big and fat and be full, full, full all the time. I imagined what my first meal back on St. Barths would be. The burgers at Shutters were pretty damn good. That was what I wanted. A burger and fries and a chocolate milk shake. Maybe ten of them.

My stomach growled angrily and I put my hand over my abdomen as if I could somehow soothe it.

Please, just let Upton come for me today, I thought, looking down at the white line in the plank. Please. I just want to go home.

But he didn’t come. No one did.



MEAT EATER



The rain came out of nowhere. At least I think it did. I was sleeping on the beach, curled up in a ball at the edge of the tree line, when suddenly I was being pelted with ten thousand zinging, stinging drops of ice-cold water. I woke up, gathered my things in my arms, and stumbled into the jungle in a state of semiconscious, panicked confusion.

The sky was gray, meaning it was morning. My third morning. When I found someplace to settle, I was going to have to carve another line in my plank of wood. If I found someplace to settle. Cold water slithered down my back, and I looked around the forest for some kind of shelter. The drops were less fierce under the cover of the trees, but I was still getting soaked. I took a few tentative steps forward, my bare feet crunching over sand and leaves and twigs. The underbrush was so thick and scraggly that I couldn’t even see my feet. It would be so easy to step on something sharp—a shell or a rock. Or worse, some kind of odd, poisonous bug or snake or spider. The thought sent dread slicing through me and suddenly I was afraid to move. I stood there for a moment, listening to the sound of the driving rain hitting the waxy leaves, wondering what kind of animals might be watching me at this very moment. Might be sizing me up for their breakfast.

I heard a rustle and whirled around. A branch behind me swayed as if something had just leapt off of it. My heart catapulted to my throat. Another rustle sounded, this time to my left. I turned, but didn’t see anything. Something skittered across my foot.

I yelped in terror and jumped about three feet in the air.

Thunder rumbled overhead and the rain came down even harder. I stared helplessly at the trees, tears welling in my eyes. I had two choices. Find a tree to hide out under, or go back out to the beach and be pounded by the elements.

I took a deep breath.

“You’re just imagining things,” I told myself, rounding my shoulders and adjusting my meager belongings in my arms. What was it my father had always told me when I was little and terrified by the spiders in our basement?

“They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.”

Right. Anything that was living on this little island was going to be afraid of me. After all, it was pretty clear they didn’t get a lot of human visitors around here. To them I’d be a giant, freakish monster. Hopefully.

There was a blinding flash of lightning followed by a crack of thunder so fierce the ground shook. Just like that, I was on the move.

A few minutes of careful hiking and I came to a small, circular patch of land filled with soft, knee-high plants. The area was surrounded by large trees. One of them had thick, heavily vegetated branches, and the ground beneath it looked dry compared to the mud in which my bare feet were now mired. I ducked under the branches and sat down with my back against the trunk, then let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. It was perfectly dry under the canopy of branches. I wrapped my arms around my shivering self and smiled slightly.

See? I could do this. I could survive.

I lay the plank of wood down on the dirt in front of me. Then I removed my shell from my sopping wet silk clutch.

“I can’t believe this,” I said aloud. “Three mornings. Why am I still here?”

Three mornings without food. Without water. Without anyone to talk to. How much longer could I do this?

“Stop it,” I told myself. “Stop it, now.”

I was not going to start a pity party now. I had just found myself a dry place to wait out the storm. That had to count for something. I dug the shell into the plank and made a third line. I should be proud of the fact that I had made it through the last few days. Proud that I was still here to draw these lines. Proud that I—

I heard another rustle. My heart stopped beating. I squinted past the branches of my tree into the gray forest. A crunch. A loud series of crunches. Holy crap. The leaves on the plants outside my tree were moving. Something was out there. Hidden beneath the camouflaging leaves of the plant life. And it was coming this way.

I dropped the shell and picked up the plank of wood. Glancing around, I wondered if I should run. But if I did, would it chase me? One glance back at the vegetation and I realized it was too late. The thing was coming on fast, cutting a direct path through the underbrush, right for me. I pressed my back into the rough bark of the tree, pulled my knees up as close to my body as they could get, and wielded the plank like a baseball bat.

I was just going to have to defend myself.

It was three feet away.

Please just don’t let it have sharp teeth.

Two feet.

I don’t think I can do this.

One.

I wanted to close my eyes, but knew I couldn’t. I had to defend myself; there was no one else here to do it.

The underbrush stopped moving. There was a prolonged moment of complete stillness, save for the rain pounding overhead. Maybe I had imagined it all. Maybe there was nothing there. My muscles started to relax.

And then, something flung itself at my feet.

I screamed at the top of my lungs, jumping up and slamming the top of my head into a tree limb. I was going to die. This thing was going to attack me.

I looked down at the ground, my head throbbing angrily, and froze. Looking up at me was a yellowish-green lizard, about the size of a kitten. It stared at me inquisitively with one eye, its head turned to the side. Its little pink tongue flicked out, then back, then out, then back.

It was actually kind of cute.

But that didn’t mean it wasn’t vicious. Or poisonous. Or even meat eating.

“Um, hi,” I said quietly. “Sorry if I disturbed you, but . . . could you go away now?”

The lizard thing turned its head, looked at me with its other eye for a moment, then skittered off into the forest.

Ever so slowly I sank back down to the ground, my nerves still trembling. I placed my head between my knees, curled my shoulders forward, and laughed. I laughed for what felt like ten minutes. Laughed until my sides hurt and tears were streaming down my face. It was a great release. A necessary release. And when I was done, I was exhausted.

I crossed my arms atop my knees, rested my cheek on them, and looked down at the three white lines on my plank.

“Upton, you’d better show up today,” I said under my breath. “You get one more day. After that, we’re going to have to have some serious conversations about where this relationship is headed.”



DONE



Five lines. Five pretty white lines on a dark piece of wood. One, two, three, four, five. Five mornings with no food. Five mornings with no shelter. Five mornings with no sign of Upton Giles, the guy who claimed he loved me.

I had really thought Upton was going to save me. I figured he’d pay the guys off, find out where I was, and swoop in to rescue me. Obviously, that hadn’t happened. So what had happened, exactly? Would I ever know? Was I going to die on this stupid fruitless, foodless, waterless island never knowing why?

God, I had turned into a whiner. I was such a whiner I was starting to annoy myself. But then, I had no one else to talk to. And really, if you can’t whine in a situation like this, when can you whine?

Why hadn’t I gotten on that commercial flight to Atlanta? Why hadn’t I followed my instincts and fled? Because Noelle and Upton had convinced me to stay. I had allowed two people who clearly didn’t give two shits about me to keep me here. Here, where I was clearly going to die.

Two shits. That was a funny expression.

The bandana that was formerly my gag was covering my head, two corners tied under my chin to secure it. It was morning, so I had removed the T-shirt that had been serving as a meager blanket at night, and sat at the edge of the tree line in my now tattered and muddy red dress. Last night it had rained again and I had ventured back the woods, looking for my tree, but I hadn’t been able to find it. Instead I had spent way too much time wandering hopelessly in circles, tipping fat leaves toward my lips to drink the tiny, tiny puddles of water that had formed there. My stomach had reacted with anger. Obviously, it had assumed something better was coming, not just a few teaspoons of water. I had retched it all up moments later, my knees pressed into the cold, wet earth, my hands braced on a fallen log.

Not my finest moment.

But then, none of the moments on this island had been. Not the hours I had spent trying to use my compact mirror to light a fire, which had never worked. Not the spectacular fall I had taken from the rock ledge while trying to spear those teeny-tiny fish with a branch. Not the many, many, many nervous breakdowns I’d had, crying out for Upton, for my parents, for Josh, for anyone. There was a point last night, when the rain had been pounding down around me and I had been shivering uncontrollably under the darkened branches of a twisted, nightmarish tree that gave less than zero shelter, when I had even wished the kidnappers would come back.

Because clearly I was going to die here. And if they came back, it would at least be quick.

Where were they? Maybe Upton had refused to pay. Maybe they had gone to the person who had hired them, told whoever it was that I was already dead, taken their money and gone. Why not? I was as good as dead. This way, they didn’t have to waste all that gas, not to mention the bullet it would take, to finish the job.

I looked down at my arms, raging red with sunburn, and pressed my lips together against the onslaught of horrifying emotions. Above all, I was disappointed in myself. I had always thought I was a strong person. A survivor. But as it turned out, I was helpless—and hopeless. I hadn’t been able to make fire. Hadn’t been able to find shelter. Hadn’t eaten a thing in five days. In books and movies, when people were thrown into this situation, they always rose to the occasion. They fashioned axes out of sharp rocks and homes out of tree limbs and palm fronds. They learned to catch fish, clean them, cook them, and eat them. They even found ways to entertain themselves, tossing rocks or chasing crabs or exploring caves.

But I was bored. Bored, tired, scared, starving, weak, stupid, useless, friendless, loveless, sunburned, dirty, and done.

I stared at the pile of driftwood I had built for the fire I had been so certain I was going to start. The wood was gnarly and bleached white from the sun. If I looked at it just so, it could have been a pile of bones.

That was what I was going to look like when—if—anyone ever found me.

One big pile of bleached white bones.



WATCHING



Six white lines. Six. Yesterday I had assumed I would never see six white lines. Had assumed I’d be dead before that could happen.

But I woke up this morning. Not dead.

Weird.

It was another beautiful, sunny day in the Caribbean. Not a cloud in sight. Somewhere people were reveling in this fact. They’d picked a good week for vacation, all right! But not me. I would have given up a limb for a cloudy day. My skin was peeling off in long strips. As much as I tried to stay in the shade, it was freezing the moment I stepped—or crawled, usually—from the beach into the tree line. Unbearably so. Freezing inside, scorching out. There was no in between. And so, I was burned. My lips were chapped and blistered. My throat as dry as the sand under my ass.

My ass. I looked down at it now, thinking about it for the first time in days. It actually hurt from all the sitting. Maybe I’d go for a walk today. Yeah. I was tired of looking at this stretch of ocean. Maybe it looked different from the north. Sure it did. Why not? I got up, leaving my T-shirt on for some sun protection, and started to walk.

Huh. My legs actually worked. Even after five—no, six—days with no food, my muscles still worked. They were a little—whoa there—wobbly, but they worked. I walked along the beach, my feet crossing over each other as I stumbled along trying to keep balance, and looked around, feeling quite proud of myself.

I was still alive. Ha! Take that kidnappers. Still alive. Maybe it was my butt that was feeding me. I always thought it was kind of round. I bet my body was eating up all the fat stores from my butt now. Yeah. See, having a big ass is a good thing. Good, good, good. They should put that in magazines. Why diet? Why stay thin? If you ever get kidnapped and left for dead, your fat ass could save your life!

A light breeze blew my hair across my face and suddenly I felt dizzy. I put my hands out in front of me, but the beach tilted and spun. My sore butt hit the sand hard, radiating pain up my spine. I blinked a few times, trying to get my bearings. Then I laughed.

A breeze had blown me over. Things could not be good if a little breeze could knock me down like that. I rolled over onto my stomach, folded my arms in the sand, and rested my forehead on my forearms. Probably the backs of my legs were a lot whiter than the fronts. Maybe I should just lie here and even out the color.

Red in front, red in back.

I laughed even harder. Laughed until I coughed. Coughed until I was gasping for air. My throat constricted, my lungs burning with pain. Was this it? Was this dying? I tried to push myself up on my elbows, but my muscles quivered and I face-planted in the sand. Sucked sand into my mouth with the next cough. Gagging. Gagging. Gagging. I rolled onto my side. Heaved. Spit sand everywhere. Convulsing, drawing my knees up toward my chest. Tears streamed down my face into the sand.

Dying. This was me, dying.

“Reed.”

I blinked. Covered my mouth with my hand to try to quiet the cough. Surely I was imagining things. I had not just heard my name.

“Reed.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. I was hallucinating. Dammit. I really was dying. How many times could one person die?

“Reed. Up here. Look up.”

It was Thomas. Son of a bitch. Thomas was here. So maybe I was already dead.

“Come on, New Girl,” he said, his voice teasing. “You can do it.”

I rolled over onto my stomach again and looked up in the direction from which I thought the voice was coming. Looked at the tree line, just a few feet away, and gasped. Blue eyes stared back at me from the darkness of the forest. Thomas’s blue eyes.

Had God sent him here to take me to heaven? Because if I was going to go, that would be a really cool way to go. But wait, Thomas had not, technically, been the most pious do-gooder on earth, what with the drug dealing and the lying and the short-temper problem. Had he even gone to heaven? Crap. What if he was here to take me to hell?

“You’re not dead, Reed. Just come here.”

“I can’t,” I said.

My arms were so weak they felt like noodles. There was sand in my mouth, up my nose, in my eyelashes.

“Yes, you can. You can do anything,” Thomas said. “I’ve been watching you, Reed. You have no idea how strong you are.”

“But I—”

“Just come here,” Thomas said, growing impatient. “There’s something I want to show you.”

Well. That was intriguing. My dead ex-boyfriend had something he wanted to show me? I mean, who could turn down an offer like that? I braced my hands under me and pushed as hard as I could, lifting myself up onto my knees. The head rush was excruciating and long. Way too long to be normal. But eventually, my vision cleared and I could make out shapes and colors again. Thomas was still there, his blue eyes peeking out at me now, from under a low bush.

I squinted. How could he be that low to the ground?

Edging forward on my knees, I called out to him. “Thomas? What are you doing? I so don’t have the energy for hide-and-seek.”

I shoved the low, thick leaves of the bush aside and gasped. The blue was not Thomas’s eyes. It was the label on a bottle of Evian water. I grabbed it, fully expecting it to disappear right in front of me, but it didn’t. I was holding an actual bottle of water. A full bottle of water.

But no. It wasn’t possible. This island was deserted. I hadn’t seen a soul, a boat, anything, in six days. This was just another hallucination. A really horrible one, since I could feel the plastic beneath my fingers.

“This isn’t real,” I told myself.

“Yes, it is.”

Thomas was right beside me now. His voice in my ear.

“No. It’s not.” Tears coursed down my face. “And you’re not either. I’m going insane.”

“You’re not. Just open it. Drink it,” Thomas said. “But take sips. You don’t want to throw up again.”

My hands trembling, I opened the bottle. Heard the click as the cap released from its plastic band. I had never wanted anything so badly in my life, but I was afraid. Afraid that I would lift the bottle to my lips and the whole thing would vanish.

“Here. I’ll help you,” Thomas said.

He lifted the bottle to my lips. Tipped it toward my mouth.

Cool water ran over my cracked lips and down my throat. The relief was instantaneous. I wanted to gulp the whole thing down, but remembered what Thomas had said and stopped. I didn’t want to retch it up. Not only that, but I had to conserve it. Make it last as long as possible. I lowered the bottle and took a breath. Then I allowed myself one more gulp. My tears turned to tears of joy. Relief.

Thank God for people who littered.

People who littered. People.

This meant someone had been here before. It meant people did, occasionally, come to this island. Someone knew it was here. And if someone knew it was here, it was possible they were coming back. It was possible that even if the kidnappers had left me for dead and Upton had forsaken me and Noelle had given up on me, I could still be saved.

I looked at Thomas, wanting to share the good news, but he was gone.

Of course he was. He was never there.

I looked down at the bottle and cap clutched in my ragged, dirty hands. But if he was never there, how did I find this?

I felt a chill and looked around. “Thanks,” I said, just in case. “I’m glad you’re watching over me.”

Then I capped the bottle, got up, and set off to find some food already. I was not going to end up like Thomas. I wasn’t going to let some sadistic psycho remove me from this earth before I was ready. I was going to find a way off this island. And if I died in the process, at least it would be on my terms.



THIS CLOSE



I walked north on the beach, farther than I had walked on any of the previous days. If someone had dropped a water bottle, who knew what else they had dropped? Maybe they were even still here somewhere. Maybe I was about to stumble upon a group of college students camping out on the beach. And they would have food. And more water. And a boat.

A girl could dream.

As I strode along, ignoring the weakness in my limbs, the shakiness of my knees, I kept one eye on the beach up ahead and another on the tree line, looking for more lost goodies. A can of Pringles would be nice. Or maybe a McDonald’s bag with an Egg McMuffin inside?

Up ahead, a long branch hung out over the beach in an arc. As I approached I realized why. It was heavy with fruit. Laden with little green apples. My heart leapt as I dropped my bottle of water in the sand and ran forward. Overjoyed and cursing myself at once, I pulled the branch toward me. If only I had come this far a few days ago. I could have been feasting on fruit all this time.

I yanked an apple down. My stomach grumbled in anticipation as I brought it to my lips. In that split second I imagined the sugary sweetness. The juice running down my throat. My mouth actually began to water. God, this was going to feel so . . . so . . . good. I opened my lips and was about to bite into the apple, when my eyes fell on the tree’s trunk and I froze. My mind flashed on the manchineel tree in the Ryans’ garden—the gray bark, the shiny green leaves, the yellowish-green fruit—and the apple dropped from my fingers. This was the same type of tree. I turned around and sprinted for the ocean. Dropping to my knees, I shoved my hands under the water and scrubbed them together. Mrs. Ryan had said that just touching the sap could be deadly.

I had just come this close to eating an actual poisoned apple.

Who was I? Snow White?

Shaking violently, I lifted my hands in front of my eyes and stared at my fingers. They looked okay. Burned and cracked, but okay. My flesh wasn’t melting from my body or anything. The waves crashed around me, soaking the hem of my T-shirt and the dress underneath, but for a long moment I didn’t move. I took a deep breath and allowed my pulse to calm.

I was okay. Still stranded, still starving, but okay.

Slowly, I stood up and turned around. A thought ever so languidly formed itself in the back of my addled mind. Maybe I couldn’t eat the apples, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t use them.

I walked back up the beach and slipped the bandana off my head. Tying the two free corners together, I fashioned a little sack. Then I untied my blindfold from my wrist and used it to protect my hand as I picked as many apples as I could load into the sack. I grabbed my water bottle up from the sand as I walked by and headed back for my little stretch of beach.

If those guys did come back, I was going to be ready.



SAVE MYSELF



The sun was starting to go down. I sat atop the rock jetty, the one that was home to the barnacles I had used to fray the twine from my wrists that first day, and watched as hundreds of brilliant colors lit the horizon. I ran my fingers over the six lines in my piece of drift. I had so hoped there would never be a seventh, but if I made it through this night, it seemed as though there would be.

Pulling my knees up under my chin, I yanked the hem of the T-shirt down over my legs to my ankles, affording myself the slightest bit of warmth. Next to me on the rocks was my bottle of water, still almost full, my pile of manchineel apples, my purse, and my one shoe. I don’t know why I felt the need to keep these things near me at all times, but I did. Having them near me made me feel more secure.

As the sun dipped toward the ocean, painting the sky with bright pinks, purples, peaches, and yellows, I took a deep breath and tried to fend off a niggling feeling of fear and desperation. Another day was ending. Another night about to begin. How long could I make it without food? I wanted to survive. Wanted so badly to get off this island and see my family and my friends again. But just wanting it wasn’t going to make it happen.

Behind me, the palm trees danced in the wind, their fronds click-clacking against one another. It sounded like a thousand mini-stilettos crossing a marble floor. I closed my eyes and pretended I was at a fancy Billings function. That I could hear the sound of my friends’ laughter and conversation. The sounds of champagne corks popping and glasses clinking and cell phones trilling. A smile twitched at my lips. What were London and Vienna doing right now? Were Kiki and Constance still hanging out in New York? I bet Astrid was going balls-out crazy in London, doing whatever she could to piss off her parents. I rested my cheek on my folded arms and sighed, wishing I was with them. Any of them. All of them. Wishing I was anywhere but here.

The wind died, and for a moment there was silence. But I kept my eyes closed, clinging to the happy, warm images of my friends. And that’s when I heard it.

A motor. A boat engine. Far off, but getting closer. Undoubtedly getting closer. My heart slammed into my rib cage like a rock off a slingshot and my head popped up, eyes wide. It had been so long since I’d heard anything other than the sounds of nature, I thought my brain was playing tricks on me. I scanned the water anyway. It was already much darker than it had been just moments before, but I saw the shadow of something moving out there on the ocean. Saw the white foam of wake made by a vessel cutting through the water. My heart leapt and I was on my feet.

It was Upton. It had to be. He was coming to save me. I lifted my arms over my head and waved them around like a crazy person. Which, of course, I was. A few hours ago I’d been talking to a dead guy.

The boat drew closer. Soon I was able to make out its shape. It was a small speedboat, nothing fancy, and there were two people at the helm. Not one, but two. And neither of them was Upton. I would have recognized his shadow. The line of his shoulders. The lift of his chin.

No. It was the kidnappers. They were back. My hope fizzled like a fourth of July sparkler being shoved into sand. If they were back, they were here to kill me. I looked down at my pile of apples and my jaw clenched with grim determination. It was up to me. I was the only one who could save me now. Using my handy bandana sack, I gathered up the apples and jumped down to the sand to greet my executioners. I had promised myself I would be ready when they returned, and I was. But knowing that didn’t stop nervous bile from rising up in my throat.

My plan had to work. It just had to.

They beached their boat and hopped out into the shallow water. Their faces were still obscured by wiry beards and dark sunglasses. As they slowly approached, I reached into my sack of apples with my bandaged hand and drew one out, clutching it behind my back.

“Well, well. Look who’s a little survivor,” Red Beard said.

They were both smiling. Had Upton doubled their money? Were they here to bring me back? My heart pounded with adrenaline, hope, and exhaustion. I gripped the apple as tightly as I could, holding on to it for dear life. As if it could save me. I hoped it could save me.

“Where’s Upton?” I asked, trying to remain positive.

They laughed. Red Beard drew a sweaty hand across his face, wiping under his nose. Both of them, in fact, were beaded with perspiration. Their fake beards were probably itchy and suffocating. Why did they feel the need to disguise themselves? I barely knew anyone on St. Barths. And if they were going to kill me, I’d never have the chance to identify them anyway.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, my heart pounding so hard now I shook with each beat.

“Your little boyfriend never paid,” Mr. Stilted English said.

A gray cloud obscured my vision, and it took a long moment for me to realize it wasn’t actually there. That I had just come this close to fainting dead away.

“He . . . but you went to him? You told him where I was, what you were going to do?” I rambled. Behind me, the apple jumped around in my hand. Upton couldn’t leave me here for dead. He just couldn’t.

But obviously, he had. What motive did these two have to lie? Hot tears welled up in my eyes. How could I have believed Upton when he told me he loved me? I had believed he wanted to be my boyfriend. I had almost slept with him. Sawyer was right about him. He didn’t deserve a girl like me.

“He decided it was a better idea to go to the police,” Mr. Stilted English told me, taking a step forward.

My desperate rambling thoughts were brought up short. Okay. Well, maybe Upton wasn’t all bad. Going to the police wasn’t as bad as ignoring the situation completely, right? But if he really loved me, why bother? Why not just pay?

“How do you know he went to the police?” I asked. Not that I cared. I was just stalling for time. The longer we stood there, the more the real reason for their visit sank in. Somewhere, one of them was concealing a gun. The gun that held the bullet that was going to kill me.

There was another laugh. “Because we are the police.” Stilted English finally lost the stilt and went back to his regular voice, his French accent.

“Surprise, Miss Brennan!” Red Beard added.

In a rush, I realized who they were. Red Beard was Officer Marshall, and Stilted English was Officer Gravois. The cops from the hospital. The ones who had found my assertions so amusing. The ones who assumed I was a spoiled brat who was not, in fact, being stalked by a murderer.

They were going to murder me. Oh, the irony.

The two of them approached me now, slowly, predatorily, like lions stalking a gazelle. I took an instinctive step back. Officer Marshall stopped in his tracks.

“Wait. She has something behind her back.”

Gravois lifted his dark glasses and eyed me with suspicion. “What are you hiding, eh? Some kind of homemade weapon?”

I let out a shout as I flung the apple at Marshall with all my might. Thanks to my weakened state, it made a pathetic arc in the air and landed in his ready hand. He snorted a laugh.

“What did you think you were going to do? Knock me out with your superhuman strength?”

He tossed the apple up and down a few times. I watched him play his little game and held my breath. He was going to throw it over his shoulder, or down on the ground. What had I been thinking? This was never going to work. What were the chances that he would actually—

Then he lifted the apple to his lips and took a bite.

My heart leapt with joy. I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect moment. Right now he was chewing on poison. The juice trickled down his chin. How long would it take before he keeled over dead? I had to be ready. Had to use the moment of surprise to take on kidnapper number two. Marshall chewed, swallowed, wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

Come on manchineel. Work your magic.

But nothing happened. He just licked his lips and tossed the rest of the apple in the sand. Nothing.

My shoulders sagged along with all my hopes. Had Mrs. Ryan been lying when she told us about the dangers of the tree? Was she just that morbid that she wanted to scare us for no reason? Or had I been wrong about the tree? Was it just some ordinary crab apple?

“Say your good-byes, kid,” Officer Marshall said.

He drew a gun out of the back waistband of his pants and pointed it at my chest. My breath stopped in my throat. These were the last few beats of my heart. The cold sand beneath my feet was the last thing I would ever feel.

I was about to close my eyes and see whatever it was my subconscious wanted me to see in my last moments, when suddenly Officer Marshall’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he crumpled to the ground. His whole body started to shake, and drool poured out the corner of his mouth. Both Gravois and I were so stunned that for a moment, neither one of us moved. But then my eyes flicked to the gun, which was now twitching like mad, Marshall’s fingers curled around the handle. Gravois saw it, too, and at the same time, we lunged.

Except I had another surprise in store for him. Rather than lunging for the gun, I grabbed my piece of driftwood. Gravois was still struggling to release the gun from his buddy’s convulsing grip when I ran over to him, wielding the driftwood like a baseball bat. I was mere inches away when he finally freed the gun. He looked up, and his eyes widened. He started to lift the weapon as I let out a guttural scream and swung. The driftwood slammed into his skull with a satisfying crack. His neck twisted at an unnatural angle and he slumped over the now still body of his partner. I stood over them, my chest heaving with each and every breath, as I started to comprehend what I had just done.

At least one of them was dead. Maybe both. I had just saved my own ass. Who needed Upton Freaking Giles?

I turned and ran for the boat, tripping through the water. All I had to do was shove the thing off the sand, climb in, and get the hell out of here. We couldn’t be that far from St. Barths if they’d taken this tiny vessel from there. I could find it. I’d have to find it. I clutched the sleek white side of the boat and was about to start pushing it away from the shore, when I glanced inside and my heart stopped.

The keys were not in the ignition.

“Ma petite! Where do you think you are going?”

The voice sent a sickening shiver down my spine. I turned around and swallowed hard. Gravois pushed himself to his knees and rose shakily to his feet. He held his head with one hand and lifted the gun with the other.

Dammit, Reed. What was the one lesson learned from watching all those horror movies with Scott and his friends?

The villains are never as dead as you think they are.



HERE



Suddenly, there was a huge roar, like another boat bearing down on me from behind. Gravois’s jaw dropped. All my hair blew in front of my face, whipping into my eyes. Disoriented, I felt my pulse start to race. Gravois still had a gun, and now I couldn’t even see.

As the roaring grew louder, I was knocked off my feet by a stiff wind. A gunshot split the air and I gasped in a breath before dropping down under the water. The cool waves enveloped my hot skin as I scrambled backward into deeper water. Once I was there I stayed down. I had no idea what was going on, but I knew Gravois was shooting. If I stayed beneath the surface, maybe he wouldn’t be able to get a good shot.

Shoving my hair out of my face under the water, I blinked my eyes open and looked around. I could make out the fuzzy outline of the underside of the boat, and I started to swim around it. If I could just put the vessel between myself and Gravois, I’d at least have something to take the bullets for me.

Another shot. The bullet whizzed by me underwater, sending up a cloud of sand. My heart caught. I swam with all my might, my lungs bursting from the strain, and grappled my way to the other side of the boat. When I got there, I burst through the surface. I had to. My needy lungs were begging for air. The sky was completely dark now and I was crouched in shallow water between my jetty and the boat. From the shore, I heard shouts, but the roaring was gone. What the hell was going on? Who was shouting? Had Marshall woken up? And what the hell was that roaring sound?

Another shot sounded and I sucked in a breath. Down I went. I huddled next to the boat underwater. Gravois was obviously wasn’t going to quit until he finished the job. What was I going to do? I couldn’t stay down here forever. Couldn’t even stay for another ten seconds. I needed to breathe. I needed to live. I needed a miracle.

And then, strong arms closed around me from behind and yanked me toward the surface. I let out a scream of terror, thrashing my legs and arms, trying to get free. But it was no use. Gravois had me. His grip was so tight I couldn’t even begin to move. It was over. I had tried. I had tried so hard to stay alive these last few days, but it was over. At least I would go down fighting.

“Reed. Reed! Stop! It’s me! Calm down!”

Suddenly, all my limbs went limp. I hung there, like a rag doll, his strong arms around my chest.

“Upton?” I whimpered.

His breath was ragged in my ear, but I could smell him. The clean, island scent of him. I leaned back against him, tears coursing down my face.

“You’re not really here,” I sniffled. “I’m hallucinating again.”

“Can you stand?” he asked.

I couldn’t answer. He placed me down in the water and my rubbery knees managed to keep me up. He kept one hand on my back as he walked around to face me, tilting my chin up so I was looking into his too-blue eyes. He had reddish-brown stubble all over his chin and cheeks and looked exhausted. Gray circles under his eyes. A pallor about his once tan skin.

“You’re not hallucinating,” he said. “I’m here.”

My entire body collapsed. Deflated. Every ounce of adrenaline, gone. Upton caught me in his arms as my frail, parched, dried-up body heaved with sobs.

“It’s okay. It’s going to be okay now,” Upton said.

I felt his arm slip under my back and he scooped me from the water as if I weighed nothing. He lifted one of my arms so that it was slung around his neck and I curled against his chest. I could hear his heart. He was really here. He’d come for me. He’d finally come.

As Upton walked up the beach, I blinked my eyes open. Several men surrounded Gravois and Marshall, securing handcuffs to their wrists. Marshall appeared to be alive, though still unconscious. I hadn’t managed to kill either of them. Which I guess was a good thing. Although at that moment I wanted them dead. Wanted them dead more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life.

“Where’re we going?” I asked as Upton walked away from my jetty, sticking to dry land.

“Helicopter,” he said.

My head lolled back and I saw the blades overhead, jet-black against the dark sky. So this was where the roar had come from. That was what had knocked me off my feet. Upton handed me to another man who was crouching inside the helicopter. He deposited me on a vinyl bench and took my wrist between his fingers, feeling my pulse.

“Have you eaten anything since you’ve been here?” he asked.

I shook my head no.

“Drank anything?” he asked.

“Some water. Evian,” I added needlessly.

“First thing we have to do is get her hydrated,” the man said.

Upton had climbed in behind me and was sitting at the end of the bench. I felt dizzy lying on my back and sat up, curling against him.

“You really should lie down, miss,” the man said.

I let out a noise that was somewhere between a whimper and a growl.

“Can’t you start an IV from here?” Upton asked, laying a protective arm down my side.

There was a pause. “Certainly, sir.”

“What’s going on?” I croaked as someone barked an order and someone else rummaged around behind me. All I could see from my point of view was the white cloth of Upton’s shirt, his forearm, and his big, silver watch. I didn’t care to see anything else. If I could stay in this position forever, that would be just fine.

“They’re going to feed you through an IV,” Upton said, running his hand gently over my hair.

“No, I mean . . . where have you been?” I asked, blinking back tears. “I’ve been here for five . . . six . . . days? Where have you been?”

Upton’s grip on me tightened. I could feel his tension throughout his body. “I’m so sorry, Reed. You have no idea. . . . When those men approached me, I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if they were lying, or who was behind the whole thing. There was no telling whether they’d make good on our deal or simply take the money and leave you for dead. So I hired this team of investigators to find you, but we kept coming up against brick walls, dead ends. Finally we thought we would simply follow them back to you when they came, but it took them this long. . . . I’m so sorry. I’ve been doing everything I can to find you.”

He shifted his position and I found myself gazing out the open side of the helicopter. Marshall and Gravois were being dragged off toward a waiting boat.

“Who hired them?” I asked, clutching Upton’s shirt as the EMT lifted my other arm to try to find a good vein.

“They think it was Poppy,” Upton said grimly. “They found a disposable cell phone in her bag and all the calls were to the same number . . . a pay phone near the police station. They’re questioning her now, back on the island. I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you. I never thought she could do something like this.”

Poppy. I had thought it was Paige and Daniel, hadn’t I? But now I couldn’t for the life of me remember why. And I didn’t care. If it was Poppy, it was Poppy. It made sense. She hated me, was obsessed with Upton, and had money to burn. I couldn’t wait to see her rot in jail.

“All right, sir, we’re ready to go,” someone said.

“Good. Let’s get out of here.” Upton’s voice rumbled in his chest beneath my cheek.

The door shut.

“You’re going to have to sit up or lie down, miss,” the EMT said.

I sat up. “I don’t want to go to the hospital.” It was there that I’d met Gravois and Marshall.

The EMT shot me an impatient look. “You need immediate care.”

“No. I’m not going back there,” I said, my heart fluttering with nerves. “I can’t. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust the people there. Upton, I—”

“It’s okay,” he said, running his hand gently over my hair. “Noelle’s father has arranged for private care at his home.” He looked over my head at the EMT. “We should have an ambulance waiting for us at the Ryans’ to take her back to the Langes’.”

“The Ryans?” I squeaked.

“This is their helicopter, and they have the only helipad on the island,” Upton explained.

I swallowed hard. The very idea of being in the Ryans’ house made my blood run cold. I didn’t trust those people either. But if there was an ambulance waiting there, I wouldn’t have to be there long. Noelle’s family was going to take care of me. Of course they were.

The EMT started my IV as Upton placed a set of huge headphones over my ears. My weakened neck could barely hold up their weight. I leaned my head against the window and looked out at the island. I hated this place. Hated it with a vengeance. But at the same time it had been my home for almost a week. It was the place where I had almost given in to despair and death, but had fought back.

The helicopter’s engine roared to life, the blades starting out with a slow, whomping sound and gradually quickening to a deafening growl. The headphones dulled it, but they also made it impossible to hear anything else. Next to me, Upton settled in, his arm clamped around my shoulders like he would never let go again. We rose slowly into the air, the ground dropping away from us until I could see the entire island.

It was small. And the area of beach I had explored was about all the sand there was. The rocky steppe extended all the way around the rounded south edge of the island, and to the north, the forest eventually took over the beach, the trees reaching all the way out to the water.

As the helicopter lurched forward, flying low over the darkened water, I looked back at the island, at my beach. I could have sworn I saw Thomas standing there in his white T-shirt, smiling at me as he waved good-bye.



FACE-OFF



The stretcher was lifted out of the helicopter and wheeled down a slight hill toward the Ryans’ estate. It was pitch dark out now and the walls of the sprawling mansion were eerily white against the raven sky. I was on my back, the IV being wheeled next to me, soft white blankets tucked in around me, but I was still shivering violently. It had started about halfway through the trip back to St. Barths and hadn’t slowed since.

Still, I felt more awake than I had in days. More present. More alert. Whatever was in the IV, it was working.

“Is Noelle here?” I asked Upton, who walked beside the stretcher.

We were coming around the side of the house now, headed for the back patio near the pool. The stretcher’s wheels hit the stone patio and the ride quickly became a lot less smooth.

“She’s on her way,” Upton said, looking down at me. “Everyone’s at Mrs. Lange’s charity thing, but they’re all coming here to see you.”

I smiled grimly. Leave it to the Billings Girls and their friends to keep the party going even when one of their own has been missing for six days. Not that I could blame them. I’d attended the Legacy while Thomas was missing, hadn’t I? That was how these people dealt with tragedy. They partied it away. At least Upton hadn’t decided to attend. I guess he really had been focused on finding me.

“There you are!”

Mrs. Ryan came skittering over the patio from the house, her high heels clicking on the stone floor. In seconds she was looming over me, her auburn hair falling forward over her cheeks. She was wearing a dark green strapless gown and a wide gold necklace. Her face was the picture of concern.

“My God, Reed. Are you all right?” she asked, her hand to her chest.

“Yes,” I said. “I think so. Thanks for the ride.”

Her brow creased in confusion, but then she laughed. “Oh, the helicopter. Of course.” She looked at Upton as we all continued inside the house, the EMTs still pushing my stretcher. “Some woman from the police station just called and said the ambulance was delayed, but it would be here within the next half hour.”

“It was supposed to be waiting,” Upton said, his jaw clenched.

“Well, you know how things work on this island,” Mrs. Ryan said, rolling her eyes. “She also said they need you down there. They have some questions about Poppy and your . . . relationship.”

“Now?” Upton was annoyed.

“It seems they want to wrap this up as quickly as possible,” Mrs. Ryan said.

“Upton, I don’t want you to go,” I said.

“Don’t worry. Let’s just get you inside,” he replied.

Once we were inside the house, there were a lot of hushed conversations between Mrs. Ryan and Upton and the EMTs, all taking place while I lay flat on my gurney, shivering and staring up at an ornate chandelier made out of coral and rock. Finally, the EMTs left in a huff. All I heard them say was that they highly recommended I visit the hospital within the next twenty-four hours.

“Can we get this thing out of my arm now? It’s burning,” I said, shoving the covers off of me and swinging my bare legs around the side of the stretcher. I got a head rush and brought my free hand to my forehead, waiting for it to pass.

Okay. So maybe the hospital would have been a solid idea.

“Of course,” Mrs. Ryan said, rushing forward.

She helped me remove the bandage and the needle and pushed the IV tower aside. Ever since I’d arrived on this island she’d been nothing but a bitch to me. Perhaps she was feeling guilty now that I’d almost died for the fourth time. Now that one of her friend’s daughters had hired hit men to kill me.

“What do you need?” she asked, stepping back, lacing her fingers together.

I glanced over her shoulder at Upton. “Food? Water? What first?” he asked.

“Actually, I’d kill for something solid to eat,” I said. “And a bath would be great.”

“I have this amazing bubble bath with aloe in it,” Mrs. Ryan said. “It will do wonders for that burn.”

“Let’s get her upstairs,” Upton suggested. “Then you can come down and talk to the chef.”

“What about the police?” Mrs. Ryan asked him. “They said it was urgent.”

Upton glanced at me warily. “I don’t think I should go anywhere just now.”

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Ryan said. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of Reed until you get back. Besides, the ambulance will be here soon, not to mention the rest of your friends and their families.” She gave me a tight smile. “Everyone wanted to be here to make sure you’re all right.”

I swallowed hard as I looked at Upton. I didn’t want him to go. Not after longing to see him for the past six days. I never wanted to let him out of my sight again. But if Noelle and the others were on their way, I could manage. Especially if he was going off to slam the last nail into Poppy’s coffin.

“Reed?” he said.

“It’s okay,” I said as my bare feet hit the cold tile floor. My knees collapsed underneath me and Mrs. Ryan held me up. She was a lot sturdier than she appeared.

“Are you all right?” Upton asked.

“Fine,” I said, clearing my parched throat. “You can go. Just . . . come right back,” I said, glancing warily at Mrs. Ryan.

Upton approached me. He placed his hands gently on my shoulders, probably afraid of hurting my scorched skin. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I said, not feeling sure at all.

“All right, then. I’ll be back before you know it. And don’t worry. Calista will take good care of you.”

Since when did he call her Calista? I glanced at Paige and Daniel’s mother. Yesterday, this morning even, I had been certain her children were trying to off me. But it wasn’t Paige and Daniel. It was Poppy. Upton and his crack team of investigators were convinced it was Poppy.

“Come on,” Mrs. Ryan said, flicking her fingers at me. “You’ll feel so much better once you get in that bath.”

I took a deep breath. If Upton trusted her, I supposed I should, too. Besides, like he said, Noelle would be here soon. And Kiran, Taylor, Tiffany, and the rest. If I could survive six days on a deserted island, I could survive six minutes with Mrs. Ryan.

“Okay.”

Upton kissed me on the forehead and I was on my way. Mrs. Ryan kept one arm around my back, supporting me as I slowly climbed the wide, red-tile stairs. The second floor was carpeted, and the warm fibers were like heaven for my cold feet. She led me down the hallway to the very end, where an open room awaited us.

“This is my dressing room,” she said, flicking on the light.

The chamber was actually one huge closet lined with shelves and drawers and racks of clothing built into the walls. At one end was a huge vanity table with curled legs and marble detailing. The mirror was so tremendous I could see my entire body reflected in its surface. It was not a pretty sight. My face was such a dark red it seemed unnatural, and my lips were cracked and crusted with blood. My hair was a tangled, matted mess and hung limply over my shoulders. The skin on my legs and arms had peeled in several places, leaving streaks of mottled white against the bright red. Flecks of dead skin were peppered everywhere.

If Upton still loved me after seeing me like this, it would be a miracle.

“Have a seat and I’ll draw the bath,” Mrs. Ryan said, depositing me on the soft velvet bench in front of the mirror. She opened a set of double doors to my right, revealing a huge white bathroom. From my angle I could see only a wide sink, but she disappeared to the right side of the door and I heard her rummaging around. Heard the water start to gurgle.

A bath was going to feel so good. Just sitting there in that clean, airy room, I was starting to smell myself, and it was not a nice scent. I wondered if Upton had noticed it on our way back from my island. If he had, he’d been too polite to so much as wrinkle his nose.

Unable to stare at my horrifying reflection any longer, I turned my attention to the myriad products on the table. There were bottles and tubs and tubes and glosses. Moisturizers and toners and bronzers and plumpers. I ran my trembling fingers along the beveled edge of the table, unable to believe I was here. Back in civilization.

“Reed, I’m going to go check on the food,” Mrs. Ryan called out. “I’ll be right back.”

A door closed. An outside door to the hallway from the bathroom no doubt. I glanced over my shoulder at the open door, then reached for a bottle of perfume near the center of the table. I removed the glass top, intending to give myself a little spritz to mask my stench, when the scent of the perfume filled my senses and the room began to spin.

It was the scent I had smelled just before I was shoved off the stern of the Ryans’ boat. Unmistakable. It brought me right back to that terrifying moment as if it were happening all over again.

The bottle fell from my quaking fingers and hit the table top with a crash. I was on my shaky feet like a flash, the adrenaline that had kept me alive on the island returning full force. Desperately, my eyes scanned the shelves and racks on the walls all around me, taking in flowered dresses and pressed pants and silky blouses. I took a deep breath and told myself to concentrate. If it was here somewhere, I could find it. I just had to concentrate.

I breathed in and slowly scanned the room. Right next to the two floor-to-ceiling racks of shoes was a small section of workout gear. Yoga pants were folded neatly on shelves. Tank tops hung on silver hangers. Right next to a half dozen hooded sweatshirts. My legs quaking, I stepped ever so slowly toward the rack. I saw the white trim before I was even halfway there, but I kept moving. I needed to be sure. My arm was so weak as I reached for the garment, I could barely lift the hanger off the high rod. But I managed. I drew the sweatshirt toward me and lifted the hood. The white trim traveled up the sleeve, along the shoulder, and all the way around the hood. It was the sweatshirt my attacker had worn.

But Mrs. Ryan? Why?

I heard a creak and whirled around. Mrs. Ryan was standing, framed by the doorway, with a heaping tray of food in her hands. Bread and cheese and grapes and apples.

Little green manchineel apples.

“Reed?” she said, glancing at the sweatshirt in my hands. “What are you—oh, are you cold?”

Why? Why was she trying to kill me?

She placed the tray on a small table near the door and as she did, her huge necklace shifted. My vision zoned in on it like heat-seeking radar. A gold necklace. A big, ornate gold necklace with thousands of tiny, sharp, gold leaves.

A bubble of disgusted realization welled up in my throat. Upton’s first. Mrs. Ryan was Upton’s first. No wonder he had called her Calista. They had been . . . intimate.

I was going to vomit. I had nothing in my system to vomit, but I was going to vomit just the same.

“Are you all right?” Mrs. Ryan asked. “The bath should be ready. Or do you want to eat first?”

She stopped short of lifting a poison apple toward me, but she might as well have. I took a step back, still clutching her sweatshirt in my hands.

“It was you,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “You hired those men to kill me.”

A brief shadow of fear crossed over her face, which she quickly replaced with a look of total confusion. But it was too late. I had seen it. I had seen the recognition and I knew she was the one. And I also realized I should have kept my mouth shut—probably would have if I hadn’t been so exhausted from my six days alone on a deserted island. Should have asked for a phone so I could call my parents and instead called the police. Because now I was alone with the person who had been desperately trying to kill me for days. Alone and weak.

But there was nothing I could do about that now.

“It’s been you all along!” I said, still backing away. There was nowhere for me to go, except maybe the bathroom, but she could cut me off there by going back out into the hall and entering from the other door. I was trapped. Trapped with the woman who’d been trying to kill me for two weeks. The woman Upton had promised would take care of me.

Upton Giles was turning out to be a seriously bad judge of character.

“Reed, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mrs. Ryan said, reaching up to toy with her necklace.

“You did it for him. Because you were jealous of Upton and me,” I spat. “That is just sick, do you know that? He’s friends with your kids. You’re married!”

A flash of anger lit her eyes and she snapped. “Do not talk about what you could never understand!”

“You did it, didn’t you?” I said, stalling for time now. Noelle and the rest of my friends would be here any second. Any second now. All I had to do was stay alive until they arrived. “You spooked my horse that day in the woods. And you rigged that Jet Ski to go haywire on me. And when neither of those little ploys worked, you shoved me off your boat and took my necklace so you could set up Marquis to take the fall. God, you must have been so frustrated when they found me alive,” I said. “That must have just killed you.”

Mrs. Ryan’s face had taken on almost masklike calm, but her eyes quaked in their sockets. “You’re going to have to stop saying things like that,” she said, advancing on me. “We have a large staff in this house. Someone might hear you. Someone might actually repeat your delusional ramblings.”

I glanced around at the dressing table for something I could use as a weapon. All I needed was something heavy. If I could take down Gravois, I could take down Mrs. Ryan. But there was nothing. Nothing but tiny gleaming bottles and tubes. Then something moved. Out in the hallway, I saw a shadow.

Please let it be Noelle or Upton and not Daniel or Paige or one of the other St. Barths nutbags.

“I’m not delusional,” I said, the backs of my legs pressing into the dressing table. “And you’re going to jail.”

“Oh, really?” she said with a smirk. “What makes you think anyone’s going to believe you? What makes you think I’m going to let you have a chance to make them?”

My heart stopped, but I managed to see the flaw in her plan. “If you hurt me, they’re going to know it was you. Upton just left us alone together. You’ll be the one and only suspect this time.”

“Not if I left you alone in the tub for just a few minutes and when I came back you had drowned,” she said through her teeth, her eyes wide with innocent wonder. “Who knows what kind of ailments six days of exposure on an island can cause? Heart attack, stroke, simple fainting . . . any one of these things could cause you to go under. So tragic, drowning in a marble tub after surviving all those days on the island.”

Before I could even process the insanity of all this, she lunged at me and grabbed my hair in her hand. I shouted out in pain as she dragged me forward, toward the bathroom and the full tub. I struggled against her, but she was freakishly strong and I was pathetically weak. I screamed at the top of my lungs and before the sound even died away, Sawyer came bounding through the door with some kind of long object in his hand. He slammed the butt of it down on the back of Mrs. Ryan’s skull. Her eyes popped open so wide I thought I might have to catch them in my palms, but then they closed and she crumpled forward onto the floor.

Sawyer and I stood there for a moment, both of us heaving for breath. Then he dropped his weapon at his feet—I could see now that it was some kind of modern table sculpture—and reached out a hand to me. He was wearing a black tuxedo, his long black tie loosened and askew.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I tripped over Mrs. Ryan’s ankle as I flung myself at him. Sawyer backed up a couple of steps from the force of my embrace, but I clung to him like there was no tomorrow.

“I can’t take this anymore,” I rambled. “I can’t. I can’t take it.”

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Sawyer said, grasping the back of my T-shirt to hold me up.

“She did it. She tried to kill me,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Mrs. Ryan. “She set the whole thing up.”

“I know. I heard everything,” Sawyer said, pulling back so he could look me in the eye. “It’s going to be all right.” He shrugged out of his tuxedo jacket and slung it over my shoulders. The warmth was like nirvana.

I sniffled and nodded, still weak as could be. “What’re you doing here?”

“Everyone’s here,” he said. “I was just the first one inside. Come on. Let’s go downstairs and we’ll call the police.”

My eyes widened in terror.

“No. Not the police,” he said quickly. “We’ll call my dad. He’ll know what to do.”

“Okay,” I said, clinging to him as we walked out to the hall. “And can we get something to eat? Something that’s not poison?” I said, glancing at the tray on the table by the door.

Sawyer appeared confused, but nodded. “Absolutely. I think something that’s not poison would definitely be a good idea.”



FOOD



There was a lot of commotion. I could hear it from inside the airy kitchen with its bright aqua accents and gleaming silver appliances. I was eating a hunk of crusty bread with Sawyer and Noelle at my sides. Everyone else was out in the great hall at the front of the house, watching as Mrs. Ryan was hauled away in handcuffs. Mr. Lange had called the police after all. There was some shouting. A few slamming car doors. But I heard it all from inside a vacuum. It was over. It was finally over.

And I was finally eating.

“I don’t believe this. This is actually beyond the scope of the believable,” Noelle said.

She had brought me a black Calvin Klein sweat suit and didn’t even care that I hadn’t taken a bath before I put it on. Thanks to that and a pair of comfy white socks, plus the food and water, I had finally stopped shivering.

“Believe it, baby,” I said, then snorted a laugh, my head jerking back slightly.

Noelle leaned toward me. Her black satin gown swished whenever she moved, and her heavy evening eye makeup seemed ridiculous to me in my haggard state. “You’re delirious, aren’t you? Doesn’t she seem delirious?” she asked Sawyer.

“She was alone on an island for six days with nothing to eat and no one to talk to,” Sawyer pointed out matter-of-factly.

“Point taken,” Noelle said.

I wasn’t delirious. I was just done. I couldn’t wrap my brain around another near-death experience. Couldn’t really feel it. Once I had stopped crying all over Sawyer and he’d found me something to eat, all the emotions had just sort of . . . stopped. Now all I could feel was the weakness, the exhaustion, the hunger, and the pain. Maybe once I solved all those issues, the emotions would crash in on me again, but for now, there was nothing.

“Is there more of this bread?” I asked, lifting the crusty bit I had left.

Noelle got up to cut me some more and brought back a cluster of grapes and a few slices of cheese with it. Someone had decided that bland was the way to go, but I would have pretty much killed for a chili cheeseburger. Or a pepperoni pizza. Or a huge pile of jelly donuts.

“So all this time it was Mrs. Ryan?” Noelle said as she placed the food in front of me on the glass-topped table and sat down again. “Why? Was she doing it for Paige?”

Sawyer and I looked at one another. If Noelle thought Mrs. Ryan’s guilt was unbelievable, she was never going to be able to swallow her motive. I opened my mouth to respond, but a loud shout stopped me short.

“What the hell is going on here? Where’s my father? You can’t just drag her away like this! No! Get the hell off of me!”

It was Daniel Ryan. In one of his rages, it seemed. I heard scuffling footsteps. A crash. The clack of high heels. Suddenly Daniel and Paige came barreling into the kitchen, followed by Dash and Kiran. Daniel’s otherwise handsome face was red with rage, his tuxedo tie still knotted tightly around his neck. Paige’s auburn hair had come loose from its updo. The tail of her light green gown swished behind her as they stormed into the room.

“What kind of lies are you telling now?” Daniel shouted, getting right up in my face.

I instinctively skittered backward on my chair and ended up half in Noelle’s lap, half suspended over the floor. He looked a lot like his mother did when she was getting all psychotic.

“First Poppy and now my mother? Who the hell do you think you are?”

“Your mother tried to kill Reed!” Sawyer shouted, getting up and shoving Daniel away from me with both hands.

Everyone fell silent. It was the first time I had ever heard Sawyer raise his voice. The first time he’d gotten directly involved in a conversation of his own volition, let alone a fight. We were all stunned. But it was Paige who recovered first.

“You’re lying,” she said, her voice quaking. “Why would my mother want to kill anyone, let alone her?” She gave me a look like I wasn’t even worthy of her attention, let alone anyone’s ire.

Just then a female police officer stepped into the room, a blue windbreaker over the standard uniform of polo shirt and shorts. Her short black hair was pulled back in a tiny, tight ponytail and she was looking at a small pad as she entered. After a moment she flipped the pad shut and glanced around at us.

“Paige and Daniel Ryan?” she asked.

“Yes,” Daniel said, stepping forward with his sister.

“You’re going to want to come down to the station to meet up with your father,” the woman said. “Your mother has just confessed to attempted murder.”

“What?” Daniel shrieked.

Paige clutched her purse in front of her with both hands. “I don’t understand. She has no motive. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. She—”

The woman sighed and flipped open her pad again to read. “Apparently she had some sort of sexual relationship with this girl’s boyfriend . . . one Upton Giles?”

“Omigod.” Paige turned around, and without so much as a breath, puked into the stainless steel sink. My stomach heaved. It was barely ready for food, let alone seeing someone else’s come back up. I turned away and stared out the window toward the ocean.

“What?” Daniel blurted again. “No. That’s not possible.”

“That’s what your mother says.” The woman was behind me, but I saw her shrug, thanks to her reflection in the window. She looked at Paige and wrinkled her nose in disgust. “She didn’t even need to be asked twice. It was almost like she was proud of it.”

Kiran snorted a laugh and earned an admonishing look from the rest of us. “Sorry, it’s just . . . I’ve done a few things in my life, but I’ve never shared a guy with my mom,” she said, glancing at Paige’s still heaving back.

Paige stood up straight, hand over her mouth, and ran out of the room in tears.

“She confessed?” Daniel said, staring at the officer. “To all of it?”

“Hiring the kidnappers, spooking the horse, rigging the Jet Ski,” the woman said. “She does, however, maintain that this Marquis person is guilty of the incident at sea, but it seems like an open-and-shut case to me.”

No one said a word. We all stared at the floor. Was Marquis really guilty, or had Mrs. Ryan hung him out to dry for some reason? I had no idea, and not enough energy to think about it for very long.

“This can’t be happening,” Daniel said.

As much as I disliked Daniel, I actually felt bad for him at that moment. It couldn’t be easy to find out your mother was an attempted murderer. Not to mention a pedophile who’d had sex with one of your friends and was now obsessed with him.

“Are you coming along?” the woman asked him.

“I’ll go get my sister,” he said. Without another word, he ducked his head and walked out.

“Is there anything we can do for you, miss?” the woman asked me.

My brain was still fuzzy. I wanted to tell her she could put Marshall and Gravois in front of a firing squad, but somehow that didn’t seem like the right thing to say.

“Where’s Upton?” I asked.

“Sorry. I don’t know,” the officer replied.

“We’ll take care of her,” Noelle said. She moved as if to touch my back, but then thought better of it and placed her hand on the back of my chair instead. “She’ll be fine.”

The officer left and for a long moment there was no sound inside the kitchen aside from that of my own chewing.

“Upton’s probably still downtown,” Noelle said. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

“So someone really was trying to kill you all this time,” Kiran said finally. She tucked the skirt of her slim red gown beneath her as she lowered herself onto a chair in one elegant motion.

“Yep,” I said.

“Reed, I’m so sorry we didn’t believe you,” Noelle said.

“Whatever,” I replied. “Is there any more cheese?”

Dash rushed to get me some.

“Thanks,” I said, shoving an entire slice into my mouth.

I could feel them all looking at one another with concern, eyeing me warily.

“Do you think she has post-traumatic stress disorder or something?” Kiran asked.

“You guys, I’m fine. I’m just starving. And I really want to take a bath and then slather myself in aloe,” I said. “And then I want to sleep. For about two days.”

“I think we can make that happen,” Sawyer said.

“Dash, get your car,” Noelle demanded, standing up with her hand on my back. “Let’s get Reed home.”



ADORABLE



I never saw the inside of the hospital. Mr. Lange hired a private nurse named Caroline and flew her in from the States. A big, comfy-looking woman, she was already at the house when we got back from the Ryans’. She got me cleaned up, aloed, and into bed in record time. Then she put in the call to my parents and handed me the phone so that we could all weep in relief together and make plans to see each other the second I was healthy enough to make the trip back to the States. All night long Caroline took my vitals and made me sip water here and there before I drifted back to sleep. She also had this carrot-scented balm that she applied to my entire body every hour on the hour. It felt amazing and it was actually healing my sunburn. I was still red, but it didn’t hurt as much and it looked a lot less awful. Which was nice, since people kept dropping by to visit and I didn’t like the idea of everyone seeing me looking like that horrifying dead girl from The Ring.

Caroline was also big on sleep. No one could stay for more than a few minutes, which was nice, because I definitely needed my z’s. I was in such a deep sleep when Upton arrived the afternoon after Mrs. Ryan’s arrest, I didn’t even hear him come in, didn’t know he was there, until Caroline woke me up trying to get rid of him. When I peeled my tired eyes open, she had one sturdy hand on his chest and was shoving him backward toward the door of my room.

“It’s okay,” I said, pushing myself up on my pillows. “Please. Let him in.”

Caroline looked at me and tsked under her breath. “Mr. Lange said to give you whatever you wanted . . . but I’m coming back in fifteen minutes.” She looked at Upton in a scolding way and lifted one chubby finger. “She needs her rest.”

“Of course,” Upton replied.

He had a glass vase full of lilies, which he placed on the table at my bedside. Then he took a step back as if afraid to get too close, shoving his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. He had shaved since I’d seen him last, but he still looked tired. Almost as tired as I felt.

“Are you sure this is all right?” he asked, his brow knitting.

“What?” I asked.

“Me being here,” he said, his voice grave. “I’m sure you hate me, and with good reason. That’s why I’ve stayed away. I assumed you didn’t want to see me.”

I blinked. “Why would I hate you?”

“Because this is all my fault,” Upton replied, clearly distressed. “All of it. She was after you because of me.”

I chuckled and pushed my hair back from my face with both hands. “Upton, it’s not your fault she’s crazy.”

“But it is! You said it yourself the day after you got out of the hospital,” he said, throwing out a hand and pacing away. “You said you weren’t going to wait around for one of my jilted girlfriends to kill you and you were right. It just happened to be a girlfriend you didn’t know about.”

“Upton,” I said calmly.

“I’m going to make this up to you, Reed. I swear it,” he said. “If there’s anything I can do—”

“Upton!”

“What?” He finally stopped moving, stopped rambling.

“Caroline’s going to be back in thirteen minutes,” I said. “Are you going to kiss me or what?”

Upton’s entire face relaxed. He sat down on the bed next to me, touched my scorched cheek delicately with his palm, and kissed my cracked, blistered lips. It would have been romantic if it hadn’t been so agonizing. I winced and pulled away.

“Okay, ow,” I said.

“Sorry,” he replied, biting his lip.

“Maybe just cuddling would be a better idea,” I said.

“Sounds good to me.” He leaned back against the headboard and pulled me toward his side, wrapping his arms around me. I nestled against him until my head was perfectly cradled in the crook of his arm, and took a deep, calming breath.

“So tell me, what’s going on out there in the world?” I asked.

“Well, they let Poppy go,” he said. “Apparently Calis—Mrs. Ryan—planted that cell phone in her bag.”

“What about Red Beard and Stilted English?” I asked, fiddling with a fold in my sheet.

“Who?” he said.

“Marshall and Gravois,” I clarified.

“Both alive. Though Marshall barely,” he replied. “And both going to jail for a very long time.”

“Good,” I replied.

Upton lightly kissed the top of my head and sighed. “I just don’t get it. That night, after she found us in her stateroom, we had this long conversation and I thought she was okay,” Upton said. “She actually wished us every happiness and I believed her. And then, apparently, she turned around and shoved you off the back of the boat.”

I shuddered and Upton held me a bit tighter. “Sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay,” I replied. “I guess people do crazy things for love.”

Upton laughed. “She never loved me. She was just obsessed.”

“Oh, Upton. You’re so adorable,” I said, tilting my head up to look at him.

“Am I?” he said, raising his eyebrows.

“Haven’t you figured it out yet?” I said. “Everyone loves you.”

Upton pulled back a bit to see me better. “Even you?”

I sighed, my heart full. “Yes. Even me.”

He smiled. “Oh, bollocks.”

“What?” I asked.

“I’d really like to kiss you,” he said.

I grinned and lifted my right arm. There was a wide band of white skin that had been protected by my blindfold most of my days on the island. “You can kiss me there.”

He tilted his head, brought my wrist to his lips, and kissed the spot on the inside, right near the heel of my hand. A shiver of delight raced up my arm.

“Good?” he asked.

“Perfect,” I replied.

So he kissed it again. And again and again and again. Until I dissolved in a fit of giggles and forgot all about the island, the kidnappers, the sunburn, and everything bad in the world.



ROOMIES



I rinsed the two-hundred-dollar-an-ounce moisturizing masque from my face and blotted my sensitive skin with a towel. When I looked into the mirror, Kiran was staring at me from over my shoulder, a red silk robe cinched around her waist. It was her product, after all, so she had a vested interest in making sure it had done the trick. Unfortunately, her disappointment was written all over her face.

“Well, at least we got your hair looking normal,” she said in a resigned way.

“Shut up!” I said, whipping the towel at her.

“I’m just kidding!” she replied, her arms crossed in front of her face to protect herself. “You look a thousand percent better.”

“Really?” I glanced at my reflection. After two days my face was almost entirely healed, except for my nose, which was red and peeling. My lips were still cracked and they stung 24/7, but the blisters were gone, which made eating a lot easier. And kissing. Which Upton and I had tested out earlier that evening while Caroline was on a break.

“Really,” Noelle said, appearing in the bathroom doorway. “By the time we get back to Easton you’ll be almost recognizable.”

Easton. A little shiver went through me at the thought of seeing Josh again. Had he heard about what had happened? I had a feeling that none of the girls had called him, and guys, as a rule, were less reliable gossips. I had to believe that if Dash, Gage, or West had reached him with the news he would have called me. Or at least e-mailed. But there was nothing. Over two weeks since I’d seen him and not one word.

Not that it mattered. I had Upton. And Upton was there for me every day.

“Come on. Taylor’s mixed a special color for you and she won’t shut up about it,” Noelle said. She gathered her hair up atop her head and shoved a hair pick into it to hold it there. Which it miraculously did.

I followed her and Kiran back into my room, where Taylor, Tiffany, and Amberly were hanging out, flipping through magazines as Noelle’s iPod blasted music from the dock on my dresser. Noelle had pulled in a few of the chairs from the dining room, and Taylor had set up a foot spa in front of one of them. Laid out on the floor was her professional manicure/pedicure kit with dozens of tools perfectly lined up and ready to go.

“I never understood why you learned to give pedicures,” I said as I took a seat in the chair. The muscles in my feet let out an almost audible sigh as the warm, bubbly water closed around them. “Don’t you guys all go to salons to get them done?”

“My mother has this woman Charlotte come in and do her nails every week, and when I was a kid I was kinda fascinated by it, so she taught me,” Taylor said with a shrug. Her blond curls were held back with a skinny black headband, and she wore a black spaghetti-strap nightgown with eyelet cutouts at the hem. She grabbed the bottle of polish she had mixed for me and shook it up, inspecting it closely as the polishes incorporated.

“It came in handy at Billings when there was too much snow to go out and nothing else to do,” Kiran said, dropping onto my bed and reaching for a chocolate from one of the many open boxes we had tossed there.

“Ah, Billings. I can’t wait to get home,” Tiffany said, tilting her head back as Amberly filed her fingernails.

Kiran and Taylor exchanged a look. They had left Billings last year, never to return. I wondered if, all protestations aside, they actually missed it. I’d only been kicked out for a month, and I definitely had.

“I’ve been thinking about it, and Reed, I think you should move in with me,” Noelle said. She dropped onto the bed near the pillows, sending the boxes of chocolates—and Kiran—bouncing.

“What?” we all blurted in unison.

“You’re going to give up your single?” Tiffany demanded, sitting up so fast Amberly dropped the emery board.

Noelle rolled her eyes like it was no big deal. “I can’t make her and Amberly live together. They’ll kill each other.”

There was an uncomfortable silence, filled only by the sound of the bubbling foot spa. My last roommate had, after all, tried to kill me. At this point there could be a club—a small, very exclusive club—of people who’d tried to off Reed Brennan. I wondered what the meetings would be like—Ariana, Sabine, and Mrs. Ryan all gathered in the same room comparing notes. The very idea made me shudder.

“Bad choice of words,” Noelle said. “But you know what I mean. We’ll just move Astrid in with Amberly and get those girls out of that horrid triple, and Reed can live with me.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Clearly someone has to be looking out for you at all times,” Noelle said, flipping open a copy of Vanity Fair on the comforter in front of her. “Who else is going to do it? Besides, if it wasn’t for me convincing you to stay after the whole near-drowning episode, you wouldn’t have even been here to get kidnapped. I think that makes you my responsibility.”

She said this all very cavalierly, like it wasn’t the biggest deal, but I knew her. I knew she never would have said a word about it if she didn’t feel horribly guilty. Of course, it wasn’t her fault. Not really. I made my own decisions. I was the one who had decided to stay. But I didn’t say it. Dwelling on it would probably just piss her off.

Everyone looked at me. It was as if Noelle was asking me to the prom in front of all our friends and everyone watching was on the edge of their seats, wondering if I was going to break her heart. While I doubted that Noelle had anything emotionally invested in what I was going to say next, I felt suddenly nervous.

“Um, okay,” I said.

“Cool!” Amberly blurted, then turned beet red.

Everyone laughed. Clearly she wanted to room with me about as much as I wanted to room with her. Suddenly I found myself looking forward to getting back to school. I couldn’t wait to move back to Billings, to settle in with Noelle. Living with her was going to be amazing. I just knew it. And even if it wasn’t, it couldn’t be worse than living in that crappy single in Pemberly.

“Then it’s settled. But I get the bed by the window,” Noelle said, lifting a finger.

“Of course you do,” Kiran replied with a touch of sarcasm.

“Oh, turn this up! I love this song!” Amberly gushed, waving a hand at the iPod.

Kiran got up and strolled over to the dock, cranking up the volume. It was some doofy pop song I couldn’t believe Noelle had downloaded, but before I could make a crack about it, Amberly was singing along, bopping her head to the music as she filed Tiffany’s nails. Soon the rest of us were watching her, trying not to burst out laughing so she would continue obliviously, amusing us for as long as possible. Finally she must have realized how quiet we had all become, because she looked up at us and turned pink all over again.

“What? I’m a good singer!”

We all burst out laughing, and Kiran tossed me a piece of chocolate. As I sat back to enjoy my pedicure, I looked around at my friends and realized this was the last time we’d all be together for a long time—maybe even forever. For a split second it felt like old times. Like the days when Ariana was my friend—before I knew what she had done to Thomas, before she had threatened my life. It felt like those rare nights when we were all hanging out, letting go, keeping the outside world at bay.

I missed those times. But maybe I could have them again. Not with the same people, of course, but still. I was headed back to school. Back to Billings. And while a lot of my relationships there needed some serious repairing, after everything I’d been through on this trip, the fact that my Billings sisters had wrongfully ousted me no longer seemed like the biggest deal.

Soon I would be home. I’d be back with my friends. With no one stalking me or trying to kill me or playing stupid pranks on me. My life had been saved on that island, and this was why. So that I could go back. So that I could go back to where I belonged.



NEW STUDENTS



Once again, my bags were piled by the door, but this time they were joined by Noelle’s, tripling the size of the pile. We were going home this afternoon. Finally. When I had first arrived on St. Barths I couldn’t imagine ever wanting to leave. Now every inch of my body itched for the door, the car, the plane. I just wanted to get back to normal.

Then Upton squeezed my hand. I looked at him and my heart contracted. “Can I take you with me?” I whispered.

“I wish I could come,” he replied. “But I promise I’ll visit you soon.”

“No whispering at the table,” Noelle interjected. “You two lovebirds are so rude.”

I blushed and glanced around at the parents on the other side of the brunch table, all of whom were now looking at us either with amusement or approbation. Noelle was obviously kidding, but it was still embarrassing.

“Reed, could you pass the fruit, please?” Sawyer asked, breaking the silence and giving me something to do. I released Upton’s hand and passed Sawyer the big frosted-glass bowl.

“Thanks,” he said, looking me in the eye.

I smiled back gratefully. “Thank you.”

Mr. Lange cleared his throat and stood up from his seat at the end of the table. He was wearing a pink oxford shirt tucked into perfectly pressed chinos, looking every bit the casual businessman. As he stood, he lifted his mimosa glass at his side.

“Everyone, if I could have your attention for a brief moment, I have an announcement to make,” he said.

I glanced past Upton at Noelle, who lifted one shoulder in bemusement. What was all this about?

“These last two weeks—the last few months, really—have been a trying time for all of us,” Mr. Lange began, glancing in my direction. “But with a new year comes a fresh start, and the board of directors at Easton Academy has made a move that I believe will help usher in a whole new era at our beloved school.”

Across the table from Graham and Sawyer, Mr. Hathaway was touching his napkin to his lips, clearly trying to hide behind it.

“I’m happy that you will all be the first to know that Spencer Hathaway has accepted the position of headmaster of Easton Academy,” Mr. Lange announced. “And that his two fine boys will be the newest additions to the student body.”

“No way,” I blurted, looking at Sawyer. “You’re going to Easton?”

Sawyer nodded, pushing his hands into the napkin across his lap. The Langes and the Gileses applauded, and Upton got up to congratulate Mr. Hathaway. Noelle went over and gave Mr. Hathaway a kiss on the cheek, then paused by Graham’s chair on the way back.

“You two sure you can hang with us?” she joked.

“I think we can handle it,” Graham said, taking a bite of his bacon.

Sawyer didn’t look quite as confident, though.

“What’s wrong? Nervous about starting a new school?” I asked.

“I guess,” he said, looking down at his plate. “It sucks, switching over midyear.”

“Well, don’t worry about it. You already have friends there, so that’s a good thing,” I said, glancing at Noelle. “And I’m sure with your dad as the headmaster, you guys will get placed in one of the good dorms.”

“Which ones are the good ones?” Graham asked, on the edge of his seat.

Noelle lowered herself into Upton’s now vacant chair to be closer to us. “Well, for guys it’s Ketlar. You definitely want to be in Ketlar. If anyone utters the word Drake, run in the opposite direction.”

“What’s wrong with Drake?” Sawyer asked.

“Nothing,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Everyone just thinks there is.”

“Whatever,” Noelle said. “Little Miss Brightside here likes to believe everyone is created equal. You’d think she’d be over that by now.”

“What dorm are you guys in?” Graham asked, turning sideways in his chair, his sport jacket falling open to reveal his somewhat wrinkled white shirt.

“Billings House,” I replied.

“The best house on campus. We’ll introduce you to our housemates. We have a few single girls on the prowl,” Noelle added with a wink, taking a sip of her mimosa.

“Noelle? Could I see you for a moment, please?” Mrs. Lange asked from the other side of the table. Her cell phone was open and she held her hand over the receiver. “I’m on with Bliss and they need to update your information.”

“Coming, Mother,” Noelle replied.

I watched her go, wondering for the millionth time at the oddities of Mrs. Lange’s behavior. Here she was, hosting a brunch—a celebratory brunch, as it turned out—and everyone was busy chatting up the guest of honor while she was on the phone booking spa appointments.

“You know, Noelle’s dad and my dad were talking about Billings last night,” Sawyer said, pushing his eggs around with his fork. “They were in my dad’s office on the phone with someone on speaker. I could only hear one end of the conversation because the volume wasn’t cranked up that loud, but the word Billings definitely came up a few times.”

“What were they saying?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good,” Sawyer replied, glancing warily at his dad and Mr. Lange. “Noelle’s dad seemed pissed and my father kept trying to calm him down.”

Suddenly my heart felt like it was shrinking inside of me, bouncing around like a Ping-Pong ball. What could this possibly mean? I leaned closer to the table and Sawyer, and kept my voice down.

“Can you remember anything specific? Were they talking about splitting us up?” I asked, my hand flat on the table, my palm sweating. Sawyer’s eyes darted around, like he was suddenly nervous. My tension was rubbing off.

“I don’t know. My dad kept saying, ‘We understand,’ over and over again. And there was something about a media crisis. . . .” He shrugged, but then his face lit up. “And oh yeah,” he whispered. “Toward the end I definitely heard Noelle’s dad agree it was for the good of the school. Although he didn’t seem that happy about whatever it was.”

I swallowed hard. Usually “for the good of the school” was not a good sign for the Billings Girls. I looked up at Noelle, who was chatting merrily with her mother, and a chill went through me. What had her dad and Mr. Hathaway decided with whoever was on the phone? And did she know about it?

I decided right then and there that I was not going to ask. If she didn’t know about it, she would grill me for information I didn’t have. It would be better to just wait until we were back at Easton. I was sure that whatever it was, we would find a way to fix it. We’d have to. There was no way I was going back to Pemberly. Not now.

Besides, maybe Sawyer had misheard. Or I was misinterpreting. Anything was possible. And it wasn’t worth getting all stressed over without knowing the details.

“Hey.”

Upton’s warm hand touched the back of my neck and his other hand clasped Sawyer’s shoulder.

“Mind if I steal her away?” Upton asked.

Sawyer turned back to his plate, his spine curling forward slightly under Upton’s grip. “Go ahead.”

“Thanks, mate.” He slapped Sawyer once on the back. “Let’s go for a walk,” he said, offering me his hand now. “It’s gorgeous out, and I want you all to myself for a little while before you leave.”

I took a deep breath and exhaled, blowing out all the stress about Billings and Easton. There was nothing I could do about it now, and I wasn’t going to let potentially imaginary drama ruin my last couple of hours with Upton.

“Sounds perfect,” I said, taking his hand.

I gave Sawyer a smile as we walked away, but he was looking in the other direction.



GOOD-BYE FOR NOW



I gazed across the aqua-blue ocean, watching the waves as they lapped at the white sand. Upton’s arms were wrapped around me from behind, his chin resting on my shoulder. My heart felt heavy and full. I took a deep breath and let it go, just to see if I could lessen its load, but somehow it felt even heavier.

“What are you thinking?” Upton asked quietly.

“I’m thinking that I’m really going to miss you.”

He chuckled, sending a pleasant shiver through my chest. “You sound surprised.”

I smiled and sighed again. In a way, I was surprised. I couldn’t believe that, in such a short time, everything about him had become so familiar to me. The warmth of his skin, the roughness of his cheek on the mornings he didn’t shave, the crisp scent of his clothing, the sexy lilt of his accent. And I was going to miss every last bit of it. Every last bit of him.

In a little while, we were going to jet off in different directions, for distant corners of the world. And as much as I knew that saying good-bye was going to hurt, I had to wonder . . . did I really want to be tethered to someone? Did I want to go back to Easton as Upton’s girlfriend and have to second-guess myself every time I flirted or needed a date for a party or met a guy I really liked? It kind of went against the whole carpe diem lifestyle I’d promised myself I’d have back when I was on the island.

I had to say something. I had to be honest with him. And I had to get it over with before my heart burst.

“Upton, about this whole long-distance thing,” I said, turning to face him. He kept his arms around my waist so that our faces were extremely close.

“You’re going to get all practical on me now, aren’t you?” he asked, giving me a quick kiss.

“It’s just . . .” I took a deep breath and fiddled with the buttons on his white linen shirt. “It doesn’t seem all that realistic.”

“I know,” he said.

I glanced up at him, feeling both hopeful and disappointed at the same time. Is it wrong that part of me wanted him to fight me on this? “You do?”

“Well, I can’t expect a girl like you to just cloister yourself away, can I?” he said with a smirk. He tucked my hair behind my ear, then ran his hand down the length of it.

“It’s not that I don’t care about you . . . I mean, I do,” I said in a rush. “It’s just, I’ve got this whole new seize-the-day thing going on and—”

“After three near-death experiences and six days trapped on a deserted island by yourself, I supposed that’s to be expected,” he said with a shrug.

I laughed. “So you understand?”

“Of course,” he replied. “But does this mean it’s over and done? No more Reed at all? I’ve got to quit you full stop? No calls or texts or anything? Because I don’t think I’m ready for that.”

My smile brightened. “I don’t think we have to be that drastic,” I said, pulling him closer. “What if we say we’ll stay in touch and just . . . see what happens?”

“And maybe see each other over spring break? I mean, if neither of us is with anyone else,” he clarified quickly. “Because my parents have this villa in southern Italy that you would just adore.”

“Southern Italy? I think I could handle that,” I said, resting my cheek against his chest. “They don’t have deserted islands there, do they?”

“None that I’m aware of. But if they do, I promise to have them populated before March,” he joked, holding me tightly.

“I would appreciate that,” I replied.

We stood like that for a while, for what seemed like a very long time, until the tide started to come in and the cool water lapped at our feet.

“Reed! They’re loading up the car. We’ve gotta go!” Noelle shouted from the patio outside her house.

“I suppose we should get this over with,” Upton said finally.

My heart dropped. “Do we have to?”

He glanced over his shoulder at Noelle, who was giving us a no-nonsense stare from above. “Unless we want to die a slow death at the hands of Noelle Lange,” Upton said.

I giggled. “I’ll be right there!” I shouted to her.

She rolled her eyes, groaned, and went back inside. Upton smiled down at me, his arms draped around my waist. “So, this is goodbye?”

“Good-bye for now,” I clarified.

“All right then.” He reached up and cupped one hand around the back of my neck, his thumb caressing the supersensitive skin below my ear. Shiver city. “Good-bye for now, Reed Brennan.”

Then he kissed me and kissed me and kissed me, until our feet had sunk into the wet sand, and my lips went from tingling to numb, and I had memorized exactly how perfect I felt in his arms.



THE GREAT AND POWERFUL OZ



I stared out the window as the private jet lifted from the ground, tugging us smoothly into the clear blue sky. The island dropped away beneath me, and I felt the weight of everything that had happened there falling away with it. A new year, a fresh start. That was what Mr. Lange had said. I was definitely down with that.

“Some vacation, huh?” Noelle said, leaning her head back against the leather seat.

We were sitting across from each other, the only passengers on the plane aside from her mother, who was seated near the back with a sleeping mask covering her eyes. Tiffany and Amberly had left earlier that morning, so this time we had the comfy jet all to ourselves.

“It was definitely exciting,” I said wryly.

“Putting a positive spin on things,” Noelle said with a smile. “I like it.”

My iPhone beeped and I lifted it from my lap. Upton had been texting me ever since I left him on the beach that morning, with funny little updates on what he was doing. This one read, simply:

Up and away. U?

I quickly texted back.

Me too.

“God. Who knew Upton could be so clingy?” Noelle joked.

“It’s not clingy. It’s cute,” I replied. The phone beeped again.

Damn. UR getting further away. I can feel it.

My grin widened. I texted back.

Toughen up or its gonna b a long 2 months!

I hit send, then silenced my phone, tucking it back into my bag. When Upton and I had kissed good-bye on the beach, I had told myself that it was our last kiss. That I had to go back to Easton and live my life as if Upton and I had never happened. That was how I had decided it should be. Besides, Upton had always been a player. Whatever we had been through together, no matter how much he swore he wanted to keep in touch, I had to be realistic. I knew there was a good chance he was going to forget all about me the second I walked away.

But apparently that was not the case. And it felt nice.

“So, your parents are meeting you in New York?” Noelle asked.

“And my brother, Scott,” I said, a thrill of anticipation running through me at the thought of actually being with my entire family at the same time. I only had one day before I had to be back at Easton for second term—not enough time to go all the way back to Pennsylvania. So my family had decided to drive out to New York, and Mr. Lange had offered to put them up in a hotel for a couple of nights so we could all hang out. I had been hoping they could all meet, considering everything Noelle’s dad had done for me on the island, but he was on his way to California for some business meeting. It seemed like no one I knew was ever in the same place with their parents for very long.

“Mmmm. I finally get to meet Scott Brennan,” Noelle said, actually licking her top lip.

“Ew. No. I think you two should stay very far away from each other,” I said.

“Afraid I’ll eat him alive?” Noelle asked with a smirk.

“He’d puddle at your feet,” I replied.

“Fair enough.” She looked out the window and sighed. “I can’t wait to get back to Billings and get you moved into my room. One more term and I finally get that elusive diploma.”

For the first time in a long while, I found myself thinking about everything Noelle had been through in the past year. The trial after Thomas’s murder, getting expelled from Easton, being on probation. She was supposed to graduate last spring, but that hadn’t happened thanks to her punishment. Last fall, however, her father had found a way to get her back into Easton and she’d spent the last few months repeating the first half of her senior year. Now she was actually going to get to finish out her high school career and get on with her life. But she was going to be a year behind all her peers—behind Dash and Natasha Crenshaw and all the others. It must have been torture for a person like her, a girl who was always in charge and in the know, to be bringing up the rear for once.

And now she was so looking forward to getting back to Billings when who knew what surprises might be waiting for us there? I couldn’t handle the idea of her not knowing, not being prepared for the fact that Billings might be threatened—again. I took a deep breath and decided to take the plunge.

“Noelle, Sawyer said something to me at brunch this morning about a conversation he overheard between your dad and his dad and someone on the phone.”

Noelle lifted her head and eyed me curiously. “About?”

“He said they kept mentioning Billings, and basically, it just sounded bad,” I told her, fiddling with the string on my hooded sweatshirt. “I think they might be talking about splitting us up again.”

Noelle laughed. “Uh, no. If that were happening, I’d know about it.”

“But I—”

“Reed, please,” she said, pushing her hair behind her shoulder. “Leave the heavy thinking to me. If there was anything going on with Billings, Daddy would have told me. End of story.”

I wanted to believe her. Normally I would. But I couldn’t get Sawyer’s words out of my mind. “For the good of the school . . .”

“But your dad doesn’t know everything, does he?” I said, shifting in my seat. “It’s not like he’s on the board or anything.”

Noelle laughed openly, shaking her head as she reached for the W magazine on the table in front of her. “No. No board appointment for Daddy. He likes to work behind the scenes. Kind of like the great and powerful Oz.”

My brow knit as I looked at her. What did that mean? Did her father somehow have more power than the board? I had never even seen him before this trip. As far as I knew, he hadn’t been to campus in the year and a half I’d been at Easton.

“But I—”

Suddenly Noelle snapped the just-opened magazine shut and looked up at me, her eyes bright. “I just had the most fabulous idea! You and your mother should join us at Bliss tomorrow!”

Okay. I guess we were changing the subject.

“Noelle, that’s really nice, but there’s no way we could afford—”

“Shut up. We’ll just put it on our tab,” Noelle replied. “Come on. You know you need to relax before school starts. And has your mother ever even had a massage?”

“Not that I know of,” I replied.

“A facial?” she asked.

“Definitely not,” I said with a laugh.

“Then you must come,” Noelle said. “Please?”

“What’ll my dad and Scott do?” I asked.

She ducked her chin. “Are you kidding? They’re going to be in New York for the first time. I’m sure there’s some kind of ball game they could go to or some famous pizza they’ll just have to eat.”

I cracked up laughing. It was like she knew them. “Okay, okay. We’re in.”

“Good. I’ll book it right now.”

She pulled her iPhone out of her bag and started to scroll through the address book. I sat back and looked out the window again. There was nothing visible now other than blue sky and the even bluer ocean. Somewhere, miles and miles in front of us, were the U.S. and Connecticut and Easton Academy. We were on our way home. Tonight I would get to be with my family, and tomorrow my mother and I would spend the day with Noelle and her mom blissing out at Bliss. And the day after that, we’d be back on campus, back in Billings and back to our normal lives.



FRESH START



“Okay, so the first thing we do is go to housing and make sure your transfer goes through,” Noelle said, tugging her rolling luggage behind her as we made our way around the circle in front of Bradwell. It was freezing out, and we were both wrapped up in warm wool coats again. It was hard to believe that a few days ago I’d actually been overly warm. “We have to get them to send someone over and move the extra furniture out of the triple and into my room. Then tonight we’ll have a little party to welcome you back.”

My heart skipped a beat at the thought of being in the same room with all the Billings Girls again. “You’re sure they’re all okay with this?”

“Are you kidding? They’re more than ready to grovel at your feet,” Noelle said, pushing her huge sunglasses up on top of her head. “I’ve already got Rose and London on food and decorations, and I wouldn’t be surprised if a few of them had some gifties for you to say they’re sorry.”

I laughed and rolled my shoulders back as we came around the side of Bradwell. I was trying to ignore the pitter-patter of my heart, the blood racing through my veins. Somewhere on this campus was Josh Hollis. How was I going to feel when I saw him? What was I going to say? What would he say? I had to play it cool. I definitely could not mention the fact that he’d gone radio silent for more than two weeks. If I did, I’d sound like a pathetic, pining loser and that was not how I wanted to come off.

I was Reed Brennan. I was a Billings Girl again. I had a superhot European boy pining for me. The rest of the world could kiss my butt.

“I can’t wait to see Constance’s face when we tell her she doesn’t have to be in a triple anymore,” I said as Noelle hooked a right around the back of the building and started up the pathway toward Billings. “She is just going to—”

My mouth snapped shut as I walked right into Noelle from behind, tripping over her luggage. I almost fell flat on my face, but managed to stop my forward momentum by grabbing her arm.

“What just happened?” I said with a laugh. But Noelle’s face was as white as bleached wood. Her jaw hanging open in a way she never would have approved of if she could have seen it. That was when I heard the beeping. The grinding. And smelled the unmistakable stench of diesel fuel.

My heart in my throat, I followed Noelle’s gaze, but nothing could have prepared me for what I saw. Or, more accurately, didn’t see.

Billings House was gone.

There was a patch of sky where the tall structure used to be. All that remained standing was about half of the west wall. The wall that was once the outer wall of my room. Two ugly yellow backhoes were clearing away stone and brick and dust and rubble. The rubble that used to be Billings. That used to be my home.

Confounded into silence, I looked at Noelle for an answer. She was shaking from head to toe. She dropped her luggage and took two unsteady steps forward.

“What . . . ? What . . . ?”

For once, Noelle didn’t know everything.

It wasn’t until that moment that I noticed the other students. Dozens of them, dotting the quad. Everyone was bundled up in their winter coats, surrounded by their boxes and laundry bags and luggage. And everyone was watching. Watching those two vehicles dig and shove and maneuver awkwardly around the destruction zone. Some people were wide-eyed, hands covering their mouths as they looked around in confusion. Others were openly laughing, and a few of those noticed us in our dumbstruck tableau and started to point.

“Noelle,” I said, grabbing her arm. “What happened? What’s going on?”

My touch seemed to snap her back from whatever bad place she’d spun off to. She yanked her phone out of her purse and pushed down on the touch screen so hard I was surprised it didn’t shatter. She brought the phone to her ear and exploded.

“How could you not tell me about this!?” she shouted at, I assumed, her father. “It’s gone! Billings is gone! You couldn’t warn me? How could you let this happen?”

Noelle paced away from me toward the wall of Bradwell, which she kept touching with her free hand as she spouted accusations, as if she was trying to ground herself, trying to make sure this was all real. I knew the feeling. I couldn’t stop staring at the trees that used to be behind Billings, but were now visible to the entire quad.

It was gone. My home was gone. Where the hell was I going to go?

“Reed.”

His voice sent tingles all down my back even as my heart sank all the way into my toes. I was not prepared for this. Not now. How was I supposed to wear a happy, unaffected, cool-Reed face now? But there was no putting it off. He was standing right behind me.

I turned around to face Josh Hollis . . . and found him standing there with his hand in Ivy Slade’s.

“You’re here,” he said, obviously confused. “I . . . we heard about what happened. I figured you’d still be . . . recovering. I mean, are you all right?”

His green eyes flicked past my shoulder to the spectacle behind me.

“Of course she is,” Ivy said. “This is Reed Brennan we’re talking about.”

She released Josh and hugged me. Hugged me so tightly I coughed. I managed to lift my arms and hug her back, all the while staring at Josh. He had to give me something here. A mouthed word, a look, a smile—something to let me know what he was thinking. But he simply stared at me. His expression was completely unreadable.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Ivy as I released her. She looked good. She looked, in fact, healthy—like she’d added some weight to her formerly skeletonish frame. There was color in her cheeks, and her dark eyes were bright and happy. Her black hair was back in a tight ponytail, and the pink scarf around her neck was definitely her color.

“I feel amazing,” Ivy said. “Nothing like starting over, right?”

The depth of my disappointment was going to suck me down into the frozen earth. My new start had been crushed before I could even begin. I was about to respond. To say something witty, hopefully. Something that would let them know I had been completely aware that Billings was going down and that I was totally fine with it. But then a limousine pulled up on the circle behind them and Sawyer stepped out of the backseat, and suddenly, I didn’t want to be talking to them anymore. I didn’t want to talk to anyone I had to be fake with or put on an act for. I was too tired. Too over it. Too done.

And Sawyer was right there. He’d gotten his hair cut—not short, but short enough that I could see his eyes—and he looked boyishly handsome in a gray wool coat and black pants. He found me with his eyes and smiled that sweet, vulnerable smile of his, and something inside me responded. Josh must have seen it in my face, because he turned around and gave Sawyer and Graham, who had now joined his brother, a quizzical look.

Behind me there was an awful crumbling sound, followed by a tremendous crash. The students on the quad hooted and cheered and yelped as the last wall of Billings went down. Noelle shouted into her phone. Sawyer lifted his hand in a wave. Josh looked back at me, the curiosity blatant on his face. For a moment I couldn’t think of what to do. Where to go, who to turn to, how to begin. So I just closed my eyes. Closed my eyes to all of it and breathed.

My life had just gotten very interesting.
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For my little sister, because I hope she’ll find this in a faraway bookstore and know I was thinking of her



COME TOGETHER



We came from all corners of campus. From Pemberly, from Bradwell, from Parker. Some came in pairs. Others alone. Some defiant, with heads held high. Others meek, with curled shoulders, books clutched to their chests. Salt crunched beneath our feet. The frigid New England wind bit at our noses. Our fingers stung inside fur-lined gloves. In the silence, we came together, ignoring the curious stares of students who hustled by. Ignoring the whispers, the snickers, the scoffs. We waited for the last of us to arrive, each searching the other faces. Each unsure of what to do next. Of where we belonged. Of who we were.

For the Billings Girls, this was not a familiar sensation.

But it was familiar to me. Because not that long ago I’d been Reed Brennan, Glass-Licker, the New Girl. The awkward scholarship student from a no-name town in Pennsylvania. Not that long ago I’d been no one, and I’d handled it. Which might have been why, after a few moments of tense silence, everyone looked at me, as if searching for guidance.

“Well,” I said. “This sucks.”

Constance Talbot and Lorna Gross laughed. Kiki Rosen smirked. Missy Thurber and Shelby Wordsworth rolled their eyes. Tiffany Goulbourne lifted her ever-present camera and snapped some rapid-fire photos of our strained faces. Everyone else seemed to relax, shoulders lowering, postures unclenching. Maybe it was my joke, or maybe they just didn’t want to look pinched and tense in the pictures.

“Tiffany, is that really necessary?” Shelby asked, lifting a hand to the camera as if Tiff were a stalkerazzi.

“Just making memories,” Tiff said.

“Why would you want to remember this?” Portia Ahronian tilted her head ever so slightly toward the north side of campus, where the tall tower of Billing House once loomed. All that was left was a huge dirt patch, currently being flattened by a yellow bulldozer. The machinery groaned and creaked, and just as the huge shovel-thing at the front lowered to the ground with a bang, Gage Coolidge and a few of his more obnoxious friends let out a whoop and a cheer.

“Dude! Nothing like a little destruction to start the new year!” Gage cackled as he walked by us from the direction of the boys’ dorms. He had a skullcap pulled low over his brow and his irritatingly handsome face was covered in stubble. As animated as he was, his eyes were rimmed in red, like he’d just gotten home from partying. Which he probably had. Wherever Gage went, he took the party with him. At least, so he liked to think.

“You’re such an ass,” Astrid Chou snapped at him.

“Ooh. Frisky,” Gage replied, looking her up and down. He licked his lips in a way that made me want to lop his tongue off. “Wanna stay in my room tonight? I mean, since you no longer have one.”

Astrid rolled her eyes and Gage’s friends slapped him on the back, laughing as they shoved their way into the cafeteria.

“That boy needs a lobotomy,” Tiffany said.

“Doesn’t a lobotomy require a brain to remove?” I joked.

At that moment, Noelle Lange finally graced us with her presence. She walked up, her dark hair billowing in the breeze, her black coat buttoned all the way up to her chin.

“In case you people haven’t noticed, it’s freezing out here,” she said with a sniff. I tried to meet her eyes to see what she was thinking, but her Gucci sunglasses were so dark all I could see was my own reflection and the gray clouds gathering over our heads. “Let’s go.”

She opened the double doors to the dining hall and in we walked, turning our backs on the empty space that was Billings. We moved in a pack, like a class of suburban kindergartners shuffling through a museum in the big city, sticking close for safety. As we entered the cavernous room, the walls of gray brick matching the sky outside, the place fell eerily silent. And just like that, our brief moment of levity was over.

Everyone was watching us—students, teachers, food service workers. It was the first Monday morning of the new semester and all anyone could think about, talk about, care about was the fact that Billings was no more. Once the most popular and powerful girls on campus, we were now the train wreck from which no one could look away.

We passed my friend Marc Alberro’s table, and he shot me a sympathetic look, but I had to wonder if he was also taking mental notes for some human-interest piece for the student paper. Diana Waters and Sonal Shah whispered behind their hands and I felt a niggling sense of paranoia. I lifted my hand in a wave, trying to show them I was okay—that there was nothing worth whispering about—but I couldn’t even muster a smile to go with it. I wasn’t okay. I felt like my stomach had turned to Jell-O inside me, all quivery and unfirm. Then Constance linked her arm with mine and I took a breath. I still had my friends. And our usual tables in the center of the room were still waiting for us. That was something, at least.

When we sat, chatter started up again. Plates clinked, knives scraped. I felt like collapsing forward on the table and taking a nap. Or crying. Or both. Which was, perhaps, what the general population of Easton Academy was expecting us all to do. Break down. Show a crack in our perfect exteriors.

Not this Billings Girl, though. Jell-O might have been taking over my insides, but my outsides were going to stay intact.

“I can’t believe Billings is gone,” London Simmons said.

Right. Putting it out of my mind wasn’t going to be an option.

“I mean, it’s just . . . gone,” she repeated. Her highlighted brown hair was down around her face and her lashes were so long and thick they made her eyes look huge. Her purple turtleneck grazed her chin but was tight enough to show off all her curvaceous assets.

“We went over there this morning to see if we could grab a brick or something. You know, as a memento?” Vienna Clarke added, leaning forward on the table. She could have passed for London’s double, but with slightly less makeup. “There was nothing there.”

“It’s like it never existed at all,” Amberly Carmichael confirmed, bringing both hands under her chin. The belled sleeves of her pink angora sweater were pulled down to her fingertips, and her long blond hair was slicked back under a matching pink headband.

“Don’t say that,” Missy snapped, her wide nostrils flaring. “Billings has been part of this community for over a hundred years. We have to keep its memory alive, at least.”

My heart squeezed. I’d never heard Missy sound so impassioned about anything—even Billings. Even if it was bitchily impassioned.

“What’re we going to do?” Rose Sakowitz asked. She looked tiny and meek at the far end of the second table, cuddled into a huge white sweater, her red hair drawn into a low ponytail. “I mean, we can’t live like this, all split up.”

“They put me back in Bradwell,” Amberly muttered. “My old roommate, Cassie, has had a single since I moved to Billings. She was not happy to see me.”

Everyone had received their new room assignments in their mailboxes the day before. The administration had not only scattered the Billings Girls over three dorms, but they’d separated roommates, just for kicks. Portia and Tiffany were now living together in Parker, along with the random pairings of Rose and Astrid, London and Shelby, and Kiki and Vienna. In Pemberly, Lorna and Constance were living together, while Noelle and Missy each had singles there, like me. I’d been placed there last semester when the Billings Girls had thrown me out of the house for betraying Noelle—a crime of which I’d since been absolved—so I was the only one of us who didn’t have to move.

“Our room doesn’t even have a view,” Portia said, glancing at Tiffany.

“We’re looking out at the Dumpsters behind the gym,” Tiff confirmed, sticking her tongue out slightly.

“And the closets? They don’t even hold my coats,” Portia, added, flicking her long dark hair over one shoulder. “I mean, WTF? What did we do to deserve this?”

“Nothing,” Astrid put in. She’d dyed the tips of her black hair white and had on more green eyeliner than strictly necessary. But as always, it worked for her. “It’s bollocks. This is the school’s fault, not ours. They’re the ones who let loony Ariana Osgood and her half-baked sister Sabine in here in the first place. Why should we be punished because their admissions process is total shite?”

Everyone muttered their agreement, shifting in their seats, getting riled up.

“We have to do something, right?” Shelby said. Her dark blond hair was pinned back in a prim bun and she wore a houndstooth jacket over a white T-shirt and pearls. As always, her iPhone was out and vibrating on the table in front of her. “I mean, this is my senior year. I can’t spend the rest of it living in that . . . hovel.” She gave a shudder. “It’s completely ridiculous.”

“It’s like we’re not even us anymore,” Constance said.

“Noelle, you have a plan, right?” London asked, biting her bottom lip.

Thirteen pairs of desperate eyes turned to Noelle. She removed her sunglasses slowly, folded them, and placed them on the table in front of her. She laid both hands flat over the frames for a moment as she took a breath. When she lifted her eyes, she looked around the two tables. A tingle of excitement raced down my spine. Whatever Noelle had in mind, it was going to be good. I could feel it.

“Ladies,” she said. “It’s time to move on.”

“What?” I blurted, voicing the sentiments of every shocked person in earshot.

Noelle looked me dead in the eye, her brown bangs swept sideways like a curtain drawn over her face. “This is it. Billings, as we know it, is gone. We’re going to have to accept it.”

I felt as if my chair was shaking beneath me. Then I realized it was me. I was trembling in my seat.

“Don’t say that,” I replied. “It can’t be over. There has to be something we can do.”

“Like what?” Noelle said, arching one perfect eyebrow. “What’re you going to do, little piggy? Build a new house out of straw?”

I clutched the edge of the table. What was wrong with her? London was right. Noelle was always in charge. She always, always had a plan. And Billings House meant more to her than anyone else at these two tables. Of that I was certain. How could she possibly be giving up so easily?

“She’s right, Reed,” Tiffany said, leaning back in her chair. “The house is gone. I think this is going to be a tough one to overcome, even for you.”

My heart started to sink, but I yanked it up again. A tough one even for me? The girl whose boyfriend had been murdered by one of her best friends? The girl who’d almost been shot less than a month ago? The girl who’d been stranded on a deserted island for a week and left for dead?

If I could handle all that, how could I not handle this?

“No,” I said. “This is not over.”

“Reed,” Noelle said in a condescending voice, “there’s this little thing called knowing when to quit. A smart person can see a lost cause by daylight.”

“Well then call me an idiot, because I’m not giving up,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest. “Billings is my home. Our home. I’m not letting it go that easily.”

Come on, Noelle. Say you’re with me on this. You have to be.

But Noelle scoffed and shoved back from the table. “I’m getting a bagel,” she said as she stood. “Anyone else want to join me over here in Realityville?”

Ever so slowly, they started to follow. Portia, Shelby, Vienna, London, Amberly. They shot me sad, sorry looks as they trailed after her.

Fine. Let them follow her—for now. I was going to prove her wrong. Somehow, I was going to convince them. I looked around at the rest of my friends, most of whom were now eyeing me with nervous hope. Somehow, I was going to bring us all back together.

And for maybe the second time in her life, Noelle Lange was going to have to admit that she was wrong.



HOPE AND CHANGE



I tried not to look at the Billings destruction site as I crossed the snow-covered campus with Constance, Kiki, and Astrid, all of us huddled together against the cold, rushing for the stone chapel on the east side of the quad. Once inside, I was hit with a surprisingly warm wall of air. I tugged off my wool hat and looked at my friends in confusion.

“It’s like the Caribbean in here,” Constance said, removing her red wool gloves.

The Caribbean. Sigh. Even though I’d sworn I’d never go back there, the word instantly conjured up thoughts of Upton Giles, my winter break boyfriend, and my heart pinged and panged like mad. I could practically feel his solid arms around me, smell the clean island scent of him in the air. I wondered what he was doing right then. Oxford was five hours ahead, so he might very well have been heading off to class at the university, lunching with friends, or catching up on his reading for school. I imagined what he might say to me if he knew about Billings.

“It’s your future, Reed. Your choice. Who are you going to be?”

I felt a shiver as his sexy English accent echoed in my mind. Later I’d give him a call and a chance to pep-talk me himself.

“Reed? People are starting to queue up,” Astrid said, nudging me from behind. Her English accent wasn’t quite as hot as Upton’s, but it got me moving.

I shed my coat and let the other girls slide into one of the pews ahead of me so I could sit on the end. The source of all the unexpected warmth appeared to be a series of long white space heaters, which had been placed along the outer walls of the chapel. Their insides glowed red and filled the air with the nose-prickling scent of warm iron. Why no one had ever thought of this before was beyond me. It gave the formerly cold, dank chapel a pleasant, cozy vibe. Many of the students around me actually looked happy to be there. That was new.

The whispering and chatter suddenly intensified and I turned around to find Spencer Hathaway walking into the chapel, along with his two sons Sawyer and Graham. Graham, all preppy in a burgundy V-neck sweater and navy pea coat, took a seat at the very back of the chapel in the senior section. Sawyer and his dad paused at the end of the pew across from mine and whispered a few words to each other; then Sawyer sat as his dad made his way up the aisle to the podium. As soon as Mr. Hathaway got there, the chapel fell silent. In his seat, Sawyer flicked his blond hair away from his eyes. I waved and his entire demeanor relaxed when he saw me.

“How are you?” he mouthed.

I shrugged. “Fine, I guess.”

“Good morning, Easton Academy students!” Mr. Hathaway’s voice boomed across the chapel, scaring my heart into a sprint. I saw Lorna and Missy exchange an incredulous look. Who knew such a commanding voice could come out of such a slight, handsome man? The few people who hadn’t been at attention before were now.

Astrid whistled quietly. “The new headmaster is hotttt!” she sang.

“Ew,” I replied under my breath. “He’s, like, over forty.”

“And hot!”

I stifled a laugh and faced forward. I guess when it came to parental types, Mr. Hathaway was on the good-looking side. He was of medium height, no taller than I was, but slim and athletic. He wore his dark hair slicked back from his face, and his pin-striped suit was slim-cut and stylish.

“My name is Headmaster Hathaway,” he said, resting his hands on either side of the podium.

“Double H. I like it. Very sexy superspy,” Astrid said.

“Where do you come up with these things?” I whispered.

“I have a highly creative inner dialogue running through my head at all times,” she replied matter-of-factly.

“I’m here to welcome you to a brand-new semester and a brand-new era, at Easton Academy,” Headmaster Hathaway continued.

“Oh boy. Here we go,” Kiki said sarcastically, slumping so low in her seat her butt hung off the pew. “Hope and change all over again. I get the appeal, but the coattails are full. Get a new point of view already.”

“I’m sure you’ve all noticed there have been a few changes around here since you’ve been gone.” Headmaster Hathaway smoothed his eggplant-colored tie and drew himself up straight, like he was preening over the destruction of Billings. Which kind of made me want to smack him.

Kiki rolled her eyes at me and mouthed “duh.”

“In addition to the obvious, physical changes to the campus, I’d like to mention one new rule up front,” he said, pacing out from behind the podium. “As of today, elitism and insularity will no longer be tolerated at Easton Academy. Any and all social groups and clubs are to be disbanded, and no new clubs will be incorporated unless they have a clear mission statement. In order to facilitate this change, any new clubs will have to fill out an application in my office, which will be reviewed by me personally.”

Here he paused, to level us all with a no-nonsense stare. I didn’t know of any clubs on campus that were strictly social clubs, so I wasn’t sure whom he was trying to intimidate.

“I want you to know that while some of these changes may seem, at the moment, unfair, they were all made in your interest—and in the interest of the community of Easton Academy at large. I have been brought here by your board of directors to usher in a new way of thinking,” he said, clasping his hands. “I value honesty, integrity, humility, and, above all else, equality.”

I swallowed hard. Was Mr. Hathaway saying what I thought he was saying? Had it been his decision to tear down Billings to send a message? To put us all on the same level? I glanced over at Sawyer, but he was staring ahead, studiously avoiding my gaze.

“But I also value your opinions,” the headmaster said, seeming somehow to make eye contact with each of the two hundred–plus students in the room. “This is your school. It should be a place where you feel nurtured, inspired, and safe.”

I looked down the pew at my friends. Safe was one thing I hadn’t felt around here in a long time. Around the room, people sat up a bit straighter, looked at one another, impressed. Hathaway already had them eating out of his hand.

“To that end, I will have an open-door policy,” Mr. Hathaway continued. “If you have any questions about the changes being made on campus, please feel free to stop by my office to chat. My goal is to get to know every one of you personally. The better we know one another, the better we can work together.”

A bright smile creased Headmaster Hathaway’s tan face. I had definitely liked Sawyer’s dad when we were all down in St. Barths together, and he still seemed like a vast improvement over Headmaster Cromwell, who was more like an automaton than a person, but there was something about his touchy-feely speech that made my skin crawl. I wanted a headmaster, not a new BFF or therapist.

“But this semester won’t be all about work,” he said, relaxing his posture and giving us a grin. “A week from Saturday I will be hosting a schoolwide party in the Great Room. A get-to-know-you dance of sorts. It’s going to be a lot of fun and I expect to see all of you there.”

A dubious murmur carried throughout the room. No one at Easton attended on-campus school dances. Unless they were clueless. Or freshmen. Or were, you know, dared to go, as I had been last year by Missy and Lorna for the first dance of my sophomore year.

Of course, I’d ended up sharing my first kiss with Thomas Pearson at that dance, so, as lame as it had been, it was one of my best nights at Easton. I hugged my arms around my body, a chill traveling across my shoulders and all the way down my arms. It had been more than a year since Thomas had died, and I was starting to wonder if that visceral reaction to his name would ever go away.

“Just to be clear, your attendance is expected at this dance,” Mr. Hathaway continued. “I believe it will engender school spirit and strengthen our sense of community. If, for some reason, you are unable to attend, I expect to personally receive your excuse in writing and signed by your parents. That’s how we’ll be doing things around here from now on, people. Trust is a big thing with me. I’ll do whatever I can to earn yours, and I hope you’ll do the same for me.”

Right. Making us bring an excuse note to get out of a dance was very trusting.

As Headmaster Hathaway continued to wax on about our bright new future, I glanced over my shoulder, trying to get a glimpse of Noelle. Maybe Double H would erode her earlier nonchalance and inspire her to help me bring Billings back. But as I turned, my gaze fell on someone else. Someone so distracting I forgot what I’d been thinking two seconds before.

Josh Hollis. Josh, who was no longer my Josh, but Ivy Slade’s Josh. He was sitting in the back row of the boys’ section, wearing a black cashmere sweater over a white T-shirt, his curly, dark blond hair slightly unruly. He seemed tense; his hands were tucked under his arms and he was pressed so far back in the pew that it looked like he was trying to fuse his spine to the wood. I saw him glance toward the aisle and followed his gaze. There sat Graham Hathaway—the usually jovial, devil-may-care Graham Hathaway—bent forward with his elbows braced on his knees, his feet bouncing beneath him, his jaw and fists clenched tightly, like he wanted to punch someone.

My eyes darted back to Josh. He was now chewing on the side of his thumb and sliding his eyes toward the exit, as if he wanted to escape.

Graham, Josh. Josh, Graham.

Did those two know each other?

The moment Mr. Hathaway dismissed us, Josh was out the side door, shoving it open with the heel of his hand. As everyone else got up and gathered their things, the room exploding with conversation, I saw Ivy look around for him. Our eyes met and I shrugged.

Never a dull moment at Easton.



TYPICAL EASTON



“Hey, Reed!” Ivy fell into step with me as everyone crowded toward the doors at the back of the chapel. “Some speech, huh? He’s like the anti-Crom.”

“Seriously.”

We walked out into the cold, gray morning, stepping out of the way as groups of students broke off in all directions, hustling their way to class. Ivy paused, her dark eyes glinting with mischief.

“Whoa. Who’s the brand-new hotness?” she asked, lifting her angular chin.

I followed her gaze. Sawyer and Graham were standing a few yards off from the chapel doors, arguing in low tones. They were pretty cute—Sawyer all blond and innocent, Graham with his dark hair and square jaw—all of it more intense as they went toe-to-toe. I felt a weird, proprietary twinge over Ivy thinking they were cute. Like I saw them first. Not that I was interested or anything. I had Upton. Sort of. Still, if her reaction was any indication, the Hathaway boys were going to be cleaning up around Easton when it came to girls.

“That’s Sawyer and Graham Hathaway,” I said.

“Hathaway? As in . . . ?” she said, tugging her black fedora over her dark hair.

“Yep,” I said. “The headmaster’s sons.”

“Okay. That makes them even hotter.” Ivy linked her arms with mine. “Introduce me!”

An anticipatory excitement started to build in my chest. Ivy was unusually psyched to meet the new guys. Did this mean there was trouble between her and Josh? Was she scoping out a new boyfriend?

“Your wish is my command,” I said with a smile.

The moment the brothers saw us approaching, they stepped slightly away from each other and both gave us a strained smile.

“Hey!” I said. I hugged Graham first, then Sawyer. He held me a tad longer than his brother did, but then, we were closer friends. “Graham, Sawyer, this is my friend Ivy Slade.”

“Hi!” Ivy said, lifting a leather-gloved hand. “Welcome to our insane asylum.”

The guys laughed. “Thanks,” Sawyer said.

“Nice to be here,” Graham added.

“So, what do you guys think of Easton?” I asked.

“It seems cool.” Graham glanced around in a distracted way. His pea coat was open, even in all the crisp frigidity of January in New England, exposing the preppy sweater underneath. Before now I’d mostly seen him half dressed for the beach, so he looked to me like a little kid playing dress-up in his daddy’s clothes.

“I’m sorry about Billings, Reed,” Sawyer said. “I know it meant a lot to you.”

“Boo-freaking-hoo!” a junior guy I barely recognized commented as he passed us, earning a round of laughter and high fives from his friends.

My face burned and I lifted a shoulder. “I guess not everyone’s too upset about it.” I tugged my history text and notebook out of my bag, and Ivy and I walked between the guys, heading for class. The cold wind had bitten my ears raw, so I used my free hand to pull the sides of my hat down over them. “At least we had a little bit of warning, thanks to you.”

“What do you mean?” Ivy asked, shoving her hands in her pockets. “I thought no one knew about it.”

“When we were down in St. Barths, Sawyer overheard a conversation between his dad, Noelle’s father, and a mystery person on speakerphone,” I explained.

“We knew there was something going on with Billings . . .” Sawyer said.

“But I thought that the administration was just talking about splitting us up or something,” I added. “Not—”

“Tearing the entire thing down?” Ivy said.

“Exactly,” I replied, my heart heavy.

No one could have prepared me for the sight of those bulldozers leveling Billings House, for the realization that the room I’d lived in for a year and a half had been obliterated. We’d partied and laughed and cried in those rooms. I’d been initiated there; Cheyenne Martin had died there. So many famous and powerful and influential women had studied and lived and loved in Billings House. Now, all of it was gone. With no ceremony, no fanfare, no good-byes. It was so very wrong.

“Was it your father’s idea, tearing down Billings?” I asked the guys, trying not to let too much accusation seep into my voice.

Sawyer and Graham exchanged a look over our heads. “He hasn’t said that—not exactly—but . . .”

“But you think it was,” I finished, my fingers curling around the spines of my books.

“Don’t hate him, Reed,” Graham said, tossing his brown bangs off his face. “This is what he does. He goes into a school, finds the problems, and deals with them. It’s all action, action, action with him. It’s just the way he’s wired.”

“Billings wasn’t a problem. And he could have given us a chance to plead our case,” I said, hugging my books to my chest. “Back there he was all about an open-door policy and wanting to know what we want, but he didn’t think of that before he tore down our house.”

Graham paused at the foot of the steps to the class building and laughed. “It was just a dorm.”

A sophomore in a pink tasseled hat pushed past us, throwing an irritated look at Graham for blocking the stairs. I pressed my lips together to keep from snapping and took a breath of the cold, dry air. “No, it wasn’t. It was my home.”

It was hard to express what Billings had meant to me. When I’d first come to Easton, my family had been in shambles, and the Billings Girls had filled a serious void. They had become like sisters. Last year, even as they were testing me, they were always there when I needed them. Walking into that house had felt more comforting than walking into my home in Croton. But I couldn’t expect Graham to understand that.

Sawyer leveled his brother with a glare. I could tell he wanted Graham to back off and I felt a rush of gratitude. A group of girls laughed loudly as they tromped across the frozen grass toward the class building.

“I’m sorry,” Graham said, slipping one hand into his coat pocket. “I didn’t know it meant so much to you.”

“Well, it did,” Sawyer said, his tone serious.

“Even if none of us really understood it,” Ivy added lightly.

I tried not to cringe. Neither Ivy nor Josh had ever really tried to understand it. But then, I had to admit, they both had their reasons for hating Billings.

“Look, I know my dad can be kind of full-steam-ahead sometimes, but honestly, it’s because he cares. It’s not just a party line. He just wants what’s best for everyone,” Graham said earnestly. His eyes flicked left as a pair of teachers walked by us, clutching steaming Coffee Carma cups. He rolled his shoulders back as if he didn’t want the authority figures to catch him slouching.

“And he wants to keep you safe,” Sawyer added. He blew into his hands and rubbed them together. “You have to appreciate that.”

I sighed, my breath making a huge steam cloud between us. “I guess when you look at it from an outsider’s point of view, Billings did kind of put my life on the line more than once.”

“You don’t see it that way?” Ivy asked, incredulous.

“Billings wasn’t the problem,” I said with a sad smile. My gaze drifted reluctantly toward the empty space where the dorm had once stood. “It was the one thing that kept me going.”

Graham sighed and off into the distance for a moment. I turned and saw that he was watching his dad, who stood at the center of campus, engaged in animated conversation with a group of freshman guys.

Sawyer started up the steps of the class building. “I don’t know what good it’ll do, but if you want me to talk to him, I will.”

I was about to thank him profusely, when Ivy interrupted me.

“Josh!” she shouted. “Wait up!”

She gave us an apologetic smile.

“Sorry, guys. I gotta go.”

With that, she jogged over to Josh, who had paused under a leafless oak tree to wait for her. Josh looked past Ivy at Graham, and for a moment, the two of them went completely ashen. Then Ivy threw her arms around Josh’s neck and they kissed. A lot. Without coming up for air.

Great. Now I was ashen too.

Why couldn’t Upton have been three years younger? And a student at Easton? And here? If he were here, I was sure I wouldn’t be so jealous of Ivy. I was sure I wouldn’t be having all these old and intense feelings for Josh. At the very least, I would have someone to smother with kisses when I started to turn green with envy.

“Graham. Don’t,” Sawyer said.

Graham’s eyes flicked to his brother. “Don’t what?” he asked tersely.

“Just don’t.”

Graham clenched his teeth and bowed his head forward, as if he was trying to keep himself from exploding.

“I have to get out of here,” he muttered.

Then he turned and stormed off in the opposite direction from where Ivy and Josh stood.

“Do you guys know Josh Hollis?” I asked Sawyer. “Back at the chapel it looked like Graham wanted to hit someone, and I’m thinking it was Josh.”

Sawyer took a deep breath. His face was growing red from his chin up to his forehead, whether from the cold or something else, I couldn’t tell.

“It’s a long story,” he said, starting after his brother. He walked backward for a second to look at me. “I’ll explain later.”

“Wait! What about class?” I called after him as he jogged to catch up with Graham, his one-shouldered backpack bouncing behind him.

“Being the son of the headmaster has its perks!” he shouted back.

I watched them until my eyes started to sting from the cold. When I glanced back at the tree again, Josh and Ivy were gone.

You don’t need him anymore, Reed. You have Upton, remember? We had decided to not put labels on our relationship—to simply stay in touch—so maybe that was what I should be doing right now.

I whipped out my phone and texted my casual European boy toy.

How many days till I graduate?

He responded as I was climbing the steps into the class building.

Unclear. Will do the math & respond ASAP. BTW, what are you wearing? :)

I rolled my eyes with a laugh and shoved my phone back in my bag without replying. But at least I wasn’t thinking about Josh and Ivy anymore. Really. Not at all.



THE BILLINGS LITERARY SOCIETY



“At least we’re living in the same dorm,” Constance said, skipping for a few steps as we walked across campus toward Pemberly that night. Her red curls bounced around her shoulders and her cherubic cheeks were pink from the cold. “Hey! Maybe you can switch with Lorna! Give her your single so we can room together again!”

I pondered this idea for a moment, but not very seriously. “I don’t know. I kind of like my solitude.”

And as much as I loved Constance, I wasn’t sure I could deal with her nonstop talking 24/7. I didn’t think our friendship could survive it.

“Oh. Okay. Well, that’s cool. You’re only two floors away anyway,” Constance said with a shrug.

“Yep. Just two floors.”

I wished I could be as enthusiastic as she was, but I couldn’t. It was only the first day of school and I was already loaded down with library books for my new history paper. Plus my right foot was frozen solid after stepping in a slush puddle outside the dining hall. And to top it all off, I had spent the day promising my friends that I was going to figure out a way to bring back Billings, yet I felt less and less certain every time I uttered the words.

Where could I even begin? Should I talk to Hathaway? Petition the board? Hold a fund-raiser to show them we were committed to rebuilding? And even if any of that worked, and they decided to build a new Billings on the old site, it wouldn’t really be Billings. Not our Billings, with all its history. Plus there was no way it would be finished before the seniors graduated in June, so Noelle, Tiff, Portia, Rose, Shelby, London, and Vienna were out of luck no matter how you looked at it.

“Oh! Reed! Don’t look!” Constance whispered, stopping suddenly and slapping her gloved hand over my eyes.

“Constance! What the heck are you doing?” I said with a laugh, batting her hand away.

That was when my pity party hit an all-time roar. Because Ivy and Josh were standing just outside the door to our dorm, making out again, this time in the dim glow of the overhead lights. God. Hadn’t these two ever heard the phrase “get a room”? I glanced at Constance, my eyes desperate. As if reading my thoughts, she turned and walked purposely forward.

“Hi, guys!” she said brightly.

They sprang apart, snagged.

“Hey!” Ivy said, her face happily flushed. “Sorry. You guys probably want to get inside.”

Constance shot me a mothering look that made me want to cry for all my patheticness.

“No worries,” I said, angling to get by them.

“Reed, how are you?” Josh asked, clearing his throat and shoving his hands into the pockets of his heather gray coat. His lips were red and puffy from all the face-sucking. Fab.

“Great. Fine. You?” I asked.

You have Upton. Beautiful, worldly Upton. Stop wanting to rip Josh away from Ivy.

“Great,” he replied.

Upton, Upton, Upton.

“Great.”

Can I go inside now and eat an entire carton of coffee ice cream?

“I’m good, too!” Constance announced helpfully.

“Right. Yeah. Sorry, Constance.” Josh scratched the back of his neck. “I guess I should go.”

“Yeah. I should get inside before I freeze,” Ivy said, giving Josh a quick kiss. “Call you later?”

“Definitely,” he replied. “Bye, Reed. Constance.”

He lifted a hand, but I was already through the door.

“Later!” Constance said loudly.

I was definitely calling Upton the second I got upstairs.

Constance and I walked up the stairs to the second floor with Ivy trailing slightly behind. Constance kept shooting me these concerned looks out the corner of her eye and I prayed she wouldn’t say anything embarrassing in front of Ivy.

“Well. This is me,” Constance said as we arrived at her floor. “You guys want to come hang out? Lorna’s probably over at Missy’s. As always.”

“Thanks, Constance, but I really have to get to work on this paper,” I said, trying to thank her silently for helping me out downstairs.

“And I just want to pass out,” Ivy added, catching up with us. “But thanks. Maybe some other time.”

“Okay. ’Night!” Constance smiled and whipped around, her red hair flying, leaving me and Ivy entirely alone. We shared a somewhat awkward smile and then walked side by side up the stairs to our adjacent rooms.

Ivy’s steps were slow, her breathing labored, and I realized with a pang that she was still recovering from the gunshot. The one that Sabine had intended for me, but had ended up hitting her when Josh had grabbed for the gun in Sabine’s hand. Ivy looked healthy, though. Her ivory skin was flawless, her thick black hair shiny and coiffed, her body still slim. She had seemed fine that morning, but maybe a full day of activity had worn her out. She winced as we reached the third-floor landing, clearly in pain.

All thanks to me. And Josh. And the fact that Josh had risked his own life to save me. Because he loved me. He’d told me as much when Ivy was in the hospital, but he hadn’t wanted to leave her then, and I hadn’t wanted him to, either. Ivy was my friend, and she needed Josh right then. End of story.

But the question was, did Josh still love me? If all the tongue-on-tongue sessions those two were having today were any indication, he did not. It seemed like something had changed while I’d been down in St. Barths. Josh and Ivy were definitely in deep now.

I sighed, longing for Upton all over again. But did I really want him, or did I just want to prove to Josh and Ivy that I’d moved on, too?

“So, how was your break?” I asked. Please don’t tell me you spent the entire time fooling around with Josh.

“It was good,” Ivy said. “I actually hung out a lot with my friends from last year—from my school in Boston? It was cool to see them again.”

“Yeah? What are they like?” I asked, glad the conversation was shifting away from our mutual love.

Ivy laughed. “They’re . . . fun. You’d like them. We kind of tear it up when we get together. Not that I could do much while I was recovering, but it was cool.”

“What do you mean, ‘tear it up’?” I asked as we arrived at our floor. I pushed the stairwell door open and we stepped into the hall.

She lifted a shoulder. “They’re big into the music scene and a lot of them are skate- or snowboarders, so with them it’s all about going to clubs and staying out all night and daring each other to do insane things. They actually built a skate park on the roof of my house the last night we were home. I still can’t believe my dad let them do that,” she said with a fond laugh.

“Wow. Sounds like fun,” I said. And very different from the Easton crowd.

“Yeah. They’re cool,” she said wistfully. “I always thought I’d have a group like that at Easton, but I never really jelled with anyone here that way.” Then she focused on me and blushed. “I mean, until recently.”

“Nice save,” I joked.

Ivy smiled. “So . . . are you okay?” she asked as she removed the white hood from over her jet-black hair. “You know I wasn’t a huge Billings fan, but—”

“I’m fine,” I replied. “Just exhausted. It’s been a long day.”

“Yeah, and it looks like Mr. Barber is jumping right back in,” she said, eyeing my history-related library books. We paused outside the doors to our rooms. I could hear her roommate, Jillian Crane, inside, singing along to the latest movie musical sound track. Ivy rolled her eyes. “There’s no accounting for her taste in music.”

“Seriously,” I replied with a laugh.

“Want to come in and help me gag her?” Ivy asked, tilting her head toward the door.

“That’s okay,” I said, lifting the books. “I think I’m just going to make some notes on these and go to sleep.”

“Okay. Well, if you need coffee or anything, my mom got me one of those pod things for Christmas, so I’m all over it.”

“Thanks,” I replied, my heart giving a tug. Ivy was great, but it was kind of tough being friends with the person who was smooching my boyfriend all over campus.

Ahem, ex-boyfriend.

“’Night,” she said.

“’Night.”

I slipped into my room, closed the door, and sighed. Then something caught my eye in the dim light streaming through the slim window from the quad. I froze and my vision went fuzzy with fear. I blinked and shook my head, but it was still there. Lying in the center of my bed was a package, about the size and shape of a hardcover novel, wrapped in plain brown paper. Instantly, memories of blush beads and black balls and perfume bottles and Cheyenne Martin’s clothing crowded my brain. Dozens of sadistic gifts and e-mails left for me to find. Left for me to fear.

Who had put this in my room? And why? Was Sabine back? Could she possibly, somehow, be back? But no. She was in jail somewhere. Awaiting trial. Locked up all safe and sound.

I flipped on the lights. Dropped the books on my shabby wood desk. Stood over the package.

Don’t open it. Just throw it out. This is the last thing you need.

The edge of a cream-colored envelope stuck out from beneath the package. There was some kind of swirling design stamped on it in thick brown ink. I carefully tugged the note card out as if the package might explode if I made the wrong move. The design was a three-pointed crest, filled with swirling roses. At the top of the middle point were a quill and a hammer, crossed like swords. In the very center of the crest were three letters entwined together in an elaborate script.

B. L. S.

Okay. Now I was intrigued. Against my better judgment, I opened the envelope. The card inside read simply, For Reed Brennan, Given with trust and pride. Your sisters in BLS.

Sisters in what now? I glanced at the package. Trust and pride. That didn’t seem scary at all. I sat down on the bed and cautiously picked up the hefty package. Popping the first piece of tape didn’t result in an explosion of shrapnel, so I tore the rest of it open. Inside was an old, worn, leather-bound book with the BLS crest etched into the cover. Carefully, I opened the book. Its spine creaked with age. The pages were heavy yellow parchment, brown and ragged at the edges. The words on the first page were handwritten in gorgeous black script.

The Billings Literary Society. Founded December 3, A.D. 1915.

For a long moment I couldn’t move. Then I looked around at the four blank, off-white walls of my room as if someone was going to be sitting there, waiting to pounce. Satisfied that I was alone, I slowly turned the page, touching only the very corner, not wanting to mar what was obviously a very old and precious book. On the second page, handwritten again, was a creed.

We, the undersigned, do hereby pledge our hearts and minds to the purposes of the Billings Literary Society. We promise to be loyal, steadfast, and true to all who join our circle. We vow never to reveal the secrets of our society, but to uphold its values and standards in the face of tyranny. Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister, we make this sacred vow.

Under the creed, eleven names were signed in various handwriting styles, some loopy and large, some tiny and tight—all perfectly legible. My eyes scanned the names. Jane Barton, Marilyn DeMeers, Lavender Lewis-Tarrington, Catherine White, Elizabeth Williams, Theresa Billings.

Theresa Billings? As in Billings Billings?

I checked the date at the bottom of the list. It had been signed on December 3, 1915.

A door slammed in the hallway and my heart all but stopped. I took a breath, my eyes snagging on the plastic basket full of shower supplies on top of my dresser. Had this dorm even been here back then?

Probably not. In 1915, Easton Academy had been an all boys’ school. The Billings School for Girls had been established just up the road, and the two facilities had been kind of like sister/brother schools, one grooming boys to be captains of industry, leaders of the free world, and artists, musicians, or authors; the other grooming girls to be their wives. Back in the 1970s, Easton had absorbed the Billings students and Billings had been shut down. As far as I knew, Billings House had been named by the Easton administration as their nod to the old girls’ school.

In 1915, Billings School for Girls had been a functioning academy for the daughters of the elite. But what was the Billings Literary Society? Who had left this precious book for me and why?

Instantly I thought of Susan Llewellyn, the Billings alumni I knew better than any other—and also one of the coolest women on earth. Suzel had helped us out last semester when we’d been banned from leaving the campus for the Legacy—the most exclusive party of the year—by showing us a secret tunnel that led from campus to the outside world. Obviously whoever put this book in my room had to be a Billings alum. Was Suzel trying to pass on this bit of the Billings legacy now that it appeared the house was gone for good?

I quickly turned the page and was greeted by the words Requirements for Admission into the Society.

The list included qualities such as “intelligence,” “progressive thinking,” “eloquence,” “industry,” and “loyalty.” Apparently the members talked about literature as well as current events, poetry, science, religion, and all kinds of things. But above all, they were friends. Loyal, steadfast, and true.

“Oh my God,” I whispered as I finished paging through the first half of the book and realized with a jolt exactly what the Billings Literary Society was: a progressive, secret club for hardworking, forward-thinking women, disguised as a literary group.

My thoughts instantly turned to Ivy. She’d looked so wistful when she’d mentioned that she’d never found a true group of friends at Easton. Ivy would love the language, the camaraderie, the very idea of swearing loyalty to a group of girls who wanted nothing more than to be themselves—to learn what they wanted to learn rather than what their teachers decided they should.

The whole thing was so incredibly cool.

I took a deep breath and kept reading. The book outlined three specific group tasks that each girl would have to participate in and pass in order to qualify for membership in the sisterhood. The first would prove the prospective member’s intelligence by requiring her to answer five questions on the history of Billings within a finite space of time. The book described holding a candle at an angle over the potential sister’s hand and making her answer before the hot wax dripped over her skin.

Kind of fishy, but these ancient secret organizations were into that kind of stuff, right?

The second task tested her loyalty by playing a game in which the potentials were rewarded for saying positive things about one another, and penalized for saying anything negative. The third task involved “working together to beautify or improve some particular aspect of our school.” During each of these tasks, the potentials would be observed by their “pledge mistress” and evaluated for membership based on their performance.

I smiled to myself. I’d never been involved in vetting Easton students for invitations into Billings House, but from what I’d heard and experienced, getting in had been more of a matter of proving your ability to take a dare than proving your work ethic.

I turned the page and found an entire section on initiation, complete with intricate drawings of white robes, black and white candles, and formations delineating where each member and initiate should stand during the ceremony. My heart gave a flutter at the beautifully rendered portraits of the girls in black, facing the girls in white. It looked almost exactly the way our initiations had looked. Some of this ritual had clearly trickled down to the current—well, former—Billings House.

Suddenly, I felt like part of something big—bigger than I’d ever truly realized.

These first few chapters of text had all been written in the same hand. I flipped to the original list of signatures to compare the handwriting and concluded that Elizabeth Williams had been the mastermind behind the Billings Literary Society. All the rituals and tasks had been written out in her tight script. I felt like she was reading over my shoulder, urging me on, encouraging me to keep reading. So I did.

With each new page, my heart beat faster and faster. There was a secret handshake. A secret whistle. A whispered question and answer to recite before admission into secret meetings. There was even a list of excuses to recite should a faculty member happen to stumble upon one of said meetings. I raced ahead, speed-reading and skimming, my smile widening slowly.

This was it.

This was the key to bringing the Billings Girls back together—and maybe even getting Ivy the circle of friends she’d always wanted. A secret society. The Billings Literary Society, to be exact. We could reconstitute it. We could reclaim our history. We could be the sort of society the original Billings Girls wanted us to be. Forget adherence to fashion codes and backbiting gossip and snarky texts. We could be the fine, upstanding, intelligent, world-leading women of tomorrow.

With a secret handshake and everything.

I slammed the book closed and hopped off my bed. Noelle had to see this ASAP. If this book didn’t awaken her inner Billings Girl, nothing would.



ULTIMATE BILLINGS GIRL



“They cover everything in here, Noelle.” I dropped down on the bed next to her, so hard we both bounced.

Noelle’s Pemberly single was just two floors above mine and completely barren. She hadn’t hung up any of the framed photographs of her family and friends, or the black-and-white reproductions of classic Vogue covers that had lined the walls in her Billings room. Usually her desk and dresser were covered with crap—scarves, necklaces, iPods, books, ticket stubs, flyers, makeup, mementos—but she hadn’t unpacked a thing other than the clothes and makeup she’d worn that day.

I hugged the book to my chest like it was the Holy Grail. “Initiation rites, mission statements, proper conduct when meeting with a sister in public. It’s a guidebook and a diary of everything these girls ever did. There are entries dating all the way up until the 1970s!”

“It is an intriguing little piece of history,” Noelle said, giving a cursory glance over my shoulder. “Let me see that list of original members again.”

I handed her the book, open to the second page. She quickly scanned the names. For a moment I saw her pause and her lips flicked into a smile, but then her eyes narrowed and the smile was gone.

“What? Do you recognize a name?” I asked.

Noelle slapped the book closed and handed it back to me. “Nope.”

She got up and walked over to her trunk, unsnapping the lid and throwing it open. In big armfuls, she started to remove her clothes, most of them already on hangers, and shoved them into her teeny closet at random. Silk blouses shimmied to the floor. Designer dresses crowded and wrinkled. She tossed a stack of three-hundred-dollar jeans on the shelf above the hanging rod; four pairs tumbled back down onto her head. She groaned and flung them onto the floor.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she told the pile of jeans.

“Noelle—”

“Why would someone give that to you?” Noelle blurted, throwing a hand out at me.

“Because. Clearly they want us to restart this Billings Literary Society thing, and I—”

Noelle closed her eyes, shook her head, and let out that condescending laugh of hers that always got right under my skin. “No. No. Why would someone give it to you?”

Oh. I got it. She wanted the book. She thought I didn’t deserve to have it and she did. I felt a flash of anger and clutched the book tighter. “What am I, not Billings Girl enough for you?”

So maybe I had been voted out of the house before Christmas break, but that had been personal—because I’d hooked up with her ex (at the time) Dash McCafferty. And we’d since learned that both of us had been drugged to within an inch of our lives by Sabine, so it wasn’t entirely our fault. Not to mention the fact that Noelle had already gotten back together with Dash and asked me to move back into Billings, which I’d be doing right now if it wasn’t leveled.

Noelle rolled her eyes. “No! It’s not that. It’s just—” She turned toward the closet again and brought her hand to her forehead. I’d never seen her this worked up. This was not the reaction I’d been expecting. “Forget it. It’s nothing.”

“Maybe . . . I don’t know . . . maybe they left it for me because I was the last elected president of Billings,” I said with a shrug. “These pages seem to be all about following rules and codes and laws. . . . Maybe whoever left it for me takes that kind of thing seriously.”

“Whatever,” Noelle said, bending to pick up the jeans. “I don’t care.”

I smiled. “Good! Because I think we should get started right away. There are all these supplies to get and we’ll probably have to set up a secret email account for—”

Noelle turned around to face me. “No. I mean, I don’t care,” she said firmly. “I’m not doing this.”

I paused as I flipped through the pages, holding the edge of one thick sheet. “Not doing what?”

“This secret society thing,” she said with a trace of a sneer. She yanked a few scarves from her trunk and tossed them onto the hooks in her closet.

“You’re kidding,” I said as she jammed a bevy of belts onto the hooks over the scarves.

“Do I look like I’m kidding?” she asked, overturning her makeup bag atop her dresser. Tubes of mascara and eyeliner rolled in all directions and she scrambled to grab them before they hit the floor. “Is this entire dorm crooked?” she snapped, jamming her things back into the bag.

“Noelle. Come on,” I said. “This could be so cool. And it’s the perfect way to keep us all together. I mean, you were right this morning. It was crazy to think I could bring back Billings House, but maybe we can bring back the Billings Girls.”

“Not interested,” Noelle replied. Like she was turning down the last blueberry muffin at breakfast, rather than rejecting me and all of our friends in two short words. My blood boiled and I slammed the book closed just to keep from exploding.

“What do you mean, ‘not interested’?” I demanded. “Look, I know this could be a lot of work, but we need this, Noelle. We have to keep the Billings Girls together.”

“Why?” Noelle asked, her arms wide as she turned to me again. “Why do I have to do anything anymore?”

My face fell. This defeated, questioning, pleading person was not the Noelle I knew. I felt like I’d just been told all over again that there was no Santa Claus. That Elmo was just a puppet. That reality TV was not, in actuality, real.

Noelle leaned back against the wall next to the closet and shook her head, staring off into space. For the first time I noticed that there were dark circles under her eyes—that her hair wasn’t perfectly parted and smooth, but unkempt and shoved haphazardly behind her ears. She slid down the wall slightly, so that her feet were pressed into the floor and her legs at a forty-five-degree angle—like she was trying to hold the wall up with her back. I’d never seen Noelle appear so spent.

“I’m not even supposed to be here,” she said quietly. “I should be starting my second semester at Yale, not doing time in freaking Pemberly.”

“I know,” I said, my heart and chest full.

“I didn’t get to finish my senior year when I should have, all because I made some seriously stupid choices,” she said.

I breathed in and out slowly, trying not to imagine Thomas tied up in the woods somewhere. Trying not to think about Ariana’s ice blue eyes as she threatened to throw me off the Billings roof. That was all over. This—this book I was holding—this was my future.

“So I need to make another choice now,” Noelle said, pushing herself away from the wall. “And my choice is to keep my head down and my nose clean, and graduate. End of story.”

I swallowed hard, my eyes stinging with tears. A few days ago, while we were still in St. Barths, we’d decided to room together in Billings. I’d had all these fantasies of staying up late and chatting all night long, being together like real sisters. Now, not only could that dream never come true, but she was completely blowing me off.

“Noelle, come on,” I said, hugging the book to my chest. “I can’t do this without you. Billings isn’t Billings without you.”

She glanced ruefully at the book. “Apparently, someone out there thinks it is.”

All at once, the anger bubbled up again. Was she really going to be that petty? Noelle Lange, ultimate Billings Girl, was going to let all her sisters down just because some ancient alumna had chosen me over her?

“Who cares? This isn’t about them, it’s about us.”

“Reed, enough already, you’re giving me a headache,” Noelle said, squeezing her eyes shut.

I snorted a laugh. “Fine. Forget it. I’ll just do it alone.”

“Good luck,” she said sarcastically.

“Thanks a lot,” I shot back.

On my way out, I made sure to slam the door hard enough to send those hastily folded jeans sprawling back onto her head.



PARTNER



I was up all night reading through The Book, as I had come to call it in my mind. Capital T, capital B. By Tuesday morning I was exhausted and hooked. I sat on my unmade bed, rereading Elizabeth’s diary-style entries about the vetting and initiation of the first members of the society. This was where she started to mention Catherine White all over the place.

Catherine and I spent the afternoon evaluating the new class of girls for membership in the society. . . . Catherine and I wrote to the proprietor of the general store in town and have secured the necessary supplies for our initiation tomorrow night. . . . We are both filled with trepidation at the thought of the path we have chosen, but we are confident as well, knowing that wherever it may lead, we will travel it together.

Clearly, Elizabeth had a partner. A friend. Someone helping her with every aspect of getting the BLS started.

I sat up straight. Just like Elizabeth had her Catherine, I needed someone to travel the path with. Someone who would find this whole thing as intriguing as I did. Noelle wouldn’t help me, but she wasn’t my only friend.

I considered the other senior Billings Girls. Rose had always been obsessed with the rituals of Billings, but she could be meek and wishy-washy. Tiffany was loyal, but she’d made a deal with her dad to work in his studio in New York on the weekends, so she wasn’t going to be around much, and when she was she’d be busy catching up on work. London wouldn’t do it without Vienna and vice versa. So that left Portia and Shelby. Not exactly trailblazing types.

Lorna and Missy were out because they were practically my sworn enemies. Astrid and Kiki were both cool, but independent and busy—not exactly sidekick types. Which left Constance.

Constance was a good friend. There was no denying it. Loyal, steadfast, and true? You bet. But when it came to taking chances, to being brave, to breaking rules, she was not in the top five—not even the top ten—Billings Girls. Plus she was a babbler, no doubt about it. And she was dating Walt Whittaker, whose grandmother was on the board of directors. If she told him anything and he told Grandma, I’d be in deep trouble. Because, really, what was a secret society if not a social club—exactly the sort of club Double H had outlawed in his opening speech?

No. Whomever I asked to work with me on the BLS was going to have to be fearless, creative, strong, and an expert secret-keeper.

Suddenly, Ivy’s favorite alt-rock band started screaming through the wall right next to my head. I laughed and glanced at the clock. Guess that was my official wake-up call. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and paused. An excited thrill shot right through me.

Ivy. Why not Ivy?

Ivy had been there for me when no one else had. She’d helped me figure out that it was Sabine who’d been stalking me, when everyone else—including almost all of the Billings Girls—had written me off as a backstabbing loser.

The door of Ivy’s room opened and slammed—Jillian leaving for her thrice-weekly, crack-of-dawn yoga group in the gym. I slipped out of my room, my heart jumping around erratically as if I were jacked up on ten cups of black coffee. I knocked on Ivy’s door hard, making sure she could hear me over the music. She threw the door open, half dressed in a white tank top and black wide-leg pants, her dark hair hanging over her eyes.

“Do not tell me to turn down the music!” she shouted. “I barely slept last night and I need it. It’s my caffeine.”

“I don’t care about the music!” I shouted back, shutting the door behind me. I walked into her room, made cozy by a ton of throw pillows and colorful scarves that were tacked to the ceiling to hide the ugly stucco. “I have two words for you: Secret society.”

Her eyes narrowed even further. Then she turned and walked over to her iPod dock on her desk, dousing the music. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t hear you. I thought you just said ‘secret society.’”

“I did.” I placed the book on her desk next to her laptop, directly within her vision. She tilted her head, intrigued.

“What’s this?” She ran her fingertips over the crest etched into the cover.

“It’s kind of like a rule book, that was written in 1915,” I told her, the excitement evident in my voice. “By the original members of the Billings Literary Society.”

Ivy’s fingers recoiled, as if the seal had shocked her. “Billings? You can’t be serious.”

“Ivy, come on. Just hear me out.”

She shoved her thick hair off her face and turned away from me, red blotches appearing on her milky cheeks. Storming over to her closet as best she could in the tiny room, she yanked a gray wool sweater off a hanger, as if every move she made were an exclamation point.

“Let’s just do a little recap, shall we? When I was a Billings pledge, the sisters made me break into my grandmother’s house as a prank, which resulted in my grandma having a full-on stroke that eventually killed her,” Ivy said, whipping a black sweater down from the shelf and comparing it to the gray one. “I don’t want to have anything to do with Billings.”

“But Ivy, this is different,” I said, picking up the book and hugging it. “This book explains what the original Billings Girls were all about. It talks about integrity, intelligence, activism. . . . Come on. Please just look at it? It’s amazing.”

Ivy turned around and eyed the book. “Shouldn’t you be consulting the great and mighty Noelle Lange about this?” she said sarcastically. “Last time I checked, I wasn’t even in Billings.”

“Noelle shot me down,” I said, knowing that Ivy would be more likely to work with me if Noelle was not going to be involved. She did, in fact, look up at me, her eyes wide with interest. “And besides, you were supposed to be in Billings. They invited you. You turned them down.” I walked over to her. “Look, someone left this book for me. An alumna or someone. Which means they’re trusting me to start this thing up again. Me. My decisions. And I want to include you. If this was 1915, believe me, you’d fit every one of their qualifications.”

Ivy narrowed her eyes, letting her hands, which were still clutching the sweaters, fall at her sides. “Fine. Let me see it.”

Before I could even hand it over, she quickly dropped the clothes, snatched the book, and sat down on her bed with it. She flipped through the first few pages, but then gradually slowed down, taking in the words. I could just feel it washing over her. The ancient handwriting, the musty leather scent, the sophisticated language. It was getting to her, just like it had gotten to me. I saw her pause on the creed, reading it over again and again. She skimmed over the tasks and the initiation, but took some time reading over Elizabeth’s diary entries. When she smiled, I smiled. This was working. It was totally working.

Finally she flipped back to the beginning and eyed the eleven signatures for a long moment. She frowned with interest, then slapped the book closed and folded her arms over the cover.

“Okay,” she said, looking up at me. “I’ll do it.”

I grinned, my heart leaping in my chest. “Just like that?”

“Nope. On one condition,” Ivy said. She stood up and held the book in both hands.

I blinked. Why did I not like the sound of this? “What condition?”

“We have to do everything exactly the way the book says,” Ivy told me, laying her hand flat atop the BLS seal. “Follow every rule, every detail, down to the letter.”

“But you haven’t even read the whole thing,” I protested, thinking of the entry about the Billings Literary Society and its eleven members. Billings already had fourteen members, including me and Noelle. Even if Noelle was truly out, we’d have too many girls. Especially with Ivy involved. Plus I’d been thinking about opening it up to some of our other friends. Ivy’s roommate, Jillian; my friend Diana Waters . . . people who might have made it into Billings next year—if it had still been around.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, shaking her head. “If we’re going to do this right, we have to honor the original Billings Girls,” Ivy said, cautiously opening the book to the page about the requirements for sisterhood. “These girls were insanely cool, do you realize that?”

“Uh, yeah!” I said, tucking my long brown hair behind my ear. “That’s why I knew you’d be in.”

“And they were also clearly way ahead of their time,” Ivy continued. “This is their legacy. We can’t screw with it. Otherwise, what’s the point?” She offered her hand.

“Well? What do you say? Is it a deal?”

I held my breath. We could talk about membership numbers later. Right now, all I wanted to do was get started. “Deal.”

She put the book down on her bed and we shook on it, both of us grinning.

“Just one question,” she said, turning to grab the gray sweater up off the floor. “Why me?”

I thought about saying I wanted to help her find that elusive group of Easton friends she’d been looking for, but she would have tossed me out on my butt for pitying her. Besides, that wasn’t the only reason. I lifted my shoulders. “I trust you.”

“Yeah?” she asked as she yanked the sweater over her head.

“Is that such a shock? You helped me figure out who was stalking me,” I reminded her. “You basically took a bullet for me. How could I not trust you?”

Ivy laughed. “I take a bullet for you and all I get is a dusty book?”

“You get a whole secret society. With a secret whistle and everything,” I said.

And the love of my life, I thought to myself as Ivy tore through the pages. But who’s counting?



GHOSTS



Later that night, I sat at a wooden study carrel all the way at the back of the first-floor stacks. The library was so silent that my fingers tapping on my laptop’s keyboard sounded like rapid-fire gunshots. Every now and then I’d hear the distant sound of a book being dragged from a shelf, or the slow flap of a page being turned, but otherwise, nothing. Apparently, on the second night back after break, people weren’t all that motivated yet.

Bam!

I jumped back in my chair and nearly tumbled to the floor. Ivy slipped into the chair at the study carrel next to mine and pointed to the book, which she’d just dropped on the desk.

My hands on my chest, I gasped for breath. “God, Ivy! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

The gray-haired librarian padded over to the end of our aisle to give us a stern look. I shot her an apologetic grimace as Ivy dropped her bag on the floor, then opened the book. “I know where the chapel is,” she said.

The librarian shuffled away again and Ivy turned to the page that outlined the procedures for society meetings. There was a gorgeous sketch of a clapboard chapel, surrounded by trees. She pointed at it and leaned in closer to my side.

“If we’re going to do this right, we’re going to do it there,” she said. “The old Billings School chapel. It was supposed to be demolished a couple of years ago, but then some historical organization came in and stopped it. There was a big story about it in the paper my sophomore year—how they were going to renovate it—but I don’t think they ever did.”

She angled my computer toward her, saved my history paper, and opened my browser.

“What’re you doing?” I asked.

“Showing it to you,” she said, moving her finger over the touch pad.

She brought up the Easton Academy website, all blue and gold and austere, with a photo of our own chapel anchoring the front page. Under the history section, she clicked the tab titled The Billings School for Girls. I scooted forward, scanning the contents.

“Here.” Ivy clicked on a link. “Campus map.”

A line drawing of the old Billings campus popped up. There had only been a few buildings: living quarters for students and teachers; the McKinley Building, which housed classrooms, offices, and a small library; the Prescott Building, which was basically the gymnasium and dining room; and the chapel.

“This is that apartment building down the hill from the Easton entry gate,” Ivy said, pointing at McKinley, the largest of the structures.

“Yeah. And isn’t the Prescott Building the Easton YMCA now?” I said.

“Yep. And that is the old chapel . . .” Ivy said, pointing. “It’s on our side of Hamilton Parkway, just up the hill from campus.”

“By the clearing,” I said with a shiver of recognition. The clearing was the spot where the Billings/Ketlar parties used to be held. Where Thomas and I had fought the night before he disappeared.

“Yeah, it’s a short walk back from there,” Ivy said. “We used to hang out there every once in a while until they had it condemned. After that, only the ‘real’ rebels used it,” she said sarcastically. I smirked. There weren’t any real rebels at Easton, just poseurs who thought they were rebels. She slapped my laptop closed and grabbed her bag. “Let’s go check it out.”

“What? Now? It’s pitch-black out and it’s snowing,” I protested, even as I rose from my chair.

“I swiped flashlights from the supply closet and you have snow boots on. Come on!”

Ivy’s excitement was infectious, and I grabbed my stuff and shoved it all into my bag. Pulling my hat down over my hair, I placed the book carefully inside my bag next to my computer and followed her out.

The snow fluttered down from the sky lazily, like millions of tiny, weightless feathers, tickling our noses as we hurried across campus. Our feet left long tracks in the snow behind us as we ignored the shoveled pathways. My heart hollowed out when we passed the huge patch of dirt where Billings used to be, the front walkway now leading to nowhere. I averted my eyes and quickened my pace. I was going to fix this. Right here, right now, I was taking my first steps toward bringing Billings back.

When we reached the very edge of campus, Ivy and I paused and looked over our shoulders. There were only a few souls out on the grounds, all of them indistinguishable in the darkness, and none of them interested in us. They were too busy huddling into their scarves and coats, rushing back to the warmth of their dorms. We still had an hour before we were technically supposed to be inside our houses, but it seemed like most people had already hunkered down for the night. Ivy and I looked at one another in anticipation, took a breath, and ran. Our feet crunched through the untouched snow on this side of campus. It was slow going, even as we tried to hurry, and soon my lungs started to burn. With every step I waited for the shout—the voice telling us to stop, come back, that we weren’t allowed past the tree line. But, mercifully, it never came.

As we ducked into the woods at the top of the hill we slowed to catch our breath. The snow wasn’t as deep under the trees, the leaves carrying the brunt of the burden, and we flicked the flashlights on, following the familiar path toward the clearing. My heart pounded with nerves, excitement, and sadness as we came to the clearing.

“Reed? Come on,” Ivy said, urging me forward.

I hadn’t even realized I’d paused.

“Yeah. Coming.”

We slid over fallen leaves, ducked branches here and there, and finally came to the end of the pathway. Rising up in front of us was an old white clapboard church, the steeple collapsing in on itself, the steps that led to the double doors crumbling. Two fluorescent orange signs nailed to the doors had DANGER! CONDEMNED! stamped across them, but the two-by-fours nailed across the door had been pried free. One of the doors hung slightly ajar, creaking in the wind.

“Okay. This is spooky,” I said, shivering so violently I had to hug myself to stop it.

“Spooky, but beautiful,” Ivy replied, running the beam of the flashlight over the dirty white planks of wood. “Shall we?”

I swallowed my fear. This was for Billings. “Sure.”

We picked our way carefully up the crumbling steps and pushed open the door. It cried out in protest, and the noise rousted some birds—or perhaps bats—from their hiding places, sending them flapping into the night sky. Inside, the chapel was bone-numbingly cold—even colder, it seemed, than the air outside. We stood in the corner of the long, rectangular room and shone our flashlights across the small space. There were several dusty pews with a wide aisle down the center facing an old altar, and half a dozen wall sconces held melted candles, their wax frozen in drips over their bases. The wood floor was littered with garbage. Cigarette butts, beer bottles, old joints, crumpled fast-food bags. The place was a sty.

“I don’t really think my friends are going to like hanging out here,” I said wryly, taking a few tentative steps into the room.

“My friends would love it,” she said with a glint in her eye. “Of course, they would probably tag the crap out of it.”

I chuckled as my footsteps on the chapel’s aisle caused a cacophony of creaks and wails. Actually, I was surprised there had been no outright vandalism inside the chapel. Garbage aplenty, yeah, but no spray paint or anything.

“We have to use it,” Ivy said. “It has the history.” She edged her way along the right side of the room, down the side aisle, and peered through an open archway riddled with cobwebs. Apparently finding nothing of interest there, she kept walking toward the pulpit at the front of the chapel. “We could clean it up. Make it more livable. With all new candles lit and the wood polished up, it could be amazing.”

I took a breath. The stained-glass windows were beautiful and mostly intact, only a few of them cracked here and there. With candles glowing, and maybe some pillows and cozy blankets, the ambience could be just right.

An idea suddenly hit me like a kick to the gut. The third task. I’d been wondering what sort of chore we could devise to fit the requirements of beautifying or improving some aspect of the school. This was perfect. We could clean up the old Billings chapel—the space our sisters used to gather in—and make it suitable for ourselves. It was like someone had just wrapped up a huge gift and dropped it in my lap.

I smiled up at the high ceiling. Thanks, Elizabeth Williams.

Ivy grinned, her face partially shadowed in the shifting light. “You’re loving me now, aren’t you?”

I rolled my eyes and turned for the door. “Come on. Let’s get back to Pemberly. We have a lot of work to do.”

I took one look back at the chapel as I stepped out, and a chill went through me. I paused, my heart in my throat, feeling like someone was watching me. Then I took a breath and shook it off. It was just the darkness, the coldness, the desertedness. Soon this place would be inhabited again, by laughter and conversation and light. Soon this place would belong to Billings again.



TAPS



“I don’t understand. Why are you inviting Noelle?” Ivy asked.

She sat back against the side of my bed, holding an old-fashioned quill pen between her fingers. Laid out on the wood floor between us were several cream-colored cards and envelopes, which she had purchased at the Paperie—an exclusive stationer in Easton—the previous afternoon. It was 6 a.m. on Wednesday and we’d been working on the invites since four, trying to get them done before breakfast, chapel, and classes got in the way. My back was killing me from bending over the cards, but time was running out, so I just had to suck it up if we were going to mail these out this morning.

“She’s a Billings Girl. I can’t just not invite her to join the Billings Literary Society,” I said, holding the edges of one of the stationery cards between my palms as I inspected my handwriting. Altogether we were filling out fifteen invitations. One for each Billings Girl and one for Ivy. I hadn’t even mentioned the idea of inviting more people, not wanting to risk too many of my friends being cut if it really came down to that.

“But she already turned you down,” Ivy replied, tossing her long dark hair back from her face. She leaned forward and carefully addressed an envelope. “Do you really want to get rejected twice?”

“Look, I know you don’t like her,” I began, “but I—”

“It’s not because I don’t like her,” Ivy said, fixing me with a stare. “I mean, okay, I think she’s the devil incarnate—”

I snorted a laugh. She didn’t join me. Damn. She was serious.

“It’s just, there are only eleven open spots,” Ivy continued. “Ten if we don’t count yours. There are already too many girls to begin with. The fewer you tap, the fewer will be disappointed.”

I swallowed against my suddenly sandpapery throat. Here it was. The conversation I’d been dreading. I placed the card aside and folded my hands together.

“Yeah, about that only-eleven-members thing—”

“Don’t even try it,” Ivy said, pointing at me with the pen. “We said we were going to follow every point down to the letter.”

I gritted my teeth and tilted my head. “I know, but—”

“There are no buts, Reed!” Ivy said, scrambling to her feet. “You promised we were going to honor the book, the original sisters. You can’t go back on that now.”

“But Ivy, there are only fifteen of us,” I said, tilting my head back to look up at her. “What’s the big deal if we let in four more? The whole reason I wanted to do this was to keep Billings together, not throw people out.”

“I don’t understand,” Ivy said, pursing her lips as she crossed her arms over her slim chest. “If this is just about keeping Billings together, why am I even here?”

I shrugged and looked down at the heavy note cards spread before me. “Is it wrong to want to hang out with all of my friends together?” I said, looking up at her again. “Including you?”

Ivy rolled her eyes and let her hands droop at her sides. “God. Sometimes I forget how mushy you are.”

“What?” I blurted, half offended, half laughing.

“You are!” She sat down again with a smile, shaking her head. “Listen to you. You sound like Anne of Green Gables or something.”

“That was one of my favorite books as a kid,” I conceded, toying with one of the pens. I used to fantasize about being whisked away from my family and adopted by stern-but-kind Marilla Cuthbert and sweet old Thomas. Anne’s life might have been a bit of a struggle—especially before she went to the Island—but it was a freaking cakewalk compared to having a drug-addicted mother with violent mood swings and a penchant for guilt trips.

Thank God she was better now.

“I was more into Stephen King,” Ivy replied.

I narrowed my eyes. “That explains a lot.”

“Shut up, Anne Shirley.” Ivy laughed and tossed the pen at me.

My phone beeped with a text.

Upton: Sorry for the delay. Math not my forte. Is approx 515 days. NOW will u tell me what ur wearing?

“What’s with the blush?” Ivy asked, angling to see the phone. “Is it a boy?” she teased.

“Kind of,” I said. “Well, yeah, he’s a boy. I met him in St. Barths. When I wasn’t, you know—”

“Left for dead on a deserted island?” she said, raising one eyebrow.

“Yeah. His name’s Upton.” I sighed, my heart feeling suddenly heavy as I looked down at the text.

Ivy twirled her pen between two fingers. “What’s wrong?”

I leaned back on my hands, my phone in my lap. “It’s just . . . it was fun while it lasted and everything, but he’s in England and I’m here. . . . I think it was more of a transitional thing. But I really like him and we said that if neither one of us had a boyfriend or girlfriend by spring break, we’d go to Italy.”

“Italy? Damn, girl,” Ivy said, impressed. “The only place Josh has taken me is the house on the Cape.”

Instantly, my throat crowded with jealousy. What was wrong with me? Here I was showing off about my amazing semiboyfriend and I still wanted hers. How selfish could I be? I picked up the phone again, hit the reply button and texted back.

Gray shorts and Easton T. Sorry it’s not sexier. But it is hot in here, if that helps. :)

His reply came in seconds.

You = sexy in anything.

I smiled. Even thousands of miles away, Upton was good for the self-esteem.

“Got any pictures?” Ivy asked.

I scrolled to a photo of Upton I’d taken on the beach the day before we’d left the island. He looked insanely hot in plaid madras shorts with no shirt, the ring on his necklace glinting in the sunlight, his light brown hair tousled with ocean water. Ivy whistled.

“Okay. Next Christmas I’m going to St. Barths,” she joked.

“Well, you can tell everyone I said hi, because I’m never going back there again.” I powered my phone down and set it on my bed behind me.

Ivy looked up at me tentatively through her lashes, tapping her palm with the end of her pen. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked. “What happened on that island, I mean. It must have been so freaking scary.”

A huge rock settled in the center of my chest as the memories of the ordeal came back to me rapid-fire. “Not really,” I said, neatening the pile of finished invites, my fingers suddenly trembling. “I’d rather just forget it ever happened, honestly. But thanks for asking.”

“I understand,” she said. “I didn’t want to talk about the shooting for a while either.” She leaned forward across her legs, reaching for one of the blank envelopes, then suddenly winced and fell back again. Her hand, still holding the pen, hovered over her stomach. Hot white guilt flooded my veins.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “Do you need something?”

“No. I’m good,” she said, then laughed. “So much for not talking about it.”

“Yeah,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say that wouldn’t be awkward. I handed her the envelope she’d been reaching for. My throat was so tight I could hardly breathe. “Okay,” I said, looking Ivy in the eye. “Eleven members it is.”

“Yeah?” she asked, taking a deep, faltering breath.

I felt another surge of guilt and nodded.

“Yeah. There must have been some reason Elizabeth Williams chose that number,” I said, looking over at the book, which sat atop my desk. “I may never know what it was, but it was important to her. And it’s important to you, too.”

Ivy looked at me and smiled, blushing. “Okay, Anne Shirley.”

“If you keep calling me that, you’re not going to get tapped,” I told her.

Ivy raised her hands in surrender. “Fine. I’m done. Now let’s write these things up already. My butt’s starting to go numb.”

“Right. Let’s do this,” I said, resting another blank invitation atop my chemistry book.

Carefully I started to write out Noelle’s name.

Miss Noelle Lange

The honor of your presence is requested.

9:35 p.m. Friday night

Hull Hall

The basement

Enter by the south side window. Come alone.

Yours in sisterhood,

BLS

When I finished filling out the information, I held it up to check my work. A tingling of uncertainty wove through me and I wondered, just for a second, if we wouldn’t be better off if she did turn us down. Already four people weren’t going to get in. If Noelle bailed, it would be only three. The fewer casualties, the better, right?

Ivy handed me a freshly written envelope and I placed the invite inside, unsure of what to hope for. Noelle was the only one who could make the choice. I just hoped she made the right one, for all of us.



CHANCE MEETINGS



The weather was bright and crisp as Ivy and I walked across campus together to the post office to mail our taps. It was still early, the main green nearly empty. My heart was a ball of nervous excitement, and every time I looked at Ivy, she was grinning as stupidly as I was. We were really doing it. We were about to make our first real step in bringing back the Billings Literary Society. I had to press my lips together to keep from laughing out loud.

Ivy yanked open the door to the post office, letting me slip inside before her. I hurried over to the “Campus Mail Only” slot and stood next to it, impatiently waiting for her to catch up. My heart pounded like I was lining up to kick a penalty shot in the last minute of the biggest soccer game of my life.

“This is it,” I said, as Ivy paused facing me. I pulled my stack of pristine ivory-colored envelopes out of my bag and held them in both hands.

Ivy looked me dead in the eye, clutching her half of the invites, grinning. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, highlighting her pale skin and red lips. “This is where it all begins.”

We nodded, took a breath, and slipped the envelopes into the slot. Then we stood there for a moment, staring at it.

“Well. That was anticlimactic,” I said.

“Coffee Carma?” she suggested.

“Sounds good.”

We turned and nearly walked right into Noelle Lange. Both of us froze. I felt like my boyfriend had just caught me with another guy. Where the hell had she come from and how had she done it so stealthily?

“Hey, Reed,” she said. Then she looked down her nose. “Ivy.”

“Noelle,” Ivy said, lowering her voice a few octaves in a mocking way.

I bit down on my tongue to keep from giggling. Noelle’s eyes narrowed.

“You two have certainly been spending a lot of time together,” Noelle said, striding past us to her mailbox. She was wearing tall brown boots, the tops of which disappeared beneath the hem of her belted, camel-colored wool coat. Girl owned more coats than I had pairs of shoes. “Lunch and dinner yesterday. Every period between classes . . .”

“Yeah, well, we’re friends,” I said. I had caught a couple of strange looks from the Billings Girls when Ivy and I had found our own table yesterday at the dining hall, but I figured they would all understand what was going on soon enough.

“Friends?” Noelle arched one brow as she worked the combination lock. “What on earth do you two have in common?” she asked. “Aside from an intimate knowledge of Josh Hollis, of course.”

Ivy’s jaw dropped open. I almost threw up on my shoes. She did not just go there.

“Oh, I don’t know. We’ve both been backstabbed by you,” Ivy shot back, her dark eyes aflame. “We’ve both been deserted by Billings on occasion.”

Noelle smirked as she popped open the small gold door. “Interesting that those are your bonding points, considering what you’ve been doing behind closed doors.”

Ivy and I exchanged a look. How did Noelle have any idea what we’d been doing? But then, she knew everything, didn’t she? She’d been reminding me of that since the first day I met her. Noelle extracted her mail and blithely flipped through it before slamming the door of her box closed.

“Let me make one thing perfectly clear, Ivy,” she said, walking casually toward us. She tucked the mail into her bag and lifted her brown hair over her shoulder. “You were not Billings material then, and you are not Billings material now.”

She delivered this criticism calmly, matter-of-factly, like she was reporting on the weather. Ivy’s ivory skin turned red so fast I actually flinched.

“You guys, listen, I know you’ve got some issues,” I said, looking from one angry face to the other. “But can’t you just try to get along? For me?”

It was as if I hadn’t even spoken. As if I wasn’t even there. The two of them simply stared at each other for a few seconds, before Ivy finally turned on her heel and headed for the door.

“I’ll be outside, Reed,” she said, shoving it open with one hand.

Noelle snorted a laugh. I turned to look at her.

“What is your problem?” I demanded.

“The problem is, Reed, she never should have been invited to join in the first place,” Noelle replied. She shook her head and sighed, as if I was just so naïve. “I hope you didn’t show her the book.”

My heart switched places with my stomach. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t. But I imagine that the person who left that thing for you wouldn’t want you sharing it with outsiders,” Noelle replied, adjusting the strap on her brown leather bag.

The door swung open and a pair of freshman girls walked in, chatting loudly. The moment they saw Noelle and I there, facing off, they stopped in their tracks, turned around, and walked right back out. Our reputation was just that intimidating, I guess, but I hardly cared. I was too busy fretting about what might happen if Noelle was right. What if whoever had given me the book was somehow keeping tabs on me and knew I’d included a non–Billings Girl in the proceedings? Would they take the book back?

I saw Noelle watching me out of the corner of her eye.

“Whatever,” I said, not wanting her to see me sweat. “If you don’t want to be involved, you shouldn’t be commenting on how I do things.”

Noelle smiled her knowing smile. “You’re right. I have better things to do with my time.”

Then she turned her back on me and started for the door. Searing hot frustration bubbled up from my very core.

“It’s going to be amazing,” I said. “At some point, you’re going to be sorry you turned me down.”

Noelle paused. She turned around and looked me in the eye. “Have fun playing pretend with your little friend.” Then she whipped around again and walked out.



THE POTENTIALS



Candlelight flickered on the basement walls of Hell Hall, casting eerie shadows along the hulking piles of ancient wooden desks and rickety, broken chairs. This was, apparently, the place all Easton Academy furniture came to die, but tonight, it was going to play host to the start of something new. Something amazing. Something of which the teachers and administrators, who had their offices upstairs, would never approve.

I sat atop a huge metal desk, which Ivy and I had covered with one of the old, dusty, burgundy-colored curtains we’d found in the closet. We’d used the rest of them to cover up the piles of furniture to make the room look slightly cozier. Ivy was perched at one of the fourteen desks we’d arranged in a semicircle facing me.

Tiffany arrived first. She dropped down onto the gritty floor with the dexterity of the ace basketball player she was, frowned at the covered furniture, then took a seat. Rose was next. She peeked inside the window, smiled when she saw me, then turned around and backed through the window, dangling by her hands for a second before she let go. Lorna pretty much fell through sideways and crashed to the floor with an “oomph.” Tiffany, Rose, and I jumped up to see if she was okay, while Ivy rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“I’m fine. I’m fine,” Lorna whispered. Which, aside from the dirt smear on her camel coat and her obvious embarrassment, she was.

The girls arrived separately at perfect five-minute intervals. We’d planned it that way; it was Friday night, and we didn’t want to generate suspicion in any security guards, teachers, or students who might be loitering in the vicinity. After Lorna came Vienna. Then Missy, Astrid, Kiki, London, Amberly, Shelby, and Portia. They all made it through the window unscathed, except for a scraped hand here or a torn hem there. Constance was one of the last to arrive. She fumbled through the window, plummeted to the floor, and fell right on her ass. Portia, who was closest to the window, snorted a laugh but went to help. Red-faced, Constance grabbed Portia’s hand, scrambled to her feet, and looked around. When her eyes fell on me she visibly brightened and relaxed.

“Hey, Reed!” she said in full voice.

“Shhhhh!” the rest of the girls replied.

Constance’s blush deepened. She quickly took the empty desk next to Astrid, which creaked loudly as she sat down and sort of listed to the side. Constance braced her feet on the floor and held on to the desk for dear life, clearly terrified of making even more of a scene.

Five minutes passed. I looked at the window. No shadows. No footfalls. My eyes met Ivy’s. Tiffany shifted impatiently in her seat. Shelby cleared her throat and checked her iPhone. Vienna, London, and Portia started to whisper and giggle. The solemn atmosphere we had attempted to create with the late-night meeting time and candles was deteriorating fast. The girls were starting to grow restless. And from the direction of their glances, I could also tell that the Billings Girls were wondering why Ivy was there. I glanced at the window again, growing antsy, and held my watch closer to the candle on my desk.

Nine forty-five. Noelle’s designated time had been nine thirty-five. It seemed Miss Lange had, in fact, moved on.

“All right, it looks like we’re all here,” I began, pushing myself off the desk to stand before them. Everyone looked startled, I’m sure pondering the distinct lack of Noelle. “For the past week, many of us have been wondering what’s to become of Billings. Yes, the building is gone, but for those of us who lived there, being in Billings wasn’t just about the house. It was about us. Our friendship, our sisterhood, our support of one another.”

I paused. Every pair of eyes in the room was riveted on me.

“Well, I think I’ve found a way to preserve the spirit of Billings.” I turned to slide the book off the desk, practically giddy in anticipation of their reactions to what I was about to say.

That was when the window hinges squeaked. Everyone turned to look. Noelle’s black Gucci boots backed through the opening. She eased herself down, her hands clutching the sill, and dropped to the floor, her knees barely bending as her shoes hit the ground. She dusted off the front of her black coat, lifted her hair over her shoulder, and smiled.

“What did I miss?”

She’d shown. She’d actually shown. I looked at Ivy. Her lips were pursed and her entire body looked tense. She was going to get up and walk out. I could feel it in my bones. If I had to choose between her and Noelle . . .

Well, I didn’t want to have to do that.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” I said to Noelle.

“Are you kidding? Who could ignore an invite like this?” she said, tossing her cream envelope down on my desk like it was a random scrap of paper. She eyed the book clutched in my arms, my teacher’s desk, the students’ desks and chairs gathered in front of me, and gave a wry smile. Then she turned and sat down in the very last desk at the end of the arc.

“Well, Teach?” she said, arching an eyebrow. “How about you educate us on this secret society of yours?”

“Secret society?” Astrid gasped.

“What? That’s so cool!” Kiki added.

Suddenly everyone was whispering, their chairs creaking and shifting. I glared at Noelle. She’d just swooped in here and snatched my big announcement right out from under me.

“Oops,” she mouthed.

I rolled my eyes. “You guys! Quiet down!” I whisper-shouted.

Everyone shushed everyone else and soon they were all facing me.

“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Yes, we are all here to talk about forming a secret society. The Billings Literary Society, to be exact. It was started back in 1915 and was functioning all the way up until Easton absorbed Billings School for Girls in the 1970s.”

“How do you know all this?” Missy interrupted, her nostrils flaring in annoyance.

“Someone left this for me,” I said, lifting the book. “It’s the history of the society.”

Tiffany, Rose, and Astrid all sat forward, eying the book with a covetous gleam in their eyes.

“We may not be able to rebuild our house, but we can keep the spirit of Billings alive at Easton,” I said.

Just then, a door opened and closed upstairs. My heart vaulted into my throat and everyone froze. Amberly reached out and grabbed Kiki’s arm. Footsteps slowly crossed the hall overhead. I closed my eyes and prayed that whoever it was hadn’t seen the candlelight, hadn’t heard our voices. There were a few more footsteps. A slam. Then nothing. I looked down the row of terrified eyes, stopping at Noelle. She was glaring at me so hard I could practically read her thoughts: If this stupid little project of mine got her expelled, she was going to eviscerate me.

Ouch.

“Um, Reed?” Kiki said. “I vote that if we’re going to keep meeting like this, we don’t do it here.”

Everyone relaxed a bit, laughing quietly.

“Don’t worry. If everything goes as planned, we’ll only have to meet here one more time,” I told them.

“So?” Noelle said, crossing her arms over her chest as she sat back. “What is the plan?”

“Well, before we talk about anything else, I should tell you that the BLS will only have eleven members,” I said, my heart beating nervously. “That’s a really big rule in the book, and I’ve decided to adhere to the book completely.”

“But there are fifteen people here. For some reason,” Portia said, eyeing Ivy snidely.

“I know,” I replied, ignoring her pointed tone. I swallowed hard. “Four of us will not get in.”

This announcement was met with dead silence. I glanced nervously at Ivy. She lifted her chin and gave me a confident look.

“How are you going to decide who doesn’t get in?” Tiffany asked.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “The book outlines three tasks that each prospective member has to complete. The pledge mistress—that would be me—grades them. The four lowest scorers would be cut. That’s how they did it back in the day, and that’s how we’re going to do it now.”

They all exchanged dubious looks. I half expected Shelby or Portia to walk out at this point. They weren’t exactly the type of people who looked forward to being tested in any way. And I’d always had the impression that Billings didn’t mean as much to them as it did to the rest of us.

“So, if you’re all in . . .” I paused to give them one last chance to bail. But no one moved. “The first task will be held here on Monday at midnight. This is the knowledge task. I can’t give you the particulars of how you’ll be tested, but you’re going to want to scrounge up your Easton handbooks and study them. Carefully.”

Shelby scrunched up her face like I was insane. “I don’t even know where that thing is.” Which made sense. She was, after all, a senior, and the handbook was something we were given out the first day we arrived on campus. Most people forgot about it about ten seconds later.

“I’m sure you can get a new one in the office. Or better yet, take one out of the library. Asking Double H’s secretary for one might arouse suspicion.”

“Speaking of Double H . . . wasn’t there a little announcement about the banning of social clubs?” Vienna said, raising her hand as she spoke.

“Yeah. What does that mean for us?” London added.

There was another creak overhead. We all held our breath. Then a set of keys jangled and the front door slammed so hard some of the furniture piles shook. I looked my friends in the eye, one by one, and summoned the firmest tone I could muster in the midst of my trepidation.

“It means,” I said, “that we’re going to have to be very, very careful.”



THE RULES



“Okay, so why are we here again?” Graham asked, coming up behind me and Ivy as we walked into the gym for the girls’ basketball game. “I mean, it’s Saturday night. Sat-ur-day night!” he added, doing a twist move with his hips. “Shouldn’t we be, like, I don’t know . . . partying?”

Ivy and I laughed. I was about to answer when Gage and Trey Prescott, Josh’s roommate, joined us. Gage slapped one hand down on Graham’s shoulder and leaned in close.

“Dude. Look around,” he said. “What’s more of a party than ten half-naked girls, sweating and chasing balls?”

“Gross!” Ivy protested.

“Please don’t let him corrupt you,” I said to Graham. “You’re such a nice guy.”

Graham stood up straight and tilted his head. “Still. The man does have a point.”

The three guys laughed as they jostled through the door ahead of us. I rolled my eyes at Ivy and took one of the blue-and-gold pom-poms the freshmen were handing out just inside the door. Easton was playing the Barton School, and Tiffany, Shelby, and Missy were all on the team. Normally this was the kind of thing Ivy would have steered clear of, not being a big school spirit girl and all that, but I had convinced her it would be a good thing to support our prospective sisters.

“So. I’ve been thinking about the first task,” I said under my breath, running the silky plastic of the mini pom-pom through my fingers. “And I think it might be better if we—”

“I don’t want to hear about it,” Ivy said, pausing at the end of the jam-packed bleachers. At my old school, Croton High, a girls’ basketball game wouldn’t have drawn much of a crowd, but here at Easton, where we were all campus-bound in the dead of winter, it was like a rave. Gage and Trey had joined Josh and the other guys at the top of the center bleachers. As I found them, Josh met my eyes, then quickly looked away. Graham, I noticed, had broken off from them and was sitting with Sawyer a couple of sections away.

“What do you mean you don’t want to hear about it?” I waved at Constance, who was sitting a few rows in front of Josh, wearing an Easton sweatshirt over a plaid skirt. She was surrounded by Kiki, Astrid, Missy, Amberly, and Rose. She smiled and waved back, but her always sweet and welcoming face turned a tad sour when she saw that Ivy was with me.

“I want to be tested just like everyone else,” Ivy told me, holding her ground as a couple of Barton guys tried to nudge us forward onto the bleachers. “I already know more than I should. But if we’re going to do this thing right, you should test me and make sure I make the cut.”

The Barton guys finally got the hint that we weren’t budging any time soon and went around us. One of them blatantly checked out Ivy as he went by and she smiled back at him.

Geez. You have a boyfriend, remember? I glanced at Josh again. This time his gaze was trained on the court, where the girls were finishing up their pregame warm-up and jogging for the benches. I took a breath and told myself to focus.

“That’s insane.” I looked into Ivy’s eyes and realized she wasn’t kidding. “Ivy, I need your help. How am I going to set up these tests and administer them and judge the results all on my own? That’s impossible.”

“Yeah, but it’s the rules,” Ivy said under her breath. “You’re the Elizabeth Williams here, Reed. Once you have a membership, you’ll have all the help you need, but for this one, you’re going to have to make the decisions.”

“If you’re getting tested, then I should be too.” I said, starting up the steps.

She grabbed my arm and pulled me back down, tugging me into the corner by the fire extinguisher. Over the loudspeakers, the national anthem started to play.

“Whoever left you that book chose you,” she said. “You’re the one person who gets a pass.”

“Okay, fine,” I said. “You can do the tasks. But if you fail any of them, I will personally kick your butt.”

She smirked. “I would expect nothing less.”

The players gathered at the center of the court for the tip-off. Cheers of “Go Easton!” and “Let’s go Barton!” erupted from the stands as sneakers squeaked on the freshly waxed floors.

“I’m going to go get a soda,” Ivy told me. “Save me a seat.”

“Okay.” I sighed, suddenly heavy with the full weight of the Billings Literary Society on my shoulders. “I’ll be up there with Constance and those guys.”

“Got it,” Ivy said with a nod.

She paused to let a crowd of Barton fans through, their faces painted red and white. As the buzzer commenced the game, I started up the bleachers, carefully avoiding fingers and toes and book bags. Halfway up, I felt someone watching me and glanced toward the top bleacher. Josh. He quickly looked away, and a lump formed in my throat. I wished I could just go up there and join him. Hang out with him, talk to him, just be near him. But I couldn’t. Feeling suddenly conspicuous, I slid into the aisle where my friends were sitting. Constance made room for me on the bench next to her, slipping her backpack onto the floor and her coat under her butt. I sat down and smiled, concentrating on not looking back at Josh again.

“Thanks.”

“No problem,” she said, tugging her thick, red ponytail over her opposite shoulder. “Where’d Ivy go?”

“To get something to drink,” I replied, keeping one eye on the game.

“Oh. That’s good.”

Constance continued to fiddle with her hair. Then she uncrossed and recrossed her legs half a dozen times and sighed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked finally.

“Nothing! It’s just . . .” She turned toward me, her back toward the other girls, and lowered her voice. “You planned this whole thing with her, didn’t you? The BLS?” she said, her whisper dropping to barely audible. “Her and Noelle.”

My heart skipped a tentative beat.

“Noelle had nothing to do with it.”

A Barton player with a frizzy blond ponytail scored a sweet three; half the crowd went nuts.

“But they both knew about it before the rest of us,” Constance whispered as the cheers died down. “We could all tell.”

“I needed someone to help me figure it all out,” I admitted, keeping my eye on the game. Tiffany stole the ball and raced down the court, executing a perfect layup. I clapped my hands as the Easton side cheered. “Noelle said no so I asked Ivy.”

Constance swallowed, her lips pulled back almost as if she were trying not to throw up. “Ivy Slade.”

My gut tightened. Suddenly I knew exactly where this was going.

“Constance, I—”

“She’s not even a Billings Girl,” Constance said, ducking her head. “I mean, why would you ask her instead of, like . . . Kiki or Astrid or—”

“You?” I finished.

“No! No . . . I mean . . . well, yeah,” Constance said with a shrug. “Why not me? I mean, I thought we were friends.”

“We are,” I said. “It’s just, Ivy . . .”

How was I supposed to explain this? Was I really going to say that Ivy was stronger? Smarter? Better at keeping a secret?

“Ivy was . . . She was really depressed after the shooting,” I lied. “I just felt like she needed something, you know? Like a project? Something to make her feel like she was useful and part of something.”

Constance’s eyes widened. “Really?”

She was so gullible I felt even guiltier for lying. “Yeah. But don’t say anything about it, okay? She’s still pretty sensitive.”

“Okay. I get it,” Constance said eagerly. If there was one thing she loved, it was to feel included, to be brought into someone’s confidence.

“Constance, you know not to tell anyone about this, right?” I said, placing my hand on hers. “Not even Whit?”

Constance rolled her eyes. “Please. I know what the word secret means, Reed.”

I sure hoped so.

She shifted in her seat and looked out at the court. “That’s so nice of you to do that for Ivy. Especially since she’s with Josh and everything. You’re, like, a saint!”

I gave her a stiff smile.

Just then, Ivy joined us, dropping down on the bench next to me and taking a swig of her Coke. “All right, explain this game to me,” she said. “I know you’re supposed to get the ball through the hoop, but other than that I got nothing.”

“I can explain it to you!” Constance offered, getting up and shooing me aside so she could sit next to Ivy.

I slid closer to Kiki and tried not to hang my head in shame. Now Constance was being nice to Ivy because she thought the girl was depressed? Good one, Reed.

But so what? I’d only lied to spare Constance’s feelings. The one little lie wouldn’t matter.

During a lull in the noise, I heard my phone beep and fished it out of my bag. It was a text from Upton.

Haven’t heard from you in a while. Are we still friends? :)

My heart clenched and I looked around at the Easton crowd. Ivy and Constance were chatting with their heads bent close together. The rest of the girls were cheering as Tiffany set up the next play at center court, dribbling the ball in front of her. And behind me, I could practically feel Josh’s presence. Feel his eyes on the back of my neck.

Just my imagination. It was just me wishing I was as important to him now as I’d once been.

From the corner of my eye, I glanced at Ivy. She was completely focused on the game. Slowly, I turned around, trying to make it seem like I was just looking for someone in the crowd.

And Josh was staring right at me. My heart stopped. He held my gaze for a long moment. A very long moment. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. All I wanted to do was grab him and pull him out of here and kiss him. Then finally, slowly, he looked past me at the court. The moment passed, but my pulse continued to race.

My throat completely dry, I turned around again and looked down at my phone. It was possible that Josh and I would never be together again. But I was starting to think that my getting over him was completely impossible. My heart heavy, my fingers trembling, I texted Upton back.

Of course we’re still friends. but would u hate me 4ever if i said “just friends?”

I held my breath, fretting over his reply. It came almost instantly.

Could never hate u. And can never have enuf hot American friends.

I laughed, relieved, and texted back a thank-you, then tucked my phone away and tried to concentrate on the game. At least one relationship on my life was now clearly defined. Now if only I could figure out the rest of them, I’d be golden.



LIGHT READING



“Did you guys know that Mitchell and Micah Easton had a sister? Her name was Marianne and she married this French guy against her father’s wishes and moved to Paris,” Constance gushed, leaning over the table at the solarium on Sunday night.

“I like the girl already,” Astrid put in.

She was kicked back, her big black boots on the marble table, a huge hardcover copy of Jane Eyre open in front of her. Tucked inside of it was her Easton Handbook, open to a back page having to do with Easton’s prized historical objects. The old bell, the paintings in the art cemetery, the cornerstone from Gwendolyn Hall, the oldest building at Easton . . . at least until last semester’s fire leveled it. The cornerstone was now encased in glass in the library.

“Do you think anyone is wondering what we’re doing?” London whispered, leaning over the table as she looked around.

Constance, Kiki, Lorna, Missy, London, Vienna, and Rose also had their handbooks hidden inside novels from the list inscribed at the back of the Billings Literary Society book. The list had been added to throughout the years, starting with Thomas Paine’s Common Sense and ending with Fear of Flying by Erica Jong. It was our way of paying homage to the original Billings Girls, and it gave the handbooks the perfect camouflage. Any teacher might have thought it was odd if a table full of coffee-sipping girls were poring over the Easton handbook—especially considering we were all juniors and seniors. Library books, however, were more of a common sight around here.

“They’re probably wondering what you’re doing since you haven’t taken out a library book since your Clifford the Big Red Dog days,” Vienna joked.

London shoved Vienna’s arm and clucked her tongue but laughed as she sat back again.

Surreptitiously I glanced around the octagonal solarium. Sandwiched between the Coffee Carma counter on the far wall and the bay of windows that overlooked the now darkened campus were about twenty other students. Some were curled into the high-backed chairs and a few sat chatting on couches and laughing over texts. A group of senior girls at the next table over were eyeing us with what could only be called disdain. I wondered just how many people here thought that the razing of Billings was justified.

Then my gaze fell on Diana and her friend Shane Freundel. I lifted my hand in a wave, which they reciprocated with a smile. They had always been so intrigued by Billings. Were they annoyed that it had been torn down—that they wouldn’t get that last chance to live there as seniors? Maybe next year, after the current seniors graduated, I would invite them and Sonal to be in the new class of potentials.

Just as I was about to turn back to my book, I spotted Josh coming through the doorway with Trey. The moment he saw me, he turned red, ducked his head, and veered off toward the coffee counter. Clearly confused, Trey hesitated for a moment, then followed.

My face burned. Was the idea of saying hello to me so very awful?

“I can’t believe they actually wanted to tear down the original library in the eighties,” Rose said, reaching for her coffee. “I love that building.”

“I know. Good thing the Whittakers put a stop to it,” Kiki said. “Thank your boyfriend for us, C.”

Constance beamed and grabbed her phone. “I’ll text him right now.”

I forced a smile, trying to put Josh out of my mind, and scanned the page of the handbook in front of me, searching out tough but fair questions. As I jotted down a note about the number of books housed within the Easton library, I felt a shift in the solarium’s jovial vibe.

“Incoming,” Kiki whispered.

Headmaster Hathaway was strolling toward our table, all hip-casual in a cashmere sweater-over-shirt combo and flat-front pants. He had a quizzical look on his face. My friends pulled their books a bit closer, drawing the thick tomes into their laps or holding them directly in front of their faces.

“Good evening, ladies,” he greeted us, standing just over Rose’s shoulder. Rose slipped her handbook from her copy of The Bostonians and placed it in her lap under the table. “Getting in a little light reading?”

Every pair of eyes slid toward me. I closed my copy of Clarissa and placed it flat on the table, folding my hands over it.

“Actually, we’re thinking about forming a literary club,” I said.

A few of my friends tensed. But the closer my words were to the truth, the harder it would be to peg them as outright lies.

Over the past year and a half I’d learned a few things from Noelle and Cheyenne. Even Ariana and Sabine. God help me.

The headmaster rubbed his chin.

“Interesting. Are your teachers not giving you enough class work? Because I can have a chat with them about that if you like,” he said, a twinkle in his eye.

“Oh no. Our workload is fine,” Kiki said, dropping her heavy copy of War and Peace on the table with a thud. “It’s just that we Billings Girls love to read. It’s kind of what we’re known for.”

Everyone, including me, barely held in the laughter.

“Did they not tell you that about us?” Astrid put in. “We are extraordinarily dedicated to the advancement of our intellect.”

The headmaster furrowed his brow. He was no longer in on the joke, and he clearly didn’t like the feeling.

“Well. That’s refreshing to hear,” he said after a beat. Then he cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. “But let me remind you all that the Billings Girls no longer exist. You are all simply students of Easton Academy now.”

“Oh yes,” Missy said, pressing her lips together to keep from smiling. “We’re aware.”

“Very aware,” Lorna added, smoothing her freshly straightened hair over her shoulder.

“Good,” he said. Then he gave me a quick nod and a smile. “Enjoy your reading.”

We all held our breath as he walked away. Somehow we managed to wait until he left the solarium, fresh cappuccino in hand, before we doubled over laughing.



THE FIRST TASK



At midnight on Monday, everyone gathered once again in the basement of Hell Hall. I’d gotten there early to rehang the dark drapes over the furniture, but this time there would be no light aside from that generated by the large white candle I held in my hands. The room was so hushed I could hear the wick burning slowly down. Standing in a wide circle around me were the fourteen potentials, all of them dressed in head-to-toe white, as instructed. Which, given the fact that it was January, couldn’t have been easy. There were a few minidresses, a couple pairs of wrinkled linen pants. Constance was wearing a floor-length white flannel nightgown that made her look about eight years old. Kiki sported a tank top and white boxers. Tiffany kept her white coat buttoned over whatever she was wearing underneath. Noelle, of course, had donned a white silk dress that looked as if it had just been whisked off some runway model mid–fashion show and flown in for the occasion.

I took a breath and looked down at my candle. The book had instructed that I pose a question to a prospective, then tilt the candle over that person’s hand as they answered. If an answer took more than five seconds, I was to drip hot wax on that person’s hand.

The very idea had kept me up at night. It seemed 1915 had been a mite closer to medieval torture times. So I’d decided to change it slightly—update it to fit with the times. Upon their arrival, each of the potentials had been given a book of matches. Lorna turned hers over and over in her fingers.

I glanced at my watch. It was one minute past twelve.

“You have all gathered here in confidence to have your worthiness tested,” I began.

A couple of people flinched at the sound of my voice. My candle flickered. I took a breath and told myself to chill.

“I have arranged you in order of your seniority at Easton,” I said, turning to face Noelle. “The eldest will be tested first.”

Noelle smirked. My hand shook.

“You will light one match. I will pose my question. You must answer correctly before the flame is extinguished,” I instructed. This way, I had figured, the time restriction would still be in place, and maybe a few fingertips would be singed, but at least I wouldn’t have to personally injure anyone. “A late answer will be marked as a wrong answer. Each of you will be asked five questions in turn.” I fixed each girl with a brief stare. Amberly looked like she was about to pass out. “There will be silence throughout this process. Only myself and the person before the flame may speak.”

It felt weird, speaking to my friends so formally, and they obviously felt it too. A few of them had to press their lips together to keep from laughing or smiling. This niggled at my nerves and I felt a sudden desire to just get this over with. Who was I to be doling out rules and regulations? To be running a meeting like this? I looked at Noelle again and my thoughts were reflected in her eyes.

My very bones burned with ire.

“Light your first match, plebe,” I said, looking her directly in the eye. Which, I’ll admit, took some serious effort.

“Reed, don’t you think this is a tad . . . ill-advised?” Noelle replied. “We already torched Gwendolyn this year and I—”

“You will not speak until you are asked a question,” I blurted forcefully.

Someone behind me took in a sharp breath. Noelle’s jaw stiffened.

“Fine.”

“Shh!” Vienna’s eyes were wide as she shushed Noelle. I stood a bit taller, inflated with pride. At least I was intimidating someone. Noelle rolled her eyes but lit the match. Over the tiny flame, she eyed me with annoyed impatience.

“What is the acreage of the plot on which Easton Academy is sit—”

“Twenty square acres,” she replied before I could even finish.

She blew out her match, dropped it on the floor, and lit another. I hesitated, thrown by the fact that a) I hadn’t even finished the question b) she’d answered correctly and c) she’d already moved on.

“Um . . . in what year was the Billings School for Girls absorbed by Easton Acad—“

“Nineteen seventy-five,” Noelle replied.

Flame extinguished. Flame ignited. This time, I was ready.

“The Easton chapel was constructed in the style of what religious sect?”

“Christian-Dutch reform,” Noelle answered.

Crap. That was my hardest question. I felt myself start to give in. I should just give Noelle her gold star and move on. But I’d said five questions, and five it would be.

“How many men were in Easton’s original graduating class?” I asked.

“Ten,” she replied.

“What is the oldest building on the Easton Academy campus?” I asked.

“Well, it was Gwendolyn Hall until recently. Now it’s the chapel,” she replied.

She waved her fingers to extinguish the last match, then crossed her arms over her chest like she just couldn’t wait to get out of there. I felt all trembly inside, as if I’d just confronted my worst enemy and failed. I turned to Tiffany, resolving to be tougher this time.

Faster, stronger, better. I couldn’t remember where that motto came from, but now it was mine.

“How many former headmasters’ portraits are currently hanging in the art cemetery?” I asked, my voice steady.

“Fifteen,” Tiffany answered.

Slowly, I moved through the circle of potentials. Tiffany went five for five, as did Ivy. Vienna got four right. Portia nailed all five and Shelby got four, but London got only two correct and was tearful by the end of it. Suddenly I started to wonder what we were all doing here. Couldn’t I just say, “Hey, let’s form this secret society,” and invite them all to join me?

I glanced shakily at Ivy. She narrowed her eyes slightly, urging me on. We were doing this to honor our sisters’ memories. The ritual of it was important. The tradition mattered. These were the things that made the Billings Literary Society special. Succeeding at these tests would set our members apart.

Rose went five for five. Astrid too. Kiki answered hers even faster than Noelle had. Missy got four out of five. Lorna managed all five without breaking a sweat. Finally, I came to Constance, the last in the circle aside from Amberly. Constance grinned as she struck her first match.

It didn’t light. She tried again. Again, nothing.

Noelle tsked impatiently. I shot her a silencing glare and she raised her hands in mock surrender. My shoulder muscles coiled at her total lack of reverence. If this was such a joke to her, why didn’t she just leave?

I turned around again and focused on Constance. Finally, on the fifth try, the match lit, but Constance’s hand was quaking and the grin was gone.

“The building that now houses the Easton gymnasium was originally constructed as what?” I asked.

Constance’s eyes widened. My heart skipped a beat.

A civil war hospital, I told her telepathically. A civil war hospital!

The flame went out. “Ow.” Constance shook her hand, then sucked on her fingertips. I felt sick to my stomach. No answer meant a wrong answer.

“Second question,” I said, my voice quavering.

It took her three tries to get the match lit this time. Finally, the flame flickered to life, playing over her pale face. Her eyes were glassy with unshed tears and my heart constricted. My next question was even harder than the first. I couldn’t do that to her. She needed to get her confidence back. Even as my conscience prattled on in my ear, telling me that fair was fair and that all the questions tonight had been hard, I knew what I had to do.

“In what year was Easton Academy founded?” I asked.

Someone scoffed. It was arguably the easiest question of the night.

“Nineteen fifty-eight,” she answered.

I felt like a lollipop stick had lodged itself sideways in my throat.

“I mean, 1858,” she corrected, then laughed nervously.

“Right.” But according to the book, I had to mark it as wrong. The first answer was the final answer.

It took Constance six tries to get the next match lit.

“What were the first names of the founding brothers?” I asked.

Amberly’s jaw dropped. I knew what she was thinking. Her questions had better be this easy.

But she didn’t understand. Constance was the weakest of the bunch. Not when it came to friendship and loyalty and compassion, maybe, but when it came to self-confidence, to overcoming nerves, to being singled out in a crowd.

“Micah and Mitchell,” Constance said confidently.

Right. Thank God. Only one try on the match this time.

“And their sister was named?”

“Ma—” Constance stopped. Her face turned green. She blinked up at the ceiling, her lips screwed up in concentration. “Mary—no. Maryyyyy . . . something.”

Dammit. She knew this. I knew she knew it. She was the one who had told us all about her at the solarium that night. She had to remember this.

“Mary . . . Mary-Alice?” she said.

I swallowed hard. “Incorrect.”

Her face crumpled. She blew out the match. And then she started to cry. My heart shattered into a thousand tiny pieces and fluttered to the floor. Lorna leaned over and put her arm around Constance, whispering something in her ear.

“Fifth question,” I said, hating myself.

Lorna lit the match for Constance. Even though it was technically against the rules, I said nothing. Ivy blinked but remained silent.

“Name one of the original members of the Billings Literary Society.”

They had all been given a list. My original intent had been to have her name all of them, but I wasn’t about to go there.

“Theresa . . . Theresa Billings,” Constance mumbled.

That, at least, was right.

It seemed to me that even the windows and desks and doors sighed with relief as Constance extinguished her final match. As I turned to Amberly, Constance continued to sniffle. I had to wonder if, through the years, the previous members of the BLS had endured nights like this one.

Suddenly I wasn’t sure I had the nerve to administer the next two tasks—to put my friends through the wringer like this. I wasn’t sure it was in me. Maybe whoever had left the book in my room had made a mistake. Noelle was much better suited to this type of leadership role. She was the one who could order people around without batting an eye. The one who always remained cool in the face of other people’s raw emotions. This role was practically written for her.

So, as I caught sight of Constance’s red eyes, I had to wonder why was I the one playing the part.



PINING



On Tuesday morning, I paused outside the food line in the dining hall, holding my tray of cereal and toast in front of me. The Billings tables were quiet. No animated conversation, no going over homework and paging through magazines. Everyone was staring at their food, not even acknowledging one another. I hesitated—told myself that we were all tired after sneaking back to our dorms at almost 2 a.m. That they weren’t angry or disgruntled about the emotional roller coaster of the night before. But it was difficult to believe.

“Hey, Reed.”

Sawyer startled me so badly my tray almost tipped.

“Sorry,” he said, grimacing as I saved my bowl from going over the edge. Compared to how I felt, he looked insanely awake and happy, his eyes bright and his smile even brighter. He wore a green sweater under his coat and his dark blond hair fell forward over his forehead.

“S’okay,” I said.

“Wanna sit together?” he asked, tilting his head toward an empty table.

I brightened instantly. An excuse for avoiding the obviously depressing vibe at my table, which might just be focused on me? “Sure,” I said.

As I slid into a seat across from Sawyer I kept my eyes on the Billings Girls. Constance wasn’t there. Nor were London, Vienna, or Amberly, who had gotten four out of five of her questions right. It was possible that London and Constance’s absences had nothing to do with their embarrassment over being the two low scorers on the first task, but not likely. Vienna had probably run to Coffee Carma to get London her favorite vanilla spice latte and apple Danish to bring over to her room, and Constance was most likely huddled under the covers in Pemberly, replaying the whole awful episode over and over again in her mind.

I wished she were there so I could tell her she had plenty of chances to make it up. If she could ace the next two tasks, the first would barely count. And after last night, I had decided that the next two tasks were going to be easier than the first. More fun. More group-oriented. No more being put on the spot.

“Hey,” Sawyer said. “Everything okay?”

My eyes darted back to him as he took a sip of coffee. He made a face and ripped open a sugar packet.

“Yeah. Sorry,” I said, dipping my spoon into my Lucky Charms. “I just didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Re-eed! I have a surprise for you!” Ivy sang, walking over to our table in a whirl of red coat. She dropped her tray next to Sawyer’s, whipped off her hat, and sat down. “I just got us passes to go off campus after classes today! We are going shopping.” She picked up her bagel and glanced at Sawyer. “Hey, headmaster’s son. How are ya?”

I blinked a few times. Her energy was so incongruent to my exhaustion and deep thoughts, I felt like I’d just been knocked off my chair.

“Um, fine,” Sawyer said with a laugh. “You sure are a morning person.”

“You know, usually I’m not,” Ivy said thoughtfully. “But today I’m in a good mood.”

At least someone was happy. Her lips were perfectly glossed, her lashes long and curled, her skin rosy. I felt ten times more tired just looking at her.

“Shopping?” I said. “For what?”

“I need to get a new dress for the dance,” Ivy informed me.

“The dance. Right.” I glanced at Sawyer, and he blushed and looked away.

Rose, who was passing by the table slowly, looking as out of it as I felt, paused. “What are you doing over here?”

“Sawyer asked me to sit with him,” I said. “Want to join us?”

Rose looked over her shoulder at the Billings tables. “Okay.”

She slid behind me and sat down, smoothing the skirt of her purple dress over her legs. “I’m Rose,” she said to Sawyer. “You’re one of the headmaster’s sons.”

Sawyer laughed under his breath. “Sawyer,” he said, then looked at me. “What do I need to do to become something other than ‘the headmaster’s son’?” he joked.

“Streak in the class building during first period,” Ivy suggested, her mouth half full. “That’ll do it.” She reached for her juice as Sawyer laughed. “So, Reed? Shopping tonight?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Yay!” Ivy clapped her hands and took another bite of bagel.

“Why are you so awake?” Rose semiwhined, reaching for her coffee.

“Oh, you mean . . . oh.” Ivy stopped, clearly realizing she shouldn’t say anything out loud and took a sip of OJ. “I’m used to not sleeping. Ever since the . . . accident . . . it’s just not something I do much of.”

“Oh.” I told myself I shouldn’t feel guilty about this. It was not my fault. It was Sabine’s. And to a lesser extent Josh’s. But the fact that Ariana’s crazy half-sister had targeted me because Ariana had ended up in an insane asylum after trying to kill me just couldn’t be my fault. All I’d done was show up at Easton. The rest was on the insane blood pumping through the Osgood/DuLac veins.

“You can come, too, Rose,” Ivy said brightly. “I could use a second and third opinion. Josh and I haven’t really done the dress-up-and-go-out thing. At least not since I’ve been in the hospital. I want it to be perfect.”

At the mention of Josh’s name, my eyes went right to him. He was seated at a table with a bunch of his soccer buddies, leaned over someone’s iPhone, looking at heaven knew what. There was a small red paint stain on the sleeve of his navy blue rugby shirt. For some reason, that tiny splotch made my heart hurt.

“Okay. I’m in,” Rose said. She gave a huge yawn and stretched her arms over her head. “If I’m still awake then.”

I smiled.

Back in their sophomore year, Ivy and Rose had been friends. Maybe the BLS would bring them back together.

The BLS. Wasn’t that supposed to be my focus right now? Not Josh. Not romance. Not the things I couldn’t have. I was supposed to be looking toward the future, not pining for the past. Maybe helping Ivy tonight would be just the thing to help me let him go and move on.

I had some shopping to do for the second task anyway. Maybe today in class I could brainstorm some solid ideas on how to turn the depressing vibe at the Billings tables around with Loyalty Night. This whole secret-society thing was supposed to be fun, but so far, it seemed like Ivy was the only one having any.



THE SECOND TASK



We met for the second task in the common room on the ground floor of Pemberly Hall. As my friends walked in, I could tell they were surprised and a bit nervous at the public arena, the brightness of the room, the fact that it wasn’t the dead of night. It was dark out, of course. In mid-January it got dark at five o’clock. But we’d just come from dinner. People were still up and about on campus. Several of them were even hanging out in the common room, watching us with interest as we settled in on the uneven pentagon of couches I’d arranged in the center of the room.

“What’s this? A fifth-grade slumber party?” Noelle asked, dropping her coat and bag over the back of the longest couch and settling herself in. On the table in front of her were open bags of M&M’s, Reese’s peanut butter cups, pretzels and Tostitos, a jar of pineapple salsa, plus several cans of Coke and bottles of water from the vending machine.

“My budget doesn’t exactly support Godiva and Perrier,” I said, standing in the wedge between the arms of two love seats until all fourteen girls had arrived.

“So, what’re we going to do tonight?” Missy asked, looking down her nose at the spread. “Cut open our palms and make blood vows over an empty calorie fest or something?”

“No,” I said, taking the last seat, which happened to be right next to her. “Tonight, we are going to have a little fun.”

I picked up the brown bag from the floor and dumped out seventy-five safety pins on the table. Each was tied with a tiny dark brown or baby blue ribbon—the official colors of the BLS. I’d spent half the night last night making them, and my fingertips still smarted from the effort.

“Everyone take five pins and attach them to your person,” I said.

They looked at one another dubiously, but Constance dove right in and started pinning the ribbons to her chest. I did the same, trying to show them that I was, in fact, serious. Once everyone had grudgingly done as they were told—Noelle the grudgingliest of all—I grabbed a bottle of water and a handful of M&M’s for strength. I had a feeling the girls were going to think “cheese” was my middle name after I explained this task.

“We’re going to play a little friendship game,” I told them.

“Oh my God! It is a fifth-grade sleepover!” London trilled.

Vienna clapped her hands, all hyper, and everyone laughed. I smiled gratefully. At least they hadn’t gotten up and walked out.

“Everyone’s going to have some munchies and soda and we’re all just going to hang out and talk,” I said, crunching away on my chocolate.

“About what?” Kiki asked, drawing her heavy boots up under her on the couch.

“About us,” I said, lifting a shoulder. “Good memories, bad memories, funny stories . . .” I trailed off as my eyes fell on Ivy, who was looking suddenly uncomfortable. Right. She wasn’t technically one of us. But she’d known Portia, Rose, Tiffany, Noelle, Vienna, Shelby, and London for a long time. Surely they had some mutual stories that didn’t involve putting her grandmother in the hospital. “If, during the conversation, you overhear a sister—I mean friend,” I amended, glancing up as Jillian walked by on her way to the stairs, “say something bad about another friend, you can take one of that person’s pins for yourself. The idea, obviously, is to say only good things about each other, but also to keep an ear open for disparaging comments. The game ends when one person has lost all their pins. Which hopefully won’t happen at all.”

“Wow. Who came up with this lameness?” Missy groused, shifting in her seat.

“I think it sounds like fun!” Rose put in with a bright smile.

“Question. Can I take one of Missy’s ribbons for that?” Astrid asked, lifting a hand.

I laughed. “I didn’t come up with this, so Missy’s comment wasn’t about me. Let’s say the game starts . . . now.”

“I have a good story!” Vienna announced, sitting forward and grabbing a chip. “Remember last spring when London tried to take the train to Boston and ended up in Maine?” She pointed at London with her chip.

“‘Omigod! Is this whole state populated by scary bearded men?’” they recited in unison.

Then they cracked up, laughing all over each other.

“That was one hell of a road trip coming to get you, though,” Tiffany said, reaching for the M&M’s. “The bathroom at the BP on 95?”

“Ew!” Rose groaned. “I dry-heaved for like an hour.”

“Okay, I’m confused,” Noelle said, raising a hand. “Is that a disparaging story about London’s total lack of travel skills, or a funny anecdote about a road trip?”

“Give me a pin!” Ivy said, reaching a palm toward Noelle.

“What? No way,” Noelle said firmly.

“No one said anything disparaging until you mentioned London’s total lack of travel skills,” Ivy countered. “Shocking that you were the first to insult someone.”

“Okay, now you give me a pin,” Noelle replied haughtily.

“What? Why?” Ivy said incredulously.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you just insulted me to my face?” Noelle replied, crossing her arms over her chest.

I watched them face off and held my breath. This was supposed to be fun, not a showdown between Ivy and Noelle.

“Okay! Okay! That one’s a wash,” I said. “Let’s move on.”

Ivy and Noelle both rolled their eyes. Ivy reached for a peanut butter cup and Noelle shifted in her seat, turning her knees away from Ivy and resting her arm on the back of the couch so that her back was practically square with Ivy’s face.

“Anyone else have a story?” I asked, trying to break the uncomfortable silence.

“What about the time we all had to dress up Reed for her date with Hunter Braden!” Constance trilled.

“Oh! That was fun!” Portia put in, crunching into a pretzel.

“And necessary, considering your serious wardrobe issues,” Missy said with a sniff.

“Now I definitely get your pin!” Astrid said.

“Oooooh!”

Missy rolled her eyes and detached a pin for Astrid. “Brown’s not my color anyway.”

As everyone started to reminisce about my makeover night last semester, studiously avoiding Sabine’s name, I noticed, I began to finally relax. They were really getting into the spirit of the game—a game that Elizabeth Williams had devised almost a hundred years ago. Everyone was happy and laughing and shouting and pointing, grabbing pins from one another and chowing down. If I could just keep Ivy and Noelle from clawing each other’s eyes out, everything would be fine. Because this was what I wanted the Billings Literary Society to be about. It was the closest we’d come to a true Billings moment since we’d returned from break.

And from that moment on, I vowed there would be many more.



CLOSE ENCOUNTERS



“Last night was so much fun!” Constance whispered as she slipped into the chair next to mine at breakfast the next day. “Was that the second task, or was it just for the heck of it? Because if it was a task, I guess Missy and Shelby totally failed.”

“Shhh!” I said, glancing around to make sure no one was in earshot. Across the aisle, Gage, Sawyer, Graham, and Trey were hanging out, talking loudly. I ducked my head toward hers. “It was a task,” I whispered. “And yeah, Missy and Shelby did not pass.”

They had both lost all five of their pins quickly, but we’d decided to keep playing anyway. No one had wanted our night to end just then.

I speared some scrambled egg with my fork as Kiki, Vienna, London, Amberly, Tiffany, and the others settled in around us. Everyone was chatting, laughing, happy. After the first task I’d felt like we were prepping for a funeral. Now everyone was acting like we were on our way to the Legacy.

Not that I ever wanted to attend a Legacy party again after the awfulness of the last two, but still.

“We’re going to movie night in the Great Room tonight,” Vienna announced, laying her linen napkin across her lap. “They’re showing a Legally Blonde marathon. Who’s in?”

“Me!” London said predictably, lifting a hand. “I can recite the entire first movie from beginning to end.”

But she couldn’t get more than two answers right on the BLS knowledge test. Good to know she remembered the truly important stuff.

“Let’s all go,” Lorna enthused, dropping into her chair. “It’ll be fun.”

“Could be slightly more entertaining than my trig homework,” Astrid mused, lifting a shoulder.

“I’m in,” I said. I knew I should probably should spend the night studying, but I was happy that my friends wanted to do something together. This was what the secret society was all about—making sure we stayed close. It seemed like last night’s loyalty message had come through loud and clear.

“Well, I, for one, don’t need to spend the night watching Reese Witherspoon’s career slowly wither and die,” Noelle said with a sniff, carefully buttering her toast. “If any of you has progressed past a sixth-grade level, I’ll be having a little soiree in my room.”

Vienna and London drooped like they were a pair of puppies whose owner had just swatted their noses. My fingers clenched into fists under the table. Why did Noelle feel the need to make everyone feel so inferior all the time? I opened my mouth to say something when, much to the surprise of everyone at the table, London spoke up.

“You don’t have to insult us, Noelle,” she said clearly, though not making eye contact. “If you don’t want to come, just don’t come.”

Vienna’s jaw dropped.

“She’s right,” Rose said quietly. “We don’t mock you for thinking champagne and chocolate are the only gateways to a good time.”

I had to look away. If I hadn’t looked away, I would have laughed out loud, which wouldn’t have been very BLS of me. I had never heard anyone other than myself or Ariana contradict Noelle. It was a historical moment.

Was I wrong to hope that the BLS had something to do with it?

“Fine. But I’ll be there if anyone wants to join me,” Noelle said. Her tone was as confident as ever, but the words were somehow lacking. Rose and London had gotten to her. Rose Sakowitz and London Simmons, putting it to Noelle Lange. Maybe Mr. Hathaway was right. Maybe things were on a more even keel this semester.

I was happily pondering this new development when the doors to the dining hall opened and Ivy and Josh walked in together. My heart lurched, as always. They made their way slowly toward us, glancing over at the guys across the aisle like they were thinking about joining them. Graham visibly stiffened. Josh paused and whispered something to Ivy, and she whispered something back, her eyes imploring.

This was intriguing. Finally, Ivy tugged Josh over to the table. “Hey, guys,” she said.

“Annoying couple.” Gage greeted them with a laugh.

“Ha ha,” Josh said uncomfortably. “Move in,” he said to Trey.

Trey scooted his chair forward, but the second he did, Graham stood up from the table, shoving his chair back with a screech. Sawyer’s face went ashen as Graham grabbed his bag.

“I’m done here,” he said, sliding out past Gage’s back.

He paused next to Ivy. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she replied, looking at Josh in confusion. “You don’t have to leave.”

“Yeah. I kind of think I do.” Graham shot Josh a look of death, then cleared his throat. “Excuse me.”

Then he walked out of the cafeteria without looking back. Ivy shrugged and Josh sat down next to Sawyer, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Ivy took the vacated seat next to Gage.

“Okay. What was that all about?” Tiffany asked me.

“I have no idea,” I replied.

Sawyer was getting up from the table now, moving sideways to get past Trey. Josh slumped further in his seat, clearly upset and embarrassed. What the hell was going on between Graham and Josh? I had been meaning to ask Sawyer, but I’d been so occupied with the BLS it had slipped my mind.

“Hey, Reed,” Sawyer said, shouldering his messenger bag as he stopped at the end of our table.

“Hey,” I replied.

From the corner of my eye I saw Constance and Tiffany exchange an intrigued look. My heart fluttered nervously. Great. Now I was going to have to endure a grilling about Sawyer and me. Couldn’t a girl talk to a guy anymore without it being a crush thing?

“I was just going—” I said.

“I have to ask you something,” he said at the exact same time.

I laughed and Sawyer blushed and looked at his feet. “You first,” he said, his blond bangs falling over his face.

“No. You came to me,” I said, turning in my seat to face him better. “You first.”

“It’s okay. You,” he said.

I laughed. “Dude, just talk,” I said, taking a bite of my bacon. “What’s up?”

He pushed his hands into the pockets of his dark blue pants and puffed out his cheeks like a chipmunk. “I know it’s kind of late notice, but . . . would you want to maybe go to the dance with me on Saturday?”

Tiffany sat up straight. Constance tensed beside me. Everyone at the table was watching us. Some, like Kiki and Shelby, were pretending they weren’t by hiding behind their Rolling Stone magazine or scrolling along on their iPhone, but they so were.

“Um . . .”

I glanced past him at Josh and Ivy. They were holding hands across the table, leaning forward, talking in low tones as Trey and Gage fired up some game on their PSPs. Were those two ever not touching each other?

Time to move on, Reed. Get over it. Get a life.

Sawyer was nice. And a good listener. A good friend. Not to mention unbearably cute. And the guy had saved my life when I’d been about to drown in the Caribbean Sea. Besides, this wasn’t necessarily a date, date, right? We could be going as just friends. Except one look at Sawyer’s face told me that wasn’t how he was looking at this. Somewhere along the line he had started to think of me as more than friend.

Could I think of him that way? I wasn’t entirely sure.

Over at his table, Josh was now taunting Ivy with some eggs Benedict. She was squealing and shoving a warning finger in his face and pushing him away. Disgustingly adorable.

I turned around more fully, putting them out of my line of vision. Out of sight, out of mind.

“Sure,” I said finally, looking Sawyer in the eye. “I’d love to go to the dance with you.”

“Great!” Sawyer brightened considerably. “Cool. So . . . what did you want to ask me?”

My already sagging spirits drooped lower. I couldn’t exactly grill him about his brother’s obsession with my ex without looking like I was obsessed with my ex too. Didn’t seem like the right note to hit seconds after making our first date.

“I was going to ask you, too,” I said, blurting the first thing that came to mind. “To the dance.”

Sawyer’s smile widened. “Really? That’s so . . . yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling somehow as if I’d just made a serious error in judgment.

Damn this stupid dining hall throwing everyone together all at once. There were too many distractions and too much sensory overload to make a sound decision.

“Great. Okay.” He pressed his hands together, smiling adorably. “So I’ll just come to Pemberly then on Saturday night. Around seven?”

“Perfect,” I said, swallowing against a dry throat.

As Sawyer walked away, I kept my back to my friends, wanting to postpone the inevitable twenty questions as long as possible. Do you like him? How did you guys meet? Are you totally over Josh, then? What’re you going to wear?

I could practically feel their anticipation bubbling up behind me and dreaded every second of it, because I had no idea how to answer. Did I like him? I had no idea. How did we meet? Couldn’t remember. Was I totally over Josh? No. What was I going to wear? Probably something borrowed from one of them.

Not exactly the stuff romance novels were made of. But I took a breath, turned around, and submitted to the shrieks and squeals. This week was all about sisterhood, right? Let them have their fun.



THE THIRD TEST



“Ew! Omigod! I just stepped on a dead thing!”

Shelby screeched and barreled into me at the center of the chapel, holding on to me for dear life. I’d requested all the potentials wear “manual labor attire.” For Shelby, this meant Paper Denim jeans, a cashmere “sweatshirt,” tan kitten heels, and pearls. There were dots of sweat across her otherwise perfect brow and her hair was coming loose from its bun. All very odd since I hadn’t seen her do a shred of work since we’d gotten there two hours earlier. Each potential—well, everyone except Constance, who, for some reason, had yet to arrive—had been given a chore. Shelby’s task had been to clear the cobwebs from the wall sconces and candelabras—all of which were still filthy.

“What is it? Omigod, what is it? Do I have rabies?”

Her fingernails dug into my skin through her work gloves and the thick fabric of my Penn State sweatshirt. Half the girls scurried away from the wall where Shelby had been “working,” which in her world amounted to waving a feather duster in the vicinity of a wooden sconce. Astrid, however, heaved a sigh and tromped right over, scanning her flashlight along the seam where the wall met the floor.

“It’s just a mouse,” she said.

“Ewwwwww!” everyone cried.

“I’ve got it, I’ve got it.” Astrid dumped some old salt packets out of a brown paper bag and used it as a glove to pick the dead mouse up by its tail.

“Ewwwwwww!” The moans came as she lifted the thing toward the garbage pail. She dumped it in with a thud, then tossed the bag as well and smacked her hands together.

“Done. Let’s move on, shall we?” she said, flicking her black bangs off her forehead with a glittery purple fingernail. “We’re really making some progress here.”

Astrid had been working her tail off sweeping the floors. I’d always known the girl was cool, but it was nice to know she wasn’t afraid of a little dirt. Or a dead rodent.

“No. No way. That’s it. I’m outta here,” Shelby said, finally releasing me and raising her hands. She peeled off her yellow vinyl gloves and gingerly tossed them on the pew Lorna and Missy were dusting and polishing.

“Shelby, you can’t go,” Portia said. She had a streak of dirt across her cheek and a broom in her hand. For the first time since I’d known her, all the gold necklaces she wore were tucked inside her collar and her T-shirt was rumpled. Her makeup, however, was still perfectly intact. “If you leave . . .”

She looked at me, a question in her eyes. I turned to Shelby.

“If you don’t complete the three tasks, you can’t be considered for membership,” I said. Although, she’d already been at the bottom of the list anyway, what with her poor showing on loyalty night (she’d lost her five pins almost as fast as Missy had lost hers), and with tonight’s nonperformance. Not that she needed to know that.

My words hung thick and dark in the air. No one moved. Everyone held their tongues and waited to see what Shelby would do. She lifted her chin and stared me down.

“That’s just fine,” she said, reaching back to release her thick, golden brown hair from its band. It tumbled over her shoulders quite dramatically. “I’m a Wordsworth, in case you haven’t heard. And we don’t do dead things.”

Then she turned on her heel, grabbed her coat off the old rack near the door, and stormed out into the night. Portia dropped her broom and went after her, shouting her name. We all heard the words “don’t need Billings” and “already got into Cornell” carried in on the wind. Then Portia returned, alone, and lifted her hands in abject defeat.

We were down to fourteen. Well, thirteen if you considered the fact that Constance had never even shown.

“Come on, everyone,” I said. “Let’s get back to work.”

“Well. That was interesting,” Ivy said, shuffling toward me with her dustpan and brush. She filled it up with cigarette butts and dumped it into the garbage. Girl was wearing a white V-neck sweater and black jeans, neither of which looked the worse for wear, even though she’d been working all night.

“I’m not surprised,” I whispered in response. “I’ve never seen Shelby with a fleck of lint on her person, let alone dust. And I figured some of the seniors would be out.”

“Yeah, but I thought Noelle would be the first to go,” she said, looking up toward the sky.

Noelle was right where she’d been since she’d arrived, up at the top of a rickety old ladder, working the grime off the stained-glass windows, alone. Part of me had to agree with Ivy. Who would have thought that Noelle would allow me, Glass-Licker, to put her through chore night at the old chapel? Especially when she hadn’t wanted anything to do with the BLS to begin with? But then there was the other part of me. The part that knew that she was doing it just to prove to me that I couldn’t faze her.

What I couldn’t believe was that Constance hadn’t shown up. Hadn’t even called me to let me know. I’d tried her cell twice since we’d been there, but she hadn’t picked up. The more time went by, the more concerned I grew. Could she be out there in the woods somewhere, lost? Each time I thought about it, I gave an involuntary shudder. Everyone was supposed to come in pairs. Constance was supposed to meet up with Lorna and they were to come together. But Lorna had waited and called and waited and called, and she hadn’t wanted to get a black mark because of Constance’s lateness, so she’d hooked up with Missy and Noelle and come with them.

Which was all well and good, but where the hell was Constance?

I glanced at the door. Nothing. I couldn’t just stand around while everyone else was working, so I got back to the job of scraping gum from the floor, all the while keeping one eye on the entrance and one ear on the wind.

About an hour after Shelby made her dramatic exit, the chapel was looking habitable again. The pews had been dusted and polished to a shine. The floor was swept and scraped clean. The windows, though some were still broken, gleamed like crystal. Rose had finished polishing the pulpit and had offered to take on Shelby’s job, so the sconces and candelabras were cobweb-free. The smells of rotting food and stale smoke had been replaced by the scents of evergreen and soapy water. I felt the ghosts of Billings Girls past smiling down on us with pride, and as I looked around at the tired but satisfied faces of the girls around me, I knew they could feel it too.

Aside from Shelby, most everyone had done their jobs, although I’d noticed that Lorna was putting in most of the work on the pews while Missy gabbed and moved a rag around halfheartedly. And London had spent half the night in the corner texting when she thought no one was looking. But as a group, we pretty much kicked ass.

“Can we get the hell out of here? My back is killing me,” Noelle said, arching her back and shoving out her chest at the same time.

“Sure,” I said with a smile. “But let’s just take a second to pat ourselves on the back. Job well done, ladies.”

I clapped my hands and everyone joined in, smiles all around. Then Lorna raised her hand.

“Yes, Lorna?” I asked.

“Just one question, Reed,” she said. “Why did we just scrub down a condemned building in the middle of nowhere?”

“You’ll know soon enough,” I said, grinning from ear to ear and trying like hell not to make eye contact with Ivy.

For the first time in a while, I felt cheered by their groans. I was in charge and I liked it.

“Come on,” I said. “I think we all deserve some serious sleep.”

As we turned toward the door, it swung open with a bang. Every one of us froze.

Oh effing hell. I half expected Mr. Hathaway or my old buddy Detective Hauer to come storming through the door. If they were going to snag us, couldn’t they have at least caught on before we killed ourselves working? But instead, Constance appeared. Her hat was askew, her face was red, and she clutched the doorknob, gasping for air.

“Did I miss it? Is it over? Oh my God, Reed! I’m so sorry!”

I rushed forward. Had Constance been lost in the woods all this time? Was she cold and wet and dehydrated? But when I got to her, Constance’s skin was warm. Her eyes were bright and her feet were not soaked through.

“Are you okay?” I asked uncertainly.

“Yeah. Just, I basically sprinted up the hill trying to get here.” Her eyes trailed over the crowd, all of whom were slowly pushing their arms into coat sleeves and yanking on their hats, their hair in various states of disarray, their clothes streaked with grime. Constance frowned. “Oh man. I really did miss it.”

“Constance,” I hissed, sensing that there was no tragedy to be related here. I pulled her away from the door. “Where have you been?

“I’m so sorry, Reed,” Constance said. “It’s just, Whit called and he’s all freaking out about this chem assignment he has due tomorrow and if I don’t talk him down he basically goes on a chocolate binge, which could send him into insulin shock and then he could end up in the hospital.” She paused for breath. “Or dead!”

I felt sick to my stomach. She had missed the third task, after miserably failing the first, to talk to her boyfriend?

“Constance, you know there are only three tasks, right? This was the third,” I said slowly.

“I know, but Reed! It was a matter of life and death!” Constance said. She looked around the chapel and her nose wrinkled. “What were you guys doing up here anyway? This place is horrible.”

I wanted to wring her neck. Clearly she was not taking this seriously. At all. And on top of that, she was disparaging our chapel, the space we had all just worked so hard to clean. Without her help, I might add.

“Whittaker needs to learn to take care of himself,” I told her. “You have to have your own priorities.”

“I do!” Constance said, hugging herself. “It’s just he’s the first one. I mean, I love him. He’s my first priority.” Then she seemed to realize how serious I was and her face went slack. “I mean, no offense, Reed. Billings matters too of course! I really am sorry I didn’t get here. Is there something I can do? Like a make-up test or something?”

A make-up test? Did this look like eighth-grade algebra to her?

“Are you guys coming or what?” Noelle asked, hovering at the door. Everyone else had already filed out.

“Yeah. We’re coming,” I said. I brushed by Constance, unable to look at her pleading eyes anymore, and headed out.

“Reed? Are you mad?” she asked, coming up behind me.

“No,” I said, pulling my coat on as the cold hit me square in the chest. “I’m not mad.”

Just disappointed. Because I knew now who one of the three cuts would have to be. And it was going to be devastating for both of us.

We trekked down the hill together, everyone laughing and whispering in the cold night air, going over Shelby’s breakdown and Astrid’s badass response. Tiffany, Portia, and Rose were quiet and subdued compared to the others, and I knew they were probably pissed off and disappointed that Shelby was out. I felt for them, losing their friend, but Shelby and I had never been close, and her leaving made the task ahead that much easier for me. Part of me was glad she’d gone on her own terms. It was better for her self-esteem and for my guilt.

As we reached the tree line we broke up into pairs, as planned, spreading out in the dark so that we’d all come onto campus at different spots, rather than in one huge clump. Ivy and I walked toward the east side of campus, Noelle and Missy behind us, Constance and Lorna behind them, ready to split again when we reached Parker.

“Hang on,” Noelle said, right when Ivy and I were about to split off. “I’m going with our fearless leader. Ivy, you take Missy.”

“Uh, since when do you tell me what to do?” Ivy asked.

“Does everything have to be an argument with you?” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. Then she paused and adopted a pious expression, placing her hands together at chin level. “Please, Miss Slade. May I please, please, please talk to Reed alone for a minute?”

The other girls laughed and looked away. Ivy turned red with fury and looked at me. “Reed?”

“It’s fine. I’ll catch up with you back at the dorm,” I said.

“Fine. Let’s go, Missy.” She trudged off at lightning speed, and Missy almost slipped in the snow as she caught up.

I looked at Noelle, pretty much dying of curiosity over what she might have to say. “Well. That was obnoxious,” I said.

She rolled her eyes again and turned down the hill toward campus, her footsteps crunching in the snow. “She’ll get over it.”

I sighed and jogged to catch up. No matter who held what positions of power, Noelle would always be Noelle.

“So, you’re really getting the hang of this, Glass-Licker,” she said, looking straight ahead as we walked. I bristled at the reemergence of the old nickname.

“The hang of what?” I said.

“Being the alpha girl.” She ducked her head slightly, her hair falling across her face like a curtain. “I have to say I never thought I’d see the day Portia and Vienna got down on their knees and scrubbed a floor.”

“They didn’t go through Billings initiation like the rest of us?” I said.

She tossed her hair over her shoulder as she looked at me. “Let’s just say the whole chore thing was slightly less intense before you came along.”

“Oh.”

Once again I got that acidic feeling in my gut. The feeling that I had been unworthy of Billings in the first place. That she was trying to remind me I’d never belonged.

“But seriously. Good job with all of this,” Noelle said, our steps quickening as we reached the steepest part of the hill. “I wasn’t sure you’d pull it off, but you did.”

I inflated with pride so fast I thought I might go weightless. It was amazing, the effect she had on me. Putting me down one minute, puffing me up the next.

“Thanks.” I grinned, feeling taller, lighter, happier. “I guess I did.”

“You’re gonna wanna stop right there.”

Noelle and I froze. The male voice had come out of nowhere and scared every last gasp of breath right out of me. From behind the line of trees along Parker’s north side, two security guards approached us, grins across their wind-dried faces.

“Come with us,” the chubby one said, flicking his fingers. “The headmaster will see you now.”

The skinnier one cackled and got behind us, as if we were going to try to make a break for it. Noelle’s eyes met mine in the glow of one of the old-fashioned campus lights and the fury in them was enough to make me consider a sprint to the trees.

All Noelle had wanted to do was keep her head down and her nose clean, and graduate.

So much for that.



BLAME THE CAFFEINE



I expected to be dragged straight to Hell Hall, but instead, the security guards took us to the main chapel. Once again it was freezing inside, the space heaters having been dormant since that morning’s services. Only the lights along the sides of the room had been illuminated, but I could see Headmaster Hathaway as clear as day, standing at the end of the aisle in the same suit and tie he’d been wearing on campus that afternoon. He wore a grim expression as we arrived at the front of the room. London, Vienna, Amberly, and Portia were already there, their expressions tense.

“Take a seat,” Headmaster Hathaway said, gesturing at the pew across the aisle from our friends.

My butt hadn’t even hit the hardwood when the door slammed again. We all turned around to find Lorna, Ivy, Missy, and Constance being ushered in by two more guards.

“Isn’t this interesting?” Headmaster Hathaway said, eyeing them as they stepped tentatively toward us. “Tell me. Will anyone else be joining us?”

He looked at me briefly, but I wasn’t about to say anything. At the back of the room, a direct-connect phone bleeped. There was an intelligible crackle of words. One of the guards replied to whatever had been said, then cleared his throat.

“The rest of the campus is quiet, sir.”

I tried not to smile. That meant that Rose, Tiffany, Astrid, and Kiki had gotten back to their dorms without getting caught. I should award them extra BLS points for that feat.

“All right then. We’ll have to deal with the people we have here,” he said, looking down at Noelle and me as the latecomers slipped into the pew behind ours. “So. A literary society?” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and drawing himself up to full height.

Again, no one said a word.

“It’s hard not to notice that this literary society is almost entirely made up of students who used to reside in the now defunct Billings House,” he said, glancing back at the four security guards who now hovered behind us. “Is it not?”

“Yes, sir,” the chubby guard answered. “I mean . . . no, sir? Is that a double negative?”

The smirk fell from Hathaway’s face. “Tell me, Reed, what kind of literary society meets off campus, in the middle of a Friday night, in the dead of winter?” He quickly checked his watch. “Excuse me. It’s now Saturday morning. Hmm?”

I gazed up at him, my lips pressed firmly together. This was one of the suggestions the book contained on how to deal with authority figures when caught in an unexplainable situation. Say nothing, admit nothing. He leaned one hand into the back of the pew, right next to my face, and glared down at me. His tie swung forward, almost hitting me in the nose.

“You’re going to want to help me out, here,” he said, so close I could see the flecks of gold in his eyes. “Where were you all tonight? What were you doing out there?”

My underarms prickled under the intensity of his gaze. I felt hot from the tips of my toes to the tips of my ears. It was possible, that if my friends hadn’t been there, that if I hadn’t propped myself up as their leader, that if Noelle hadn’t been sitting right next to me, as still and strong as stone, I might have caved. But under the circumstances, there was no way I could do that.

He turned his head and looked at Noelle. With his cheek in my face, I could see the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow. Either he wasn’t very manly or he’d shaved twice today.

“Noelle? Anything you’d like to say?” he asked, standing up straight again, smoothing his tie and stepping in front of her. “If I’m going to call all of your parents in the middle of the night to report this infraction, they’re going to want to know what you were doing out there.”

Behind me, Constance let out a short whimper. Noelle shifted in her seat, lifting one arm up to rest on the pew behind her and turning her knees toward me.

“Honestly, Spencer, we couldn’t sleep,” she said, lifting her hand to fluff her hair.

Mr. Hathaway’s right eye twitched at the use of his first name, but he said nothing. Their families were, after all, friends. She’d been calling him “Spencer” her entire life.

“You really should think about shutting down that Coffee Carma,” Noelle continued. “The caffeine is just awful for our still developing bodies.”

Amberly squirmed behind us but, to her credit, said nothing about the potential closing of her father’s business on campus.

“I appreciate your suggestion,” Mr. Hathaway said sternly. “But it still doesn’t explain what you girls were doing off campus in the middle of the night.”

“We went for a walk,” Noelle said. “I’ve heard exercise is one of the best ways to kill a caffeine buzz. And it definitely worked. I know I’m feeling very sleepy right about now.”

She yawned and stretched her arms over her head, smacking the back of my head in the process.

“Me too,” I piped in, loving Noelle in that moment. “What about you ladies?” I asked, looking around.

“Oh, definitely,” Vienna said, faking a yawn.

Portia stretched her arms out at her sides while everyone else murmured their agreement, throwing in a few sighs and yawns and tired moans for good measure. Finally, I took a huge risk and stood up.

“If you don’t mind, Headmaster Hathaway, we’d like to go back to our rooms now,” I said. “I know my dad would hate to hear that we were kept out later than we needed to be so we could be grilled in an ice-cold chapel.”

Mr. Hathaway eyed me with disappointment and disdain, but he backed away.

“Fine. These men will escort you back to your dorms.”

My friends quickly roused themselves and we started down the aisle in a tense, quiet clump.

“Oh, girls?” Headmaster Hathaway said.

My eyes met Noelle’s as we all turned around.

“Don’t think for a minute that this is over,” he said, stepping toward us. He gave us that grin—the one that was supposed to say that he was a down guy. The BFF of headmasters. Although right then, it clearly meant the exact opposite. “If I find out that you ladies are trying to re-form Billings House in some way . . . if I hear even a whisper about you asking for room transfers so you can be together or talking to the alumni or forming any sort of Billings club, I will be calling your parents, and I will be requiring their presence in my office as I conduct a disciplinary review for each and every one of you. Is that understood?”

Everyone nodded. Even me. Sudden, overwhelming fear had taken control of all bodily functions.

“Good,” he said. “From here on out, I’ve got my eyes on you.”



IN OR OUT?



If Mr. Hathaway thought we were all going back to our dorms to lie in our beds awake all night, fretting about what was to come, he was wrong. At least about me. I was up all night, but at my desk. The book was open in front of me, as well as all the notes I’d made during the last three tests. It was time to make my decisions. Which ten girls would make the cut, and which four would be out?

Some of the yeses were obvious. Tiffany, Rose, Ivy, Astrid, Kiki. All of them had aced the knowledge test, performed admirably on loyalty night, and worked the hardest on work night. Some of the nos were just as obvious. Shelby, who’d quit on her own, and, unfortunately, Constance.

Constance. My heart squeezed so tightly I thought I might actually cry as I wrote her name in the “no” column. This was going to crush her. But while everyone had done fairly well on loyalty night, Constance had had the worst score on knowledge night and hadn’t even shown up for the final test. Going by the book, Constance would have to be deemed unworthy of membership in the Billings Literary Society. And if I was completely honest, I had to agree. She had blown off the third test to have a phone conversation with her boyfriend. A conversation she could have had before or after our gathering. Hell, if she had come to the chapel on time and told me what was up, I wouldn’t have minded if she talked to him for a few minutes while working. But she hadn’t done any of that. Billings was not a priority for her.

That awful decision made, I slowly went over the rest of the list. For a long moment, my pen hovered over Noelle’s name. Going by the book, she was in. She’d gone five for five on knowledge night, done exactly as she was told on loyalty night, and finished her chore completely on work night. But still, I had to wonder, why was she really there? She had been so adamantly against it when I’d brought the idea to her in the first place. Had she only joined so that when she got tapped she could throw it right back in my face?

But then . . . she’d kind of saved our asses tonight, coming up with that silly but distracting story. And she had one of the highest scores when it came to the three tasks. I’d promised Ivy I’d go by the book, and that meant accepting Noelle.

Ironic that it was loyalty to a promise with Ivy that put her sworn enemy in the “yes” column. I wrote Noelle’s name down, hoping I was doing the right thing.

Now it was clear to me who the final two cuts would have to be. One of them hurt. The other not so much. But I knew there would be dissension in the ranks when the final membership was revealed. I was just going to have to deal with that when it happened. They all knew there could be only eleven members. They all knew that fifteen of us had started the process. Four were going to have to go.

With a heavy but excited heart, I drew the first square of ivory stationery toward me and began to carefully write out my taps.



HARMLESS FLIRTING



Saturday morning dawned sunny and bright, and as I walked out onto the quad I was surprised by the warmth of the morning air. It was much less frigid than it had been since I’d returned to Easton, and I loosened my scarf to let my skin breathe, slowing my steps to enjoy the beautiful day.

Tucked deep inside my messenger bag were the eleven taps, including one for me. My heart fluttered with nervous excitement every time I thought about the huge step I was about to take. The hard part was over—the testing, the choosing. Very soon, the real fun would begin.

A sudden shriek sent my already alert nerves into panic mode and I whirled around. Ivy was out on the quad, wearing runners’ tights and a down jacket, and she was being attacked via snowball by some guy I’d never seen before. He had spiked hair, a black leather jacket, and some kind of red and yellow tattoo on his neck. Definitely not an Easton boy. As I stood there, frozen in place, Ivy bent to the ground and scooped up a snowball to retaliate, flinging it back at him with a shout. Tattoo Guy packed a mound of snow together and ran at Ivy with it, sending her shrieking and running toward the steps of Hell Hall. He grabbed her around the waist, shoving some of the snow down the back of her jacket, and she screamed, laughing and batting him away. As she turned around in his arms to face him, a fistful of snow in her glove, my heart all but stopped and I instinctively ducked behind the thickest tree I could find.

They were going to kiss. Oh my God, they were going to kiss! What the hell was Ivy doing?

Holy crap. What if she was cheating on Josh?

I peeked my head around the side of the tree. Ivy and Tattoo Guy were still staring into each other’s eyes. They were far enough away that I couldn’t read their expressions, but I could tell by his body language that the guy had a thing for Ivy, and from the suspended intensity of the moment, I had to assume that Ivy was attracted to Tattoo Guy, too.

Then, finally, she shoved the snow right in his face and ran off. The guy gave chase, grabbing up a skateboard I hadn’t noticed before as he ran. A skateboard. Could this be one of the friends from Boston Ivy had told me about? Had he driven down to visit her? It was pretty early in the morning. If he’d done that, he would have had to have been up at the crack of dawn. But people did occasionally do that kind of thing. For love. Before Tattoo Guy could get anywhere near Ivy, she was safely slamming the door of Pemberly in his face with a laugh.

I leaned back against the trunk of the tree and took a deep breath. My heart was racing as if I was the one who’d just been engaged in a flirtatious snowball fight. Ivy and Tattoo Guy flirting. Was he an ex-boyfriend or something? Did she want to get back together with him? Was she going to break up with Josh? And if any of these conjectures were even close to the truth, why hadn’t she said a word about any of it to me? We’d been spending half our time together and we were supposed to be friends. Why would Tattoo Guy go unmentioned?

Speak of the devil: Tattoo Guy jumped on his skateboard and raced right past my tree, his wheels making a jarring racket on the cobblestones, knocking me out of my stupor. No. I couldn’t think this way. Everyone flirted now and then. Everyone had off-campus friends. It didn’t mean they were about to dump their boyfriends. Josh and Ivy were together. End of story. And tonight, I had a date with Sawyer.



LUDDITES



I slipped the taps into the mail slot and took a step back, taking a moment to myself to revel in my accomplishment. They’d said I couldn’t bring Billings back from the dead, but I had. In a big way. I was honoring the women who had founded the sisterhood. Ushering us back to the old traditions and values and rituals. Being a Billings Girl was going to mean something again. Something more than being the wealthiest, the prettiest, the most powerful girls on campus. The sisters of the Billings Literary Society were going to make a difference.

I hadn’t figured out exactly how yet, but I would. We would. Together.

“Good morning, Reed.”

I whirled around. Headmaster Hathaway stood before me, his dark wool coat buttoned, his hands hidden under thick leather gloves. Where the hell had he come from—and how had he done it so silently? He stood so close that I backed into the wall to put a more comfortable distance between us. He, however, didn’t budge. I glanced left and right, but the post office was deserted.

“I’m surprised to see you up so early,” he said, tugging on the hem of his glove. “After our encounter this morning, I would have thought all you girls would be sleeping in.”

“I’ve always been a morning person,” I said, sliding away from him into the open area of the long, narrow room.

“Me too,” he said. “I find there’s nothing more invigorating than an early morning walk. It clears my mind. Makes me see things in a whole new light.”

I swallowed hard and glanced at the mail slot. His eyes followed mine.

“For a girl of the Internet age, you certainly spend a lot of time in the snail mail office,” he said with a joking grin.

“Yeah, well, my parents are Luddites,” I told him. “They just can’t seem to get the hang of e-mail. So I write to them at least once a week.”

I was getting so good at the lying, I was starting to freak myself out a bit.

“Well, perhaps over spring break you should spend some time tutoring them,” he said, stepping toward me. “Bring them up to speed with the rest of us.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” I said.

He hovered there for a moment, looking down at me as if he could somehow search inside my soul. Then, finally, his face broke into that casual Graham-esque smile he’d worn so often when we were in St. Barths.

“I’d like to make something clear,” he said, taking a few steps toward the door, but turning back to look at me. “I know you’re friends with Graham and Sawyer, and I appreciate your helping them acclimate to their new school, but I was serious about what I said last night. I may have a softer hand than Mr. Cromwell, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be putting a stop to illicit behavior, and I never, ever play favorites.”

He tugged at the edges of his gloves again, then kneaded the palm of one hand with his thumb.

“Do I make myself clear?”

“Clear as day, sir,” I replied, trying not to show my fear.

His eyes flicked to the mail slot again, and the smile was back. “Have a good day, Reed.”

“You, too, Mr. Hathaway,” I replied.

As the door swung shut behind him, dread spread through my chest like melting butter. He couldn’t go through the mail, could he? What if he doubled back and found the taps as soon as I left the building?

But no. He’d need the key to get behind the counter, and only Lester the mail guy had that. Besides, wasn’t tampering with the mail a federal offense or something? I took a breath and tried to shake off the creepiness of the encounter. Mr. Hathaway couldn’t touch us. Not without proof, anyway. And so far, he had nothing but a niggling suspicion.

One thing was obvious, however. He’d been serious when he said he’d be keeping an eye on us.



ALL-POWERFUL



When I got the text from Suzel that afternoon, asking me to meet her in the solarium, I was surprised but also excited. I had suspected that she was the one who’d left the book for me, but her impromptu appearance on campus confirmed it. Now I was pretty much dying to talk to her about the whole thing. I couldn’t wait to tell her that the tasks were already complete and that I’d sent out my taps. She was going to be so proud. And so glad that she’d picked me to carry on the Billings legacy.

By the time I arrived at the solarium, I was out of breath from the speed walk across campus. The bright, airy room was jam-packed with students and the noise level was at an all-time high. I shed my coat and scanned the room for Suzel, rising up on my tiptoes to see over the crowds of laughing guys and huddles of gossiping girls.

“Hey, Reed.”

The sound warmed me from the inside out. Josh had just stood up from the table right next to me and now stood so close our knees would have touched if I’d shifted my weight. He pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and smiled slightly.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Um, nothing,” I replied. I glanced at his table. He was alone, an AP biology textbook open in front of his chair. No Ivy in sight. Was that why he was finally initiating a conversation? “What’s up with you?”

“Nothing.” He reached behind him and scratched at the back of his neck. “How’ve you been? I’ve been meaning to call you. . . . I heard about St. Barths. . . .”

For the first time I forced myself to look into his eyes. Now? He was going to do this now? After all these days had passed? These weeks? Suddenly he cared that I’d almost died?

Something caught my eye over his shoulder. It was Suzel, lifting her hand. She was sitting on one of the settees over by the windows, wearing a crisp black suit with a pencil skirt.

“I’m sorry. I’m kind of meeting someone,” I said. “I’ll . . . see you around, I guess.”

“Oh. Yeah. Okay,” he said, his eyes darting around as if he was embarrassed.

Then he stood aside so I could pass him by. As I waved merrily at Suzel, she responded with a curt raise of a hand and an unpleasant pursing of lips.

Right. Okay. If I’d known she was going to shoot me that look, I might have taken my time getting over here.

I wove my way through the crowd, giving Tiffany and Rose a nod, but passing them by. As I sat down at the opposite end of Suzel’s settee, I tried to shrug off the strange encounter with Josh, half wishing I’d stayed behind to talk to him. I dropped my bag on the floor and folded my coat in my lap.

“Hi, Suzel. It’s good to see you,” I said.

“Reed,” she replied coolly. Her short blond hair was perfectly coiffed and her lips perfectly outlined and glossy red. “Would you like anything to drink or eat?”

“No, thank you.”

“Good. Then I’ll get straight to the point. Whatever you girls are doing, it must stop, and it must stop now,” she said quietly, almost fiercely.

“What?” I asked, breathless. I felt as if my hair had been blown back from my face.

“Look, Reed, the Billings alumni committee is working hard to get Billings House officially reestablished,” she said, flipping her hair away from her chin. She sat up straight and smoothed her already perfectly smooth pencil skirt with both hands. I wasn’t used to this all-business Suzel. Usually she was all bright smiles and laughter, flashing her perfectly straight white teeth all over the place. “But if that’s going to happen, you and the rest of the girls are going to have to quit sneaking around campus and start acting like the model students we know you can be. Do you understand me?”

My brain felt all muddled and fuzzy. Like someone had just zapped it with twenty volts of electricity. Apparently Suzel had not been the alumna who’d left me the book. But if not her, than who?

“How did you even—”

“I’ve been reinstated to the Easton board of directors, and at our meeting yesterday afternoon, Headmaster Hathaway mentioned that there was a situation involving you girls that he was keeping a close watch on,” Suzel said. “This morning he called me to alert me to the fact that several of you, along with Ivy Slade, were caught sneaking back onto campus in the dead of night from places unknown.”

“But we were just following—”

Suzel lifted both hands to stop me. “The less I know, the better.

I couldn’t live with that. Hadn’t the note that came with the book been signed Your sisters in BLS? Sisters. Plural.

“Suzel, I’m only doing this because someone out there wants me to,” I said. “Someone left the book for me and I’m just following directions.”

Suzel’s overly plucked eyebrows came together over her nose. She looked legitimately confused, as if I’d just started talking backward.

“What are you talking about? What book?” she asked. “Whose directions?”

The back of my neck prickled with heat.

Suzel did not know about the book. All-powerful, in-the-know Suzel. The one who had delivered my president’s gift to me after I’d been elected—the designer purse and the wad of cash and the disc full of every bit of information ever gathered on all the Billings Girls present and past. The one who had directed us to the secret tunnel under Gwendolyn Hall so we could sneak off campus for the Legacy. She clearly knew nothing about the BLS, the book, or the person who’d left it for me.

It was about time I stopped talking.

“Reed? What the hell is going on?” Suzel said, flipping from curious to concerned.

“I think you’re right,” I told her, gathering up my coat. “I think the less you know the better.”

A flash of anger crossed her face as I stood. She reached out and grabbed my wrist. “Reed,” she said through her teeth, “the reestablishment of Billings House is the alumni committee’s number one priority. It’s going to take time, but we will have the house rebuilt. We will return Billings to its former place of prestige. If you and your little friends decide to stand in our way, or do anything to threaten the accomplishment of this goal, the consequences will be dire.”

My heart stopped beating. I knew how powerful the women on the alumni committee were. I knew that they could make or break all of us with a snap of their fingers. They were the women who were supposed to help us get into the Ivy League schools and land us prestigious internships and usher us into our future fabulous careers—or completely ignore us from the moment we graduated. But I also knew that someone had left that book for me. That they wanted me to do exactly what I’d done—what I was still doing. Someone far more powerful than Susan Llewellyn. I had to believe that that person was watching over me. That she would protect me. Protect all of us.

“Thank you for the warning,” I said. Then I looked coolly, steadily down at her fingers. “You can let go of me now.”

She seemed startled, and quickly released me.

“See you around, Suzel.”

I walked out of the solarium as she fought for composure, feeling quite strong, forward-thinking, and eloquent. The sisters of the BLS, whoever they were, whoever had left me the book, would be proud.



JEALOUSY



“You look really pretty tonight, Reed.”

Sawyer’s expression was so serious I almost laughed.

“You said that already,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood. This was, after all, a party. A mandatory one, but still. The dance floor was packed with couples swaying back and forth to the slow song played by the band on the platform stage, and everyone seemed to be having a decent time. Everyone except my date, who had clearly taken some intensity pills before picking me up.

“I did?” he asked, blanching. His hands pressed into my back and I got the distinct feeling he was trying to wipe the sweat off his palms. Tiffany wasn’t going to appreciate it when I returned her purple silk Badgley Mischka to her covered in his handprints.

“When you picked me up,” I said.

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m just kidding,” I told him, my heart squeezing in sympathy. “It’s not like it’s something a person can get tired of hearing.”

Sawyer let out a small laugh and seemed to relax ever so slightly. “Yeah. I guess.”

It was just too bad I wasn’t hearing it from the guy I wanted to be here with. My eyes trailed across the room and found Josh, who was hovering near the door with Trey and Gage. Ivy was on the other side of the room, talking to Headmaster Hathaway of all people, laughing as she selected an hors d’oeuvre from one of the passing trays. But then, I guessed this was Double H’s get-to-know you dance. Apparently he was getting to know Ivy.

Would it be wrong of me to go ask Josh to dance? One little dance never hurt anyone, right? But even as the thought occurred to me I knew it was a bad idea. Not only would Sawyer and Ivy probably not appreciate the gesture, but it would be bad for my heart. Dancing with Josh would leave me with ten thousand questions and feelings I wasn’t supposed to be having.

“Everything okay?” Sawyer asked.

I looked up at him and saw my friend. The sweet, stoic guy I’d gotten to know down in the Caribbean. Sawyer cared about me. Josh, on the other hand, hadn’t called me on Christmas or when he’d heard I’d been rescued from several murder attempts and a week on a deserted island. He hadn’t texted or e-mailed or called once since we’d been back and he’d barely said anything to me other than hello or good-bye. It was pretty clear which one of these guys deserved my attention.

I just wished I could feel the way about him that he was clearly starting to feel about me.

“Yeah,” I said. “Everything’s great.”

I held him a little tighter and rested my cheek on his shoulder. It felt comfortable. Not exciting, but comfortable. Maybe I could live with comfortable. Not every relationship had to be all heart palpitations all the time, right? Perhaps it was better—safer—if they weren’t. Sawyer adjusted his arms and I could feel his breath warm on my bare neck. As we turned in a slow circle, I almost tripped the both of us.

Josh was staring right at me. For the first time all night. It was as if he’d just realized I was there. Heart palpitation city. The moment he saw me looking he colored and looked away, but I could tell he was thrown. And suddenly I wanted to go over there and scream at him.

Seriously? That was all it took to get his attention? Putting my cheek on some guy’s shoulder? Why hadn’t I thought of that before?

“Hey, guys.”

Graham joined us on the dance floor. I lifted my head and did a double take when I saw who his partner was. Dark hair in an elaborate bun at the nape of her neck. Green silk halter dress I’d helped pick out, silver Jimmy Choo heels.

“Hey, Ivy,” I said, my brow knitting.

“Hi.” She shot me a baffled look, like she wasn’t sure how she’d ended up in this situation either—wrapping her arms around the neck of the guy who obviously hated her boyfriend.

Sawyer stopped dancing. “Graham. What’re you doing?”

“Dancing,” Graham said with a shrug, slipping his arm around Ivy’s waist. “Although I kind of suck at it. Maybe you shouldn’t have said yes,” he joked, looking down at Ivy.

“As long as I come out of it with all ten toes intact, we’re good,” she replied.

I glanced past them at Josh. He did not look happy.

Graham smiled and pulled Ivy closer, the emerald green silk of her dress catching on one of the buttons of his suit. Ivy’s cheeks turned pink. I couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed or pleased, but Josh had just put his empty cup down, his face flushed with anger.

“Uh, hey, Graham, you just met the girl,” I joked.

He and Ivy just kept dancing as if they hadn’t heard me. I looked at Sawyer. He was staring in the same direction I’d been staring half the night. At Josh. Who was quickly moving our way. Josh’s jaw was set and he was so focused he barely noticed he was slamming into people as he barreled across the dance floor. I’d never seen Josh out for blood before.

It was hot.

But it wasn’t for me.

“Graham,” Sawyer said, putting his hand on his brother’s arm. “I think you need to find someone else to dance with.”

“Lighten up, Sawyer,” Graham said. That was when Josh arrived.

“Hey, man,” he said, stopping next to us. “Is that really necessary?”

Graham sighed and backed away from Ivy slightly, still holding on to her hand as he turned to face Josh.

“Back off, Hollis. She doesn’t belong to you,” Graham said.

“I don’t belong to anyone, thanks,” Ivy said, wresting her hand free.

A few couples near us took notice of the serious vibe and stopped dancing. My face grew warm and I glanced toward the group of teachers and administrators milling near the wall. How long before they started to notice?

“Hey. The song’s not over,” Graham said, reaching for her.

Josh slipped right between them and put his hand flat in the center of Graham’s chest. Oh, fab. Physical contact had been made. It was all downhill from here. Someone in the crowd even let out an excited “ooooh!” The music continued to play, but fewer and fewer people were dancing to it.

“I think we’re done here,” Josh said, looking Graham in the eye.

Graham stared down at Josh’s hand. “See, that’s where you’d be wrong.”

And then he pulled his fist back and slammed it into Josh’s jaw. There was a sickening crack and then someone screamed. It might have even been me. I have no idea. The next two minutes were a blur of flailing arms, spurting blood, and scrambling couples. Suddenly Graham was on top of Josh on the floor and Ivy and Sawyer were trying to grab his arms. Josh’s face was purple from the struggle and his temple kept slamming into the polished wood over and over and over again.

“Someone do something!” I shouted.

All of a sudden Mr. Hathaway and two security guards descended on the melee. It took all three plus Sawyer to drag Graham off Josh.

“Graham! Stop!” Headmaster Hathaway shouted, holding a hand up to Graham until he quit struggling against the guards.

Slowly, Josh pushed himself onto all fours. He spat a wad of blood onto the floor and one of the girls nearby let out an “ewwww.” Ivy helped him get to his feet, where she gingerly touched his face with both hands, trying to assess the damage. Over her head, Josh’s eyes found mine. He looked ashamed and scared and sorry and angry all at once. And somehow, I understood.

“Are you all right, son?” Mr. Hathaway asked.

Josh managed to nod, holding the back of his hand to his bleeding lip. He looked around at all of us—at Ivy, at me, at Sawyer, at the rest of the gaping crowd—and suddenly took off, jogging out the door into the hall. Ivy went after him, but she stopped at the doorway. My guess was Josh had already fled the building.

Mr. Hathaway turned to Graham. “You. In my office. Now.”

Graham pulled down on his jacket and flicked his hair back from his face. I half expected him to crack a grin and somehow explain that this was all a joke, that none of that really just happened, but instead he sniffed and headed out the opposite door—the one that led directly outside and into the freezing night.

“I’m coming with you,” Sawyer said to his father.

Sawyer. I’d nearly forgotten he was there.

“No. You stay,” his father said curtly, sounding like he was ordering around a dog. He took a breath and let it out, then added in a more normal tone. “You and Reed have fun. Your brother and I need to have a little chat.”

One of the members of the cleaning staff was already down on her hands and knees, cleaning up the blood. Slowly everyone was coming out of their stupor, starting to whisper and gossip and laugh.

“Reed! Are you okay?” Constance asked, emerging from the crowd with Walt Whittaker at her heels. He’d driven down from Harvard to escort Constance to our school soiree. I was offhandedly glad to know he was as there for Constance as she was for him. When she found out about the taps, she was going to need a shoulder to lean on.

“Yeah. I’m fine,” I said, still shaken. My pulse was throbbing in my face, my ears, my tongue. I looked at Sawyer, who was staring at the blood smear slowly disappearing under the hypnotic circular motions of a white rag. “Sawyer, are you okay?”

“What?” he said, blinking. He touched a small scrape on his right cheek. “Oh yeah. I’m okay. I just got clipped by Graham’s watch, but otherwise I’m good.”

“Good. So tell me, what the hell is it with Josh and Graham?” I asked. “Clearly whatever it is, it’s not good.”

Sawyer’s pale face slowly turned pink under the rotating disco ball. “It’s not my story to tell,” he said. “If you want to know, you’re going to have to ask Graham.”

Again with the secrecy. Couldn’t anyone just give a straight answer around here? Then again, I’d been at Easton long enough to know that the answer to that question was no. Well, fine. If I had to talk to Graham, I would. I just hoped it was the Graham I’d known in St. Barths. Because this violent version of him might have been new, but it was definitely not improved.



HAPPY



It was a clear, frigid night, a blanket of stars winking overhead as we speed-walked toward the dorms after the dance. I held my coat closed at my throat and tried to pick out Ivy’s window at the back of Pemberly. Jillian was behind me somewhere with her boyfriend, so that meant that if Ivy’s light was on, she was home. I had to get to her. Had to find out what had happened with Josh. Find out whether he was okay. Whether Headmaster Hathaway had decided to discipline him. Who knew what kind of punishment our new headmaster would hand down for breaking up his get-to-know-you dance with a brawl?

“Hey, Reed? What’s the rush?” Sawyer asked.

I slowed my steps and looked back at him. Ever since Graham and Josh had been tossed out of the dance, I’d been tense and worried and trying very hard to pretend I wasn’t tense and worried. Sawyer, however, had seemed to finally relax. He’d been talkative, happy, and loose ever since his father, brother, and Josh had left the room. As if he could finally breathe without them there.

He caught up with me and slipped his hand into mine. My heart thumped extra hard. There was no denying it anymore—in Sawyer’s eyes, we were on a real date. Our first date. And here I was stressing about my ex.

But there was nothing I could do about it. My brain, my heart, my soul were all preoccupied. I loved Josh. There. Simple as that. And love wasn’t something that just went away if you wanted it to. And I wasn’t even sure that I did want it to. Why should I? Just because he was with Ivy and Sawyer was clasping my hand? There was always a chance we could get back together. Was I horrible for hoping?

“So, that was fun,” Sawyer said, swinging my hand slightly. “Except for the fight part.”

“Yeah. That part was not good,” I replied, looking down at my feet as we walked. The pace was slow and torturous. I was practically salivating to get back to the dorm. To find out what the hell was going on. “So . . . how do you like Easton so far?” I asked, needing to fill the silence.

“It’s okay,” he said, kicking a rock off the path and into the snow. “I’ve been to three private schools already and they’re all pretty much the same. Musty books, ancient teachers, lots of talk of tradition.”

“I can imagine,” I said, scanning Pemberly again now that we were closer. I found Ivy’s window next to mine. It was completely dark. My hopeful heart sank like a stone. Did that mean Josh was seriously hurt? What if he’d been whisked away to the hospital with Ivy at his side? The thought made my stomach turn.

“I’m glad we have a lot of classes together, though,” Sawyer said with a smile.

Again my heart gave a sickening thump. He was trying to flirt. Why had I accepted this date? What was wrong with me? I should have known that he wanted to be more than friends. Why did I never see these things coming?

“Yeah. At least you knew a few people here before you started,” I said, trying to make it like I was just one of many. “That must have made it easier.”

“Definitely,” Sawyer said.

We paused at the bottom of the steps to Pemberly. A few people coming up from behind slid around us and went inside. I saw a couple of senior girls glance back at us and knew they were gossiping either about our coupling or Sawyer’s crazy-ass brother. Would tonight’s antics be good for Graham’s image around Easton, or bad?

“Well. This is my stop,” I said.

This is my stop? How big of a dork was I? But then, maybe that was a good thing. Maybe he’d be turned off by my dorkitude.

“We should do it again sometime,” Sawyer said, releasing my hand. “But something normal. Like dinner or something.”

I swallowed the rocks in my throat. “Yeah. Um, maybe.”

Sawyer took a step closer to me. He was going in for the kiss. A huge part of me wanted to turn away, but then I thought that maybe if I let him kiss me it would change everything. Maybe I’d suddenly feel this surge of attraction and I’d want to be with him as much as he clearly wanted to be with me. It would make everything so much easier. Sawyer and I could be together. Josh and Ivy could be together. Everyone could be happy. All I wanted was for everyone to be happy.

So I let Sawyer kiss me. A quick, flat kiss on the lips. It was like kissing my brother. Sawyer leaned back, stars in his eyes. He was blushing like mad and couldn’t stop smiling.

Crappity crap.

“See you tomorrow?” he said, lifting his brows.

“Yeah. Sure,” I replied.

Then I turned and trudged into my dorm as Sawyer practically skipped away.



DISAPPEARED



Josh wasn’t at breakfast the next morning. Neither was Graham. And when I’d knocked on Ivy’s door at six a.m. I’d woken a very cranky Jillian, who had told me Ivy hadn’t come back to the dorm at all. So even though I was intimately connected to all the players, I was in the same position as every other gossiping soul in the dining hall—that of wondering what the hell was going on.

I should have been focused on that night’s initiation. Should have been making sure everything was in place and finalizing my plans. Maybe even figuring out a way to soften the blow for those who hadn’t been asked to join, because soon enough, they were going to figure it out. But instead all I could do was obsess about Josh.

And Ivy and Graham, too, of course.

“Do you think they got expelled?” Lorna asked, taking a bite of her bagel.

“The headmaster is not going to expel his own son,” Noelle replied, flicking some invisible lint from her black sweater.

“Which is good, right?” Tiffany said. She pressed her forearms against the edge of the table as she leaned forward to better see the rest of us. “For Josh, I mean. You can’t exactly expel one of them and not the other.”

“There’s no way he’s expelling Josh,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “He didn’t even start it.”

“Really? I heard he freaked when he saw Graham all over Ivy and that he threw the first punch,” London said, her mouth full of fruit.

“No way. I was standing right there. Josh got in front of Graham to keep him away from Ivy, but Graham definitely punched first,” I said.

Unless you counted the hand to the chest that Josh gave Graham, but I didn’t. It wasn’t even a shove. More of a stop sign.

“If you say so,” Noelle said blithely, taking a sip of her juice.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I blurted.

“Just that you’re not the most . . . objective observer when it comes to Josh Hollis, that’s all,” Noelle said.

“Oh no she didn’t,” Portia joked, eliciting laughter from everyone else at the table.

My already overwrought mind had started to formulate a seriously scathing response when there was a hiss of heightened noise across the dining hall. I looked up to find Ivy walking toward us. I jumped out of my seat, nearly knocking my chair over in the process, and elbowed Vienna in the head.

“Ow!”

“Sorry!” I blurted, tripping over myself on my way to meet Ivy in the aisle. Her long red coat was open over an ankle-length black skirt and gray top and her face was makeup free. She hugged me as soon as I got to her.

“Hey!” I said. “Are you all right? Where have you been?”

“I called my mom and she came and picked me up,” Ivy explained. “I just kind of wanted to sleep in my own bed last night.” She looked around the dining hall, the lights making her pale skin appear almost tissue thin. “Where’s Josh?”

My heart sank like a stone. “I was hoping you knew. No one’s seen him.”

“What? Seriously?” Ivy said, her brow wrinkling. “Did you talk to Trey?”

“Yeah. Josh never came home last night either,” I said. I was starting to wish I hadn’t scarfed down all those Apple Jacks. My stomach was starting to revolt.

“So where the hell is he?” Ivy asked, whipping her cell phone out of her pocket. “I’ve been texting him all morning and he hasn’t replied.”

I swallowed my pride before saying the next thing that came to mind. “Have you tried his parents? Maybe he did the same thing you did.”

She shook her head. “Called them on my way here. They said Double H called them about the fight and was going to keep them posted on the disciplinary action. That’s all they know so far. They were kind of freaked, actually. According to his mom, Josh has never punched anyone in his life.”

Which begged the question once again—why all the tension between Josh and Graham?

“What the hell did Hathaway do? Lock him in a dungeon somewhere?” I asked, starting to feel desperate.

Ivy bit her lip. “I don’t know. God, I’m such an idiot. If I hadn’t said yes to Graham, this never would have happened.”

“So why did you?” I asked.

“Well, his father was standing right there,” she said defensively, raising a palm. “I couldn’t shoot him down in front of his dad.”

Someone dropped a glass and I looked around, remembering where we were. Almost every pair of eyes in the room was trained on Ivy and me. For the first time I noticed that Sawyer wasn’t at his usual table either. My skin tingled with trepidation and uncertainty. What was up with the Hathaways? I’d thought Sawyer’s dad was going to be a kinder, gentler headmaster, but he was turning out to be a huge enigma.

“I have an idea,” I said, linking my arm through Ivy’s and turning her around.

“Where’re we going?” she asked.

“Double H is all about this open-door policy, right?” I said as we headed for the door. “I think now’s the perfect time to take him up on it.”

I grabbed my stuff and Ivy and I walked through the cafeteria, ignoring our audience. Ivy shoved open the door and I tugged my coat on as we speed-walked directly to Hell Hall. It was pretty quiet inside, what with the entire student body and most of the faculty back at the dining hall. As we jogged up the stairs to the headmaster’s office, the only sounds were of someone tapping on a distant keyboard, and the whirring of a copy machine.

The door to the headmaster’s outer office was, in fact, open, but there was nobody behind his assistant’s desk. My old friend and informant, Miss Lewis, had left her post at this desk at the end of my sophomore year. I wasn’t sure who was supposed to be manning it now, but whoever it was, he or she was on a break.

Ivy and I hesitated in the center of the thick rug. We could both hear Mr. Hathaway’s muffled voice coming from the other side of the heavy wooden door on the far side of the room. Even though I felt a skitter of nerves, I walked purposefully over to the door and lifted my hand to knock.

That was when I heard him say, clear as day, “. . . no coincidence that it was all Billings Girls.”

I froze. Ivy and I looked at one another, wide-eyed. Hathaway must have been pacing the room as he talked, because those few words were loud and precise, but his voice was already much further away and indistinguishable.

I held my breath and waited. If he was talking about us, I had to hear more.

“What are you doing? Knock!” Ivy whispered.

I shook my head. His voice was growing closer again.

“. . . know that. Of course. Well then perhaps we should make some calls. Some of the alumni would be interested to know, I’m sure. . . .”

My eyes narrowed. Know what? Was he still talking about us? Who was he going to call.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Ivy whispered.

She shoved me out of the way and lifted her fist to knock.

“Excuse me, ladies. Can I help you?”

We whirled around. An elderly woman with extremely short, gunmetal gray hair stood in the doorway, wearing a purple suit and clutching a folder. My heart was in my throat.

“Yes. We’re here to talk to the headmaster,” Ivy said.

The woman gave us a rueful smile as she crossed to her desk. “I’m afraid the headmaster is on the phone and asked not to be disturbed.”

Ivy walked toward the desk. “But I thought he had an open door policy.”

The woman sat primly and folded her hands in front of her, looking up at Ivy. “I’m sure you can appreciate that said policy cannot possibly be enacted at every moment of every day, miss. Now, if you like, I can set an appointment for you.”

She pulled out her keyboard and hit a few buttons. “How does fourth period tomorrow strike you?”

Ivy looked like she knew exactly whom she wanted to strike.

“Forget it,” I said, grabbing Ivy’s arm. “We’ll just come back later,” I said.

“All right, then! Have a productive day, girls!” the woman called after us.

Ivy cursed under her breath as we tromped back down the stairs.

“Don’t worry,” I told her. “If Josh and Graham aren’t in the chapel, we’ll just corner Double H afterward and ask him what’s going on.”

“Fine,” Ivy said. “Open door policy my ass.”

Out on the quad everyone was headed toward the chapel. I tried to keep up with Ivy’s frenzied speed-walking pace, but I my thoughts were all over the place and I had to slow down. Had to get a grip. Who was Headmaster Hathaway talking to and why was he talking about the Billings Girls? Which alumni was he going to talk to and about what? At the very center of the quad, a cold wind blew my hair forward over my face and I turned into it so it would send my thick mane back over my shoulders. Just then, Headmaster Hathaway walked out of Hell Hall and paused on the top step to tug his leather gloves over his hands. He was yards away, but he looked right into my eyes. And the chill that shuddered through me had nothing to do with the wind.



INITIATION



The Billings Literary Society might have been thorough in certain respects, but there was one important bit of information the original sisters had neglected to jot down:

Initiation was a bitch.

Technically, I was supposed to blindfold everyone and bring them up to the chapel in a line, each girl holding the shoulder of the girl in front of her—all of them dressed in head-to-toe white.

Yeah. Like Headmaster Hathaway and his goons weren’t going to find that at all suspect. Figuring that the sisters of the BLS would understand my making some minor adjustments in order to keep our secret society a secret, I arranged for each of them to come to the door of chapel at a separate time, just as I’d done for our very first meeting. I was there when the first girl, Lorna, arrived, and I quickly blindfolded her at that point and tucked her away in the far corner of the chapel so that she wouldn’t be able to see who else had made the cut until the big reveal moment.

One by one they emerged from the woods. Kiki, Astrid, Ivy, Vienna, Tiffany, Rose, Portia, and Amberly. As I blindfolded Amberly, she was quaking from either nerves or the cold and I tasted bile in the back of my throat. I couldn’t believe that Amberly freaking Carmichael had gotten in to the BLS and not Constance. It was the first time I seriously, and on a deep, physical level, wished I had broken the rules. I stashed her in the deepest, darkest, coldest corner of the chapel and felt a teeny bit better when I heard her whimper.

Noelle was the last to arrive.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing with that?” she said, leaning away from me as I approached with the blindfold.

I rolled my eyes. “Just shut up and trust me.”

She rolled her eyes right back. “Fine. But don’t mess up the hair.”

I tied it extra tight, reveling in the involuntary squeak she let out as the blindfold tugged her tresses. As I took her hand and led her carefully up the crumbling steps, I glanced back at the trees to make sure no one had followed her. The woods were silent except for the rustling of the branches in the wind.

We were safe. At least for now.

Inside, I led Noelle down the broom-cleaned aisle and stood her right at the base of it, in the center of the open area before the pulpit. Then I quickly moved around the room, lighting each of the brand-new candles I had placed in the sconces and candelabras that afternoon. If Headmaster Hathaway was really keeping an eye on us, he’d fallen down on the job today. I’d been back and forth to the chapel three times getting everything set up and hadn’t been bothered by a single guard or faculty member. Maybe Double H was just preoccupied with the fight between Graham and Josh and had forgotten all about the Billings Girls for the moment. I’d have to thank the guys for that later—if I ever saw them again.

Mr. Hathaway had fled the chapel after services so fast I wasn’t even out of my seat by the time the doors had closed behind him. Ivy and I had stopped by his office again after first period, then after lunch, then after dinner, and each time we’d been turned away by his evil secretary.

No one saw Josh, Graham, or Sawyer all day long. It was as if they had all been snatched by aliens in the middle of the night. Every time I thought of Josh my heart seized with concern, but I had to put him out of my mind for the moment. Right now, I had to be here for my sisters.

Once all the candles were lit, I started to make my way around the chapel, nudging the girls from their secret spots and lining them up carefully next to Noelle. Their feet shuffled along unsteadily as I brought them from every corner and cranny of the chapel. I could tell they were growing impatient to find out what was going to happen next and I was right there with them. By the time I placed Amberly at the end of the line and took my spot at the pulpit in front of them, I was sweating through my black dress. I took a moment to breathe, and looked down at them, all lined up in their outfits of white, some of them sniffing the air as if they could get some idea of where I was. I imagined the first sisters of the BLS gathered inside the chapel. Imagined Elizabeth Williams facing her blindfolded friends just like I was doing right then, and my heart was full.

I opened the book on the podium in front of me, took a breath, and smiled. The room was aglow with the light of six dozen candles and filled with the scent of melting wax. Waiting atop the dividing wall between the pulpit area and the choir pews behind me were ten white candles and one black, the last for me. Much as in the Billings House initiations I’d been a part of, each of the initiates was going to receive a white candle, which I was to light with my black one. The wording used in the initiation was even the same. I wondered if anyone who had been initiated into Billings House over the last thirty years realized that the ceremony was based on this secret society stuff.

“Welcome, sisters, and congratulations. You have all been deemed worthy of membership in the Billings Literary Society. You may now remove your blindfolds.”

Everyone whipped off their white cloths and looked around, blinking blearily. I held my breath as I waited for all of them to take in the group. To realize that Constance and London and Missy were not among them. Noelle frowned thoughtfully but didn’t seem surprised. Vienna, however, was dumbfounded.

“Where the hell is London?” she blurted.

“Ladies, this is a solemn occasion. You are to remain silent until we take the vow of—”

“Screw that,” Vienna said, stepping out of line. “How could you leave out London?”

“And Missy. She can’t not be here,” Lorna said shakily. “She’s going to freak.”

Everyone started to talk at once. I’d known they were going to be upset, but we were only two seconds in and I was already starting to lose control. I saw Noelle start to open her mouth to silence them and I brought both hands down on the sides of the podium, hard.

It did nothing.

I slammed the book closed, lifted it, and dropped its hefty weight into the surface of the podium. Everyone stopped talking.

“Get. Back. In. Line,” I said through my teeth.

They hesitated for a moment, but then quickly re-formed a straight row. I took a deep breath to slow my adrenaline rush.

“You all knew from the very beginning that this society was going to have only eleven members,” I said slowly, looking at each of them in turn. “The people in attendance here completed the three tasks admirably. Some of our friends . . .” I paused, my voice starting to crack as I thought about how crushed Constance was going to be. “Some of our friends did not perform as well.”

Everyone stared at me. Total silence.

“From the beginning I’ve been honest with all of you. I’m going to conduct this secret society in the spirit in which it was originally founded,” I told them. “That means adhering to a new level of sisterhood, loyalty, and excellence. The eleven of us who are gathered here are going to work hard, stick together, and have a lot of fun. But I need all of you to be one hundred percent in. If you’re not—if you don’t want to be a part of this—now’s the time to leave.”

I glanced at the door behind them. Vienna looked over her shoulder at it too. Then down at her feet. Then, ever so slowly, she lifted her chin and faced forward again. Lorna looked like she was going to barf, but she didn’t move. Noelle stared down Ivy, who, much to her credit, kept her gaze dead ahead. If Noelle said something about how Ivy didn’t belong there—about how she’d taken the spot of a true Billings Girl . . .

But she said nothing.

I took a deep breath and counted to ten. Then counted to ten again. I had my answer.

“Good,” I said finally, smiling. “Now we can get started.”

I turned and gathered up the ten white candles. Vienna completely avoided my gaze when I handed one to her. Lorna shifted from foot to foot, giving me a tentative glance, as if she wasn’t entirely sure she was supposed to be there. Hopefully, by the end of this ceremony, they would both feel better about the society. I wanted everyone to be happy to be there. No reluctant members allowed.

I lit my black candle and quickly read over what I was supposed to say and do. Then, taking a nervous breath, I approached Noelle.

“Sister,” I said, looking into her eyes, “state your name.”

She smirked. “Noelle Lange.”

“Noelle, please repeat after me,” I said. “I, Noelle Lange.”

“I, Noelle Lange.”

“Do hereby vow to be loyal, steadfast, and true to the Billings Literary Society and to my sisters.”

“Do hereby vow to be loyal, steadfast, and true to the Billings Literary Society and to my sisters.”

I smiled and touched my flame to the wick of her candle. As the light flickered across her face, I recited the final, somewhat familiar line. “We welcome you, Noelle, to our circle.”

She blinked in recognition. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tiffany, Vienna, and Rose exchange an intrigued glance. That’s right, ladies. Our Billings House initiation trickled down from here. It all started with that book. I was happy they were finally starting to realize what it meant, why we were here. I moved on to Tiffany, who grinned as she repeated her promise.

Each of my friends recited their vows in turn. When I got to Vienna, she still wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Sister, state your name,” I said.

“Vienna Clarke,” she said in a bored tone, holding her candle at a careless angle.

My heart broke at the sight of her slumped posture, her annoyed vibe. I knew she was aching for London to be there even worse than I was aching for Constance. As I lit her candle, I realized I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if she came to me tomorrow and told me she was quitting. I so didn’t want her to do that. She’d made it this far. To quit now, before we all decided what this society was really going to be about, would be such a shame.

Kiki recited her vow with her shoulders rolled back, her eyes serious. Then, as I touched my candle to hers and said, “We welcome you, Kiki, to our circle,” her entire face lit up with the widest smile I’d ever seen. It was all I could do to keep from laughing out loud.

Lorna was next. I looked into her eyes. Her brow was knit with a question. I had a feeling she couldn’t wrap her brain around the fact that she had made it in and Missy—the girl she’d been playing sidekick to for Lord knew how many years—had not. I wanted to just smack her upside the head and tell her she had worth on her own. That she had in fact scored higher than half the people here. She belonged here. I wanted her to believe it.

“Sister,” I said pointedly, trying to emphasize the fact that this was her sisterhood as much as it was everyone else’s, “state your name.”

“Lorna Gross.” Her voice was meek.

“Repeat after me. I, Lorna Gross.” I stared into her eyes, trying to bolster her.

“I, Lorna Gross,” she said, staring back.

“Do hereby vow to be loyal, steadfast, and true to the Billings Literary Society and my sisters,” I said.

As Lorna repeated the words, her posture straightened considerably. “Do hereby vow to be loyal, steadfast, and true to the Billings Literary Society and my sisters.”

She grinned, and I grinned back.

“We welcome you, Lorna, to our circle.”

“Thanks, Reed,” she blurted.

Everyone giggled and Lorna turned red, but I just smiled and moved on.

After that, initiating Amberly wasn’t quite as painful as I’d imagined it would be. And then, we were done. All eleven of us stood there in the drafty old Billings Chapel, our candles flickering in the darkness, our faces illuminated by the common light of our sisterhood. As I looked at their eager, expectant faces, my heart swelled and I suddenly decided to break from script. Just for one moment. I stood at the center of the semicircle and held out my candle like a glass of champagne.

“To Billings,” I said.

Nine of the ten of them raised their candles as well. And I couldn’t exactly blame Ivy for not joining the toast. She knew I was talking about the house the rest of us had so recently lost, and not about our new sisterhood. But still. I felt it needed to be done.

“To Billings!”



NOT HER



I couldn’t sleep. I kept running over the initiation ceremony again and again in my mind, how we’d all hugged and celebrated when it was over, the giddy whispers and laughter echoing through the trees as we traipsed through the snow down the hill toward campus.

This was the biggest, most important thing I’d ever done. Even now, hours later, I was practically overwhelmed by it all.

So overwhelmed I barely even registered the knock at my door until it started to grow more insistent. I sat up in bed, my heart in my throat. Ivy or Noelle would have just walked in. In fact, none of my friends ever knocked. I got up and tiptoed over to the door, trying to squelch my fear. It was 3 a.m. Why was someone at my dorm room door at 3 a.m.?

I held my breath, cracked the door, and got my answer. Josh Hollis’s green eyes stared back at me, startled. I guess he was surprised I had finally answered.

“Oh my God,” I whispered. I grabbed the arm of his wool coat and yanked him inside. “What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m sorry. I just . . . I had to—”

He looked at me for a long moment, as if he’d never seen me before. His bottom lip was cut and swollen, and there was a grayish-purple bruise around his left eye. I was about to break the awkward silence by asking if it hurt, when he suddenly reached for my arm and pulled me into him, wrapping his arms around me, practically swallowing me into his thick coat. I was so surprised I couldn’t even think. This was all I’d wanted to do since we’d arrived back at Easton. This. This and nothing else. He held me so tight I could feel the muscles of his chest through his sweater. I closed my eyes and breathed him in. He smelled of dust and sweat and paint and fabric softener and fresh air. He smelled like Josh. Slightly dirty Josh, but Josh.

Then I realized what was happening, where we were, who was right next door, and I pulled away. Josh’s face was almost desperate as I backed into my desk chair and gripped the top of it behind me for dear life. Suddenly I was acutely aware of my skimpy tank top and pajama shorts. Not exactly the appropriate attire for a middle-of-the-night encounter with the boyfriend of one of your good friends.

“How did you get in here?” I asked.

“I have a passkey,” he said, looking away. “We got it last—”

He stopped. My grip on the chair back tightened. We both knew who the other half of “we” was, and I, for one, didn’t want to think about her just now.

“Where have you been all day?” I whispered.

Josh shed his coat, dropping it on the floor near the door. He pushed his hands into his hair as he sat down on my bed. It let out a loud squeak and I instinctively looked at the wall, as if I could somehow see through it, to where Ivy was asleep right on the other side.

“I slept in the infirmary last night and Hathaway woke me up at five this morning to start my all-day detention,” Josh explained.

“What?”

“Yeah.” He looked up at me, clearly annoyed. “One full day, alone with Graham, cleaning out the basement rooms in Hell Hall.”

I gulped. They had spent the day working in the basement at Hell? Why? Did the headmaster somehow know what had been going on down there, or was it just a coincidence? Had he found some stray matches I had missed? Had we left something else behind?

“He didn’t let us go until midnight,” Josh explained. “I was exhausted, but when I got back to my room I couldn’t sleep.”

He dropped back on the bed crossways so that his feet were still on the floor, and stared up at the ceiling. I took a breath and tried to remind myself that this was not about me or the BLS or our secret meetings. This was about Josh. The love of my life. Who, for some reason, was hanging out in my room instead of his girlfriend’s.

“You were trapped in a room with Graham all day?” I asked, tentatively sitting down next to him.

“Yeah. That was fun,” he said sarcastically. “Silence, all day. Neither of us said a word.”

“Josh, what is it between the two of you?” I asked. “What happened at St. James Prep?”

Josh blew out a sigh and sat up. He rubbed the heel of his hand into his unbruised eye. “I don’t want to talk about it. Not now.”

I felt a twinge of irritation. But my frustration was quickly squelched by my sympathy for Josh. Just last night he’d gotten his ass kicked and then he’d spent nineteen hours doing manual labor. Was that kind of punishment even legal?

“I have to ask you something,” he said.

“What?” I asked.

I wanted to touch his face. Tuck that stray curl back from his eye. Put my arm on his shoulder. Take his hand. Something. Anything. But I couldn’t touch him. I wasn’t allowed.

Josh tucked his chin slightly and pressed his hands together between his knees. “Are you and Sawyer . . . ?”

The world screeched to a halt. My throat constricted.

“Are Sawyer and I what?”

Josh got up and the bed squealed in protest again. He put his hands over his face and groaned in frustration, way too loudly for my comfort.

“I can’t,” he whispered vehemently. “I can’t do this anymore, Reed. I don’t . . . I don’t love her. Not like I love you. It’ll never be like it is with us. It doesn’t matter what I do or . . . or how hard I try. She’ll never be . . . She’s not you.”

I stared up at him, my breath coming short and ragged. Hot tears filled my eyes as my heart exploded over and over again, releasing all the hope and longing it had been holding inside for so long.

“So please,” Josh said. “Please just tell me that you and Sawyer aren’t . . . that you’re not . . .”

He couldn’t even finish the sentence. I stood up. My room was so small that the very act put us within inches of each other. I took one step and our foreheads touched. His fingertips grazed my waist and my entire body trembled. Then Josh slipped one hand around the small of my back, the other over my cheek. My hands fluttered to his chest. I looked into his eyes.

“I love you, Reed,” he said.

I sighed three months’ worth of sighs. “I love you too.”

And then, shoving thoughts of Ivy and Sawyer and everything else in the world to the back of our minds, we finally, finally kissed.



FALLOUT



The next morning, the guilt had settled hard and heavy in the pit of my gut. By the light of day, when I wasn’t wrapped up in the insane romance of the moment, I was nothing but a cheater and a back-stabber. It didn’t matter that I’d loved Josh first. It didn’t matter that we wanted to be together. We could have waited until he’d broken up with her. We could have tried to explain. But now it was too late. We’d kissed. A lot. With Ivy right next door.

I loathed myself.

Then, the moment I walked into the dining hall on Monday morning, Constance scurried up to me all bright smiles and long red braids, and I started to wonder if I hadn’t been better off stranded on that deserted island off St. Barths.

“Hey!” she said. “Listen, I know I’m not supposed to talk about it in public, but I thought, you know, we’d get our taps over the weekend. Are they coming today?”

The good news was the sisters of the BLS could keep a secret. The bad news was, I hadn’t thought about all the things that were probably going to change as of this very moment. I glanced past her at Lorna, her roommate whom she’d been walking with before running ahead to greet me. How were these two going to live together once Constance knew that Lorna was in and she was out? Lorna hovered in the aisle next to the two Billings tables for a moment. At the first, Noelle, Portia, Tiffany, Kiki, Astrid, and Amberly were chatting away. The second was occupied by London, Vienna, and Missy. Lorna decided to join them and as she sat, I realized that she and Vienna looked miserable and uncomfortable, while the other two were oblivious. What were they going to do when they learned the truth?

The solid rock of guilt in my gut doubled in size. There was no point in dragging this out. Constance deserved to know what was going on. They all did.

“Actually, Constance,” I said, keeping my voice low as a gaggle of freshmen gabbed their way by, “initiation already happened . . . last night.”

It took way too long for the meaning of this to dawn on Constance’s face. When it did, her eyes widened for a brief moment, as if she’d just heard a gunshot, and then everything crumbled.

“What!?” she shrieked.

The entire population of Easton turned around to stare. Gritting my teeth, I tugged her toward the back wall.

“Constance,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry, okay? I know you’re upset, but three people had to be cut, and you had the lowest score on knowledge night and didn’t even show up for work night.”

“I told you! I had to talk to Whit that night! He needed me,” Constance cried.

“I know, but the book says—”

Tears spilled over onto Constance’s freckled cheek. “I don’t give a shit what the book says!” she blurted. Then her hand flew up to cover her mouth. Constance never cursed. Ever.

“How could you leave me out, Reed?” Constance whispered, her bottom lip trembling. “You’re my best friend.”

Okay, I was scum. Slutty, cheating, backstabbing scum. In that moment, none of it mattered. Not the book or the alumna who’d given it to me. Not the history or the legacy or the tradition. All that mattered was I’d broken my friend’s heart.

“Constance—”

I reached for her arm, but she yanked it away. “I can’t believe you’d do this to me, Reed. I’m the only one who’s always been your friend no matter what,” she whispered, her eyes so fierce I was startled. “When you ditched us last year to go live in Billings, I was still there. When everyone else voted to kick you out, I was one of three people who took your side. But you . . . you don’t care about me at all, do you? All you care about is your elitist Billings Girls. Well, guess what? I wouldn’t even join your stupid secret society if you paid me!”

My lungs felt as if they were full of mucky water. I couldn’t breathe through all the guilt. She turned around and ran for the table, where she leaned over and whispered in Missy’s ear before grabbing her stuff and storming out.

Missy whirled around, her thick French braid flying, and leveled me with a glare that could have taken out the entire US Army. As she got up, I saw London starting to realize something was amiss. Vienna pulled her aside to explain. This was a disaster.

“Well, thanks, Reed,” Missy said, crossing her arms as she stood in front of me. “You’ve finally proved what I’ve always known about you—you are a liar.”

“Excuse me?” I said, shocked.

“Weren’t you the one who was always talking about including everyone? Opening up Billings to different classes, different backgrounds, different everything?” Missy whispered, narrowing her eyes. “Then the second you get the slightest bit of power, you’re ostracizing the people you claim are your friends.”

“It’s not my fault,” I said. “There could only be eleven—”

“Oh, please!” Missy said with a sneer. “What did you think was going to happen if you let all of us in? Do you think Elizabeth Williams and Theresa Billings are going to rise from their graves and stalk you down? Give me a break. You’re just pissed about what happened last semester and you’re trying to put all of us in our places, show everyone who’s in charge. Well, good for you, Reed.”

We both glanced behind her as London burst into tears and headed for the bathroom, Vienna at her heels.

Missy raised her palms and let them slap down at her sides. “You walk around this school like you’re so perfect, like you’re everyone’s friend, but you just proved one thing: You have no idea what it means to be a friend.”

Then Missy turned on her heel and walked out through the same door through which Constance had exited moments ago. I stood there for a long moment, my stomach quivering, and tried to catch my breath. The nine girls left at the Billings tables watched me with a mixture of sympathy and concern. I was about to push myself away from the wall when Josh emerged from the food line, a pile of doughnuts on his tray. He was a good thirty yards away, but directly across from me, and we both stopped in our tracks. My body reacted to the sight of him in a way that was totally incongruous with my current state of shame.

Then Ivy came through the far door and spotted him instantly. She rushed over and planted a huge kiss right on Josh’s lips.

“I thought you were dead!” she scolded him, giving him a whack on the shoulder before dragging him over to their usual table.

Right. That was it. No breakfast for me. I hightailed it out of there as fast as I could, one awful thought repeating itself over and over in my mind.

Missy, of all people, was right. I was a liar. A hypocrite. And I had no idea what it meant to be a friend.



THE CREED



That night, as my new sisters and I settled in among the piles of pillows and blankets we’d squirreled up to the old chapel for our first official meeting, I tried to put all the negative thoughts and emotions of the last eighteen hours out of my mind. All day I’d been enduring betrayed glares from Constance, Missy, and London, the three of whom were suddenly inseparable. Everywhere I went, there they were in a tight knot—during morning services, at lunch, in the library. At dinner, they’d sat at a separate table and Shelby had actually joined them, making the circle of Reed-haters complete. By the time I tossed out my uneaten meal, I was wondering what the hell I’d been thinking, agreeing to keep the BLS down to eleven members. Would four more members really have been such a big deal? Who was to say that Elizabeth Williams hadn’t picked the number eleven simply because the love of her life was born in November? Or because she had eleven pairs of shoes? It could have been a totally arbitrary thing, and now I’d made myself and four of my friends miserable over it.

It was too late to change it. Even if I somehow convinced Ivy we were wrong, I didn’t think any of the four ousted Billings Girls were going to want to join us now. And as if all of the Billings insanity wasn’t bad enough, all day I’d also avoided Sawyer as much as possible, afraid he might try to hold my hand or solidify a date or, worst of all, kiss me again. And then there was Ivy. I hadn’t talked to her once today, certain that if I tried, I wouldn’t be able to look her in the eye.

But now there she was, lowering herself onto a huge purple pillow directly across the circle from me. Had she spoken to Josh? Had he said anything to her about last night? I had to believe he hadn’t, or she’d currently be either pulling my hair out or not here at all. But if he hadn’t said anything to her, what did that mean? Was he going to stay with her, still? He had for this long. Why should I believe that last night had changed anything?

“Reed? Could you scooch over? I need some leg room.”

I blinked up at Tiffany as she tried to settle in next to me with her cushion and blanket.

“Oh. Sure.” I slid my own pillow aside to give her more room, internally vowing to put all thoughts of Josh and Ivy out of my mind. For now.

We’d pushed aside the moveable benches in the choir area behind the pulpit and surrounded the space with candles. It was far more cozy and sisterly than arranging ourselves in the pews. The book was open on the floor in front of me so I could reference it if I needed to during the course of the meeting. Everyone else had brought snacks and drinks, but all of it was tucked away for now, until the opening ritual was completed.

Noelle was the last to arrive. She let the door of the chapel slam as she walked in.

“Should we really be meeting here again?” she said loudly, her voice bouncing off the high ceiling. “Double H isn’t stupid. If we keep coming to the same place every other night, he’s going to figure it out.”

“Shhhh!” I scolded her. “We haven’t started the meeting yet.”

Noelle dropped her black Kate Spade bag on the floor and whipped off her jacket. “Sorry,” she said sarcastically. She dropped a puffy pillow on the floor between Amberly and Tiffany and sat down, crossing her legs at the ankle in the center of the circle. “So, all-fabulous BLS guru, what do we do first? Because I, for one, am starved.” She turned and rustled around in her bag, coming out with a box of gourmet chocolates, a sleeve of crackers, and a wedge of wrapped cheese. “Shall we?”

A few of the girls clapped and reached for the food. I gritted my teeth.

“I have to officially open the meeting first,” I said.

Noelle crunched into a cracker. “Why? Does it say anything in there about not speaking with your mouth full?” she asked, nodding at the book.

I rolled my eyes. “No. It doesn’t, but—”

“How about not getting caught?” Noelle asked. “Because, seriously, we’re like sitting ducks up here and I—”

“Noelle,” I said loudly.

Everyone froze. Astrid withdrew her hand, which had been reaching across the circle for the cheese, back behind her.

Noelle raised her eyebrows at me. She licked a bit of cracker from her bottom lip and waited. “Yes?” she said finally.

“This chapel is where the original Billings Literary Society met, and it is where we will meet until I decide it’s unsafe and initiate a vote on the matter,” I said succinctly. “Now, as for the food, I would appreciate it if you’d have some respect for the society’s rituals and put it aside until I’ve called the meeting to order.”

My heart pounded with nerves. Putting Noelle in her place was not an easy thing to do. What if she just got up and walked out? Would the others follow? Although I supposed that would be a good way to figure out whether anyone truly saw me as an authority figure around here.

Noelle took a breath and made a big show of gathering up her food and piling it up behind her.

“Better?” she asked.

My heart breathed a sigh of relief.

“Much,” I replied.

I turned and handed out the handwritten copies I’d made of the Billings Literary Society’s creed.

“We will recite this at the beginning of each meeting,” I said. “This first time, you can read from the page, but we’ll spend some of our time here tonight memorizing it so we can burn these copies. I don’t want there to be any chance that these will be found.”

A few of the girls nodded. Kiki was already reciting the creed under her breath, committing the words to memory.

“All right then. Let’s begin.”

Together, we read the creed aloud.

“We, the sisters of the Billings Literary Society, do hereby pledge our hearts and minds to the purposes of the Society.”

As our voices melded together in the night, a chill went through me. This was it. This was what I’d been working toward for the past two weeks. I’d brought the Billings Literary Society back from the forgotten annals of history.

“We promise to be loyal, steadfast, and true to all who join our circle. We vow never to reveal the secrets of our society, but to uphold its values and standards in the face of all tyranny.”

Pride prickled my skin as I looked around at each of my friends, having long since memorized the words myself. Tiffany and Rose gazed back at me with content smiles. Kiki, Astrid, and even Amberly had never looked so stoic and alert. They felt it, too, the import of what we were doing here. I could tell.

“Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister, we make this sacred vow.”

I looked at Noelle as we finished the creed, wanting more than anything for her to feel it too—to know she understood why I was doing this, why it mattered. She smiled, reached behind her, and grabbed her crackers.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s get this party started.”

Everyone whooped and hollered and dove into their own stashes of goodies. Kiki chucked a Hostess cupcake at me and I caught it with both hands, letting out a laugh. I decided right then and there to let the seriousness go for now. We’d all worked hard to get here. It was about time we had a little fun.



THE SISTERHOOD



“Reed! This secret-society thing was the best idea ever!” Portia said, throwing her arm around me as we gathered our things at the end of the night.

I laughed and hugged her back. “I’m glad you think so.”

It turned out that Vienna had brought champagne, which had livened things up considerably. I’d managed to get them to spend fifteen minutes memorizing the creed, another five burning the pages over a candle near the window, and ten more discussing issues of the day, just like the original sisters of the BLS did almost a century ago. And then, everything had deteriorated into a full-out party.

But instead of scolding them or trying to get their attention, I’d decided to go with the “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em,” approach. Part of the point of being together was to have fun, and after all the work I’d done to get the BLS up and running, and all the misery of the day, I felt like I deserved a little fun.

“So, Kiki, you’re going to design a new insignia, right?” I said, folding my red throw over my arm. We had decided, via unanimous vote, that the BLS crest needed a twenty-first-century update and Kiki, aspiring graphic artist that she was, had offered to work on it.

“I’m on it like white on rice,” she said with a nod and a salute. “I’ll have some ideas by the next meeting.”

“And they’re going to be awesome!” Amberly trilled, dancing in a circle in the center of the floor. The lightweight had downed way too much bubbly for her own good.

Astrid, who had figured out the tune of the secret whistle, was standing in the aisle trying to teach it to Rose and Tiffany, while Vienna, Lorna, and Noelle lay in the center of the floor, trying to figure out what the image in the broken stained-glass window behind the pulpit had once been.

“Come on, frosh,” Ivy said, nudging Amberly with her hip. “I’ll walk you back to your dorm.”

“You will!? Oh, cool, Sister Ivy!” Amberly trilled, throwing her arms around Ivy’s neck.

“You barf on me, you die,” Ivy said, wrinkling her nose at me.

I glanced away the second her eyes met mine, bending to the floor to grab the book and my messenger bag.

“Reed? Is everything okay?” Ivy asked.

I stood up, bit my lip quickly, then turned to face her. “Yeah! Why?” I said, far too brightly.

“You just seem . . . different,” she said, narrowing her eyes.

“I think I’m just tired,” I replied, moving toward the door. “I’ve been really busy with all the planning and stuff. I think I just need some rest.”

Rest I should have been getting last night when I was smooching your boyfriend in the wee hours of the morning.

My throat constricted and I looked away. My eyes fell on a woven leather band Ivy wore on one wrist. Dangling from it was a small silver medallion with a red and yellow design on it. Instantly I thought of Tattoo Guy and his red and yellow neck tattoo and I felt a rush of possibility. Maybe he and Ivy did have something going. Maybe they were flirting that morning. Which meant that maybe, just maybe, she wouldn’t be so entirely crushed about what had happened between me and Josh. Maybe she was ready to move on, too, and just hadn’t said it yet.

Suddenly I felt a whole lot lighter.

“Well, don’t worry,” she said, holding on to Amberly with one hand and putting her other arm around me for a squeeze. “Look around. You did it. The BLS is back. You should relax and just enjoy it.”

I shrugged away from her, lifting my bag over my head as an excuse. “Yeah. You’re right. No more stress allowed.”

We all walked out through the front door together, talking and laughing. Tiffany and I tried to shush the other girls, but our efforts were met with a round of laughter. Once we got outside I was really going to have to try to convince them to shut the heck up before we got back to campus, or this thing was going to be over before it got started. I held the door open for the group, then turned around and found all of my friends standing in a clump, being stared down by a wall of women.

My feet slipped in the snow and Ivy grabbed me to keep me from going down. My friends went mute. A second glance told me it wasn’t so much of a wall as it was a group of three people, two of whom I recognized. Suzel and Paige Ryan—the girl whose mother had tried to murder me over the course of a few weeks in St. Barths. The third woman was older, perhaps in her midfifties, with jet-black curls and lines around her light blue eyes. They were all wearing black coats and black hats, Paige’s a fedora, Suzel’s a wide-brim, the third woman’s laced with fur.

“Paige! Suzel! Demetria!” Noelle said, stepping forward in the crowd. “What are you all doing here?”

“Noelle,” Suzel said coolly, looking Noelle up and down with a flick of her gaze. “I hardly expected to find you here.”

Noelle glanced behind her at the rest of us. I realized all at once that she had, as usual, automatically assumed the role of point person. I stepped up next to her, even though closing the distance between myself and Paige Ryan made my skin crawl.

“How did you find us?” I asked, glancing sideways at Noelle, who was probably gloating over being right. Well, almost right. We’d been snagged at our meeting place, just not by Headmaster Hathaway.

“We came here tonight to give you girls fair warning,” the third woman, Demetria, said, ignoring my question. “The Billings alumni committee is willing to ignore this little project of yours, whatever it is,” she said, looking at the chapel with distaste. “As long as you cease and desist now.”

“What do we care whether you ignore it or not?” I asked, giving her a dubious look.

“Reed,” Noelle warned through her teeth.

“I told you,” Suzel said to Demetria.

“Oh, you care,” Paige spoke up. The wind tossed a few of her auburn curls in front of her face and she shoved them away with her gloved hand. “If you don’t give up, we’ll be forced to report you, or worse.”

“Don’t even talk to me,” I spat, looking her up and down with ire. “As far as I’m concerned, you and your crazy family can kiss my ass.”

A couple of my friends laughed. Demetria’s lips pursed sourly. I stepped toward her, lifting my chin.

“I don’t know who you are, but I’m here to tell you that your day is done,” I said firmly. “All of you. This is our time, and we may no longer have a house to keep us together, but we have each other. As for the Billings alumni committee, I think it’s about time you ladies got over your glory days and moved on.”

Demetria made an offended noise in the back of her throat, but I didn’t care. She might have been a Billings alumna, but clearly she was not aware of the book. Clearly she, like Suzel, had never even heard of the Billings Literary Society. Which meant she was nothing to me. I turned my back on her and the others and trudged off through the snow, my friends forming a snaking line behind me.

“Nice work, Reed!” Ivy said, catching up with me. “That was awesome!”

“It so was not,” Noelle countered, walking on my other side. “You can’t just tell those women off, Reed. We need them.”

“For what?” I said, stopping in my tracks. The rest of the girls gathered around me. I was starting to feel like a magnet with a parade of metal shards following my every move. “In case you haven’t noticed, Billings House no longer exists.”

“Maybe not, but the alumni pay for everything. Parties, trips, supplies. They’re the ones who kept you in designer labels all last semester, in case you’ve forgotten,” Noelle said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I haven’t forgotten,” I replied. “But that’s not what Billings is about anymore, Noelle.” I lifted my hands toward the group of girls behind me. “It’s about us. The sisterhood. I no longer need any of the stuff those women can give me. All I need is my friends.”

With that I turned my back on a stunned Noelle and flounced down the hill, every single one of my sisters at my back.



THE TRUTH



Hypocrite. Hypocrite, hypocrite, hypocrite.

I heard the word in my mind over and over again with every move I made.

Climbing the stairs in Pemberly with Ivy, Noelle and Lorna: HYP-o-crite! HYP-o-crite!

Brushing my teeth up and down: Hyp-o-CRITE! Hyp-o-CRITE!

Cranking my window open to let the cold chase out the heat: Hypocritehypcocritehypocrite!

Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had stood there in the woods and preached to Noelle about how all I needed was my friends, my sisters, but I was lying to one of them. Lying about the worst thing imaginable. I couldn’t do it anymore. If I was going to be a true leader of the Billings Literary Society, if I was going to call myself a real friend, I had to be honest. Whatever the fallout, I would just have to deal with it.

Please just let me be right about Ivy and Tattoo Guy. It would make all of this so much easier.

I shoved myself out of bed and knocked lightly on Ivy’s door. She answered immediately. We had only just left each other in the bathroom five minutes ago. Behind her, Jillian snored lightly in her bed. Ivy slipped out into the hall in her gray cotton nightshirt and closed the door with a quiet click.

“What’s up?” she asked, leaning sideways against the cream-colored wall. “Are you freaking about what happened up at the chapel?”

“No,” I said, my heart throbbing in my throat. “It’s not about that. There’s . . . there’s something I need to tell you. You’re going to hate me, but I have to tell you.”

Ivy’s face fell. She stood up straight. “What?” she asked flatly.

Suddenly I couldn’t imagine how I was supposed to put this. All the words in the English language were jammed up in my throat, held back by my painfully expanding heart.

“Reed, you’re freaking me out here,” Ivy said, backing up a step. “What is it?”

I swallowed as hard as I could. Every inch of my skin burned with dread at what I was about to do. But she deserved to know. Josh and I were in love. He’d said it himself. Nothing he did could change it. Ivy deserved better than a boyfriend who didn’t love her and a best friend who was lying to her.

“Josh and I kissed,” I blurted.

Ivy’s jaw dropped and she bent at the waist slightly, hugging her slim arms around her. “What? When?”

“Last night,” I said miserably, looking at the floor. “I’m sorry. I didn’t plan it or anything. It just kind of—”

“Where? I didn’t even see him until this morning,” Ivy said, her face contorted with confusion and anger.

I bit the inside of my cheek. This was not going to go over well. “Here. In my room. He came . . . here.”

Ivy looked at my door, her lip curling in disgust. “Omigod,” she said, her hand fluttering up to cover her mouth. When she turned to me again, her eyes were brimming with tears. “You are such a fucking bitch!”

Her words filled the hallway. A couple of lights flicked on, their glow illuminating the cracks between the doors and the floor.

“Ivy—”

“No. No. Don’t even talk to me!” Ivy shouted, opening the door of her room. “I thought we were friends. All that crap about how much you trust me and now you’re sneaking around behind my back!? What’s the matter with you?”

Jillian came to the door, blinking herself awake. “What’s going on? Are you okay?” she asked Ivy.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Ivy said, stepping inside. She looked me in the eye with abhorrence. “I just should’ve known better than to trust a Billings Girl.”

Then she slammed the door so hard one of the paintings on the hallway wall crashed to the ground. She might as well have just sliced through my gut with a kitchen knife. As I turned around, several open doors quickly closed, none of my dorm mates wanting to get caught spying. I slipped back inside my room, trembling from head to toe, and sat down on my bed.

I had thought that telling the truth was supposed to be the right thing. And Ivy had to know, didn’t she? Better she find out from me than walk in on me and Josh kissing or something. But as I heard Ivy crying to Jillian next door, I had a feeling Ivy would have preferred not to have known. And I felt worse than ever.



THE REJECT TABLE



“This is going to be a problem,” Noelle said as she lowered herself into the chair next to mine at breakfast. “Check the reject table.”

For the first time in fifteen minutes I lifted my gaze from my slowly eroding Cheerios. I’d been the first student to walk into the dining hall that morning, and hadn’t even noticed that other people were starting to arrive. Noelle, the first person to join me at our table, was looking across the aisle at Constance, Missy, London, and Shelby. The four of them had been sitting together at every meal since the previous morning, but today, there were some new faces among the crowd. Amberly’s roommate, Cassie Something-or-Other and Ivy’s roommate, Jillian, who looked like a snarling lion the second she saw me watching. Clearly she hated me for what had happened with Ivy in the middle of the night.

Honestly, I was kind of surprised Ivy wasn’t over there too. From under the brim of my baseball cap—which was hiding my unwashed hair—I scanned the rest of the room. No sign of Ivy or Josh. Where were they? Off together somewhere fighting? Or worse . . . making up?

“I don’t know. It makes sense,” I said, pushing my juice glass around in the circle of condensation beneath it. “Of course they’re all going to hang out together.”

“Yeah, but now they have followers,” Noelle said, spreading some butter onto her bagel while keeping an eye on the rejects. “And also, they know where we meet.”

I saw Kiki, Astrid, and Vienna enter the food line. London spotted them too and said something obviously mocking that made everyone at her table crack up laughing. Was it possible that the BLS had actually managed to come between the Twin Cities? That seemed like a crime against nature. I’d never told anyone that we couldn’t be friends with the people who didn’t make the cut. And London and Vienna were the closest friends I’d ever known. The idea that I’d been instrumental in splitting them up was beyond depressing.

Maybe this whole thing was a mistake. Maybe I should just disband the BLS and let everyone get on with their lives. Just like Noelle had said that first morning back. But when I looked at her across the table, I bristled at the very thought of telling her she’d been right all along.

“How do you figure that?” I asked, taking a tentative bite of my cereal. My stomach clenched and I put the spoon down.

“Come on, Reed,” Noelle said, rolling her eyes. “You took them all up to the chapel. They’re not stupid. One of them has to have figured out that we were cleaning that place up for a reason.”

I glanced over at the table again. I couldn’t imagine Constance or London putting two and-two together on that score, and Shelby was far too involved with her own little world to think much about why she’d spent a couple of hours doing nothing in a chapel in the woods. But Missy . . . Missy definitely might have figured it out.

“I bet one of them told the Billings alumni and that’s how they found us there last night,” Noelle said.

“What? Come on. They wouldn’t report us, would they? They all know Hathaway would expel us,” I said. “They can’t hate us enough to get us thrown out of school.”

“They didn’t tell Hathaway. They told Billings,” Noelle said, taking a bite of her bagel. “I can just imagine Missy calling up Paige and whining all over her.”

“Wait. Missy knows Paige?” I asked.

Noelle looked at me like I’d just taken out a razor and shaved half my hair off. “They’re cousins. Like second or third or once removed or something, but still.”

“What?” I blurted. “I never knew that.”

“Oh, come on. Someone must’ve mentioned it at some point.”

This was insane. Missy was the biggest show-off at Easton, and Paige was, like, Billings royalty. My mind reeled, but it almost felt good. It was nice to be focusing on something other than how horrible I was.

Across the room, a skinny freshman dropped his tray and the entire room applauded at the clatter.

“I wouldn’t put it past Missy,” I said finally. “She’s hated me since before I was ever in Billings.”

“Yeah, and her family would not be pleased about the BLS,” Noelle said, sipping her coffee.

“What do you mean?” I asked. Amberly, Lorna, and Rose had joined the other BLS sisters on the food line, which was starting to swell as the people who got up at a normal hour trickled in.

Noelle glanced at me, swallowed, and touched her napkin to her lips. “Nothing. They’re just . . . all about propriety. They wouldn’t like the idea that we’ve turned the revered Billings House into a group of girls hiding out in the woods.”

I watched her carefully, feeling as if there was something more. Something else about Missy that she wasn’t saying.

“Anyway, now that we’ve been outed, we definitely need to find a new meeting space, and I have a couple of ideas,” Noelle said. As she started going on about the Art Cemetery and a little-known private study area of the library, I felt this eerie sense of déjà vu. It felt exactly like the time I’d been trying to plan a party in the city for a Billings fund-raiser and Noelle had swooped in to change the venue at the last minute. She was trying to take charge again. Trying to elbow me out. And I wasn’t going to let it happen.

Even if I did, on some level, agree with her.

“No,” I said, cutting her off midsentence.

“No?” she replied, flummoxed.

“The chapel is where the original BLS met, and that’s where we’re going to stay,” I told her.

Noelle looked at me for a moment, incredulous, then dropped her bagel and smacked her hands together, as if she was wiping her hands of me.

“Fine. If that’s the way you want it, then fine,” she said.

“So, what? Are you going to quit now?” I asked.

Noelle sighed and looked at me, her wrists resting on the edge of the table. “No, my dear fearless leader. I will follow you into the pits of hell if that’s what you want me to do,” she said with a facetious smile. “Just like all your other little minions.”

I wasn’t sure, exactly, what her sarcasm was supposed to be getting at, but I decided to just take her words at face value.

“Good,” I said, taking a bite of my toast. “That’s what I like to hear.”

As the other BLS sisters started to settle in around us, I kept one eye on the reject table and one eye on the door, waiting for Josh or Ivy to arrive. What did it mean that the first enemy I’d made at Easton—Missy Thurber—was related to the woman who had tried to murder me—Clarissa Ryan? Or was it just a coincidence?

Only one thing was certain: If Missy was working against me and the BLS, I was going to find out.



RECORD PACE



Ever since returning from St. Barths, I’d been trying not to think about it. Trying not to relive that night. But somehow my conversation with Noelle at breakfast had sparked the memories and now I couldn’t keep them at bay. As I sat in Spanish class, waiting for Mr. Shreeber to arrive, I kept seeing Mrs. Ryan’s dressing room. The perfume bottle on her nightstand. The sweatshirt hanging in her closet—the one she’d worn when she pushed me off her boat on the night after Christmas. Mrs. Ryan returning to the room with that tray full of food. How her smile had turned wild and sinister as soon as she realized I knew.

When she’d attacked me, I’d been too weak to really fight back. Too dehydrated and starved and spent. I’d thought I was truly going to die. That the fifth time she tried to kill me was going to be the charm.

But then Sawyer had rushed into the room and saved me. Without even the merest thought for himself, he’d saved my life. For a second time.

“Reed.”

I turned around, startled, to find Sawyer standing there in the flesh. One hand clutched the strap of his navy blue backpack. The other, the one with the woven bracelets around the wrist, pressed into my desk.

“Hey, Sawyer!” I said with a smile, even as my nerves sizzled at the memory of our kiss and his expectations of relationship. “What’s up?”

“I heard about you and Josh,” he said. “Is it true?”

I was so stunned I couldn’t speak. I just stared at him blankly, my mouth yawning open like a cave.

“I heard you guys hooked up on Sunday night,” Sawyer said, keeping his voice low. “Is it true?” he repeated.

“Sawyer—”

“It is.” He looked down at his feet and his face grew mottled with red. “I’m such an idiot.”

“No. You’re not,” I said, feeling that now familiar guilt rise up in my chest. “I am. I’m the idiot.”

The chairs around us were starting to fill up. I caught a few curious glances and sighed. I’d been at the center of more than a few scenes in the last couple of days and I didn’t like it.

“Who told you? Ivy?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Graham.”

I blinked, surprised. “How did Graham know?”

“Does it matter?” He paused and placed his hand in his pocket, then seemed to gather his courage before he looked up at me. “I thought that you . . . I mean, I thought that we . . .”

I gulped back my guilt and misery as Mr. Shreeber walked into the room. “I’m sorry, Sawyer. But . . . we’re friends. I think that’s all we’re going to be.”

Sawyer’s mouth flattened in to a grim line.

“We are friends, right?” I asked tentatively.

“Good morning, class! Let’s take our seats,” Mr. Shreeber called out, clapping his hands together once. “We have a lot to cover today!”

With that, Sawyer turned around and walked to his desk in the back of the room. For the rest of the class period, he didn’t look away from the board once, and when the bell rang, he was out of there faster than you can say “heartbreaker.”

I stood up from my chair shakily, feeling dejected and suddenly exhausted. I was losing friends at a record pace, even for me. All thanks to the BLS and Josh. As I made my way out of the room to the continued curious glances of my classmates, all I could do was hope that both would prove to be worth it.



KISS A WUSS



That evening, studying alone in my room, I decided to call another meeting of the Billings Literary Society for Wednesday night. Between Noelle’s sarcasm, my fight with Ivy, the growing crowd at the anti-Billings table, and our encounter with the Billings alumnae, my brand-new secret society was already on seriously shaky ground. I needed to know that everyone was still with me. That Noelle wasn’t going to bail. That the others weren’t going to get skittish.

And I wanted to talk to Ivy. All day I’d only seen her from afar. She always seemed to be in a rush to get wherever she was going, her cell phone, permanently attached to her ear. Even though I was sending her telepathic messages to talk to me, to look at me, to feel me watching her, she never glanced at me once. It was as if I’d become invisible.

It wasn’t that I didn’t understand. I had done something awful. Something that was maybe even unforgivable. But at least I’d owned up to it. I’d never done that with Noelle after my five minutes of debauchery with Dash. Although that had been slightly different, since technically they were broken up at the time and technically we’d both been drugged. Josh and I had known exactly what we were doing, and he and Ivy were definitely together when we were doing it.

Yeah. She was never going to forgive me.

Still, her name was on the e-mail that went out to all the sisters of the BLS, asking them to meet at the chapel at 11 p.m. on Wednesday night. I had to know if she would come. If the society mattered more to her than my stupid actions did.

The moment I clicked “send” there was a knock on my door. I jumped to answer it. Josh slipped inside, his hair glistening with snow. My heart instantly slammed into overdrive. He looked . . . excited. It was amazing how his very presence made me forget all about my guilt, my regret, my hope for winning Ivy back.

“You have to stop coming here after hours. You’re going to get me in trouble,” I said with a grin, not meaning a word.

“Ivy and I broke up,” he whispered.

“Really? Oh.” I took a breath, trying to edit the four thousand questions and comments fighting for the tip of my tongue. I glanced in the direction of her room.

“She’s not here,” he said, reading my thoughts. “She’s at the solarium.”

“Okay.” I crossed my arms over my stomach, trying not to think of how Ivy must have felt at that moment. “I guess you know I told her.”

“Yeah. She wasn’t happy.” He slipped his coat off and dropped it on the back of my chair. I suddenly realized the “sent” list was still up from my BLS e-mail and I casually closed my laptop. As much as I loved Josh and wanted to share everything with him, the Billings Literary Society was going to remain a secret, even from him.

“I’m sorry,” I said, kneading my palm between my thumb and forefinger. “But if I were in her position, I would have wanted to know.”

“I get it,” Josh said, running his hands through his hair. He sat down on my bed and looked up through his curls. “Honestly, I was kind of glad I didn’t have to break it to her. I mean, I would have. I know I should have, but . . .” He hung his head. “Does that make me a wuss?” he asked sheepishly.

“Kind of, yeah,” I joked.

Josh reached up, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me onto his lap. My heart swooped over and over like a paper airplane tumbling through the sky.

“Care to kiss a wuss?” he asked.

“Eh, why not?” I replied.

And then he kissed me. And kissed me and kissed me and kissed me until I forgot where we were, forgot to wonder what it might mean, forgot about who we might hurt.

He kissed me until all that mattered was us.



THE HATHAWAY MEN



Josh was waiting for me outside Pemberly the next morning. The sky was a perfect bright blue and the air was still. I paused when I saw him there, looking freshly showered and adorable, his green wool turtleneck grazing his chin above the collar of his coat. He reached for my hand. I took it. Nothing had ever felt so amazing as his warm, rough fingers closing around mine.

“So, we’re doing this?” I said, my heart pounding erratically.

“We’re doing this,” he replied firmly.

I grinned. “All right then.”

We turned up the path toward the dining hall and I had to concentrate to keep from skipping. No one in the world was happier than me at that moment. I wished I could float in the feeling for days. Josh squeezed my hand and smiled and I knew he felt the same. This was the way it was supposed to be. Josh and Reed. Together.

Then Graham and Sawyer walked out the back door of Ketlar. The bottom of my stomach dropped out. They were about to turn toward the dining hall as well, but as soon as Sawyer saw us—saw my fingers entwined with Josh’s—he turned on his heel and stormed off in the opposite direction, taking the path that ran along the dorms. Graham looked furious as he followed after his brother. I knew why Sawyer was mad, but for the ten millionth time, I had to wonder about Graham.

“Josh, can you please just tell me what happened between you and Graham Hathaway?” I asked. “Why does he get all clenched every time he sees you?”

We had come across one of the many stone benches that dotted the campus. Josh blew out a sigh and checked his watch. “Let’s sit.”

Whoa. I needed to sit down to hear this?

“Okay.”

We sat on the cold bench. My butt froze instantly. I shifted and crossed my legs so only one cheek was resting fully on the frigid surface. Josh kept his grip on my hand and looked at his lap.

“The thing with Graham is . . . I used to go out with his twin sister, Jen,” Josh said.

My throat closed over. Didn’t I know someone else who had once dated Jen Hathaway? Oh yeah. Upton Giles. The last guy I’d kissed. I guess Sawyer had been right that morning at Shutters—Jen and I did have a lot in common. Including our taste in men.

“You know about Jen?” Josh asked, looking me in the eye. “You know how she . . .”

“Yeah,” I said. “I didn’t know she and Graham were twins, but . . . Sawyer told me how she died.”

On the island. He’d told me about how his sister had committed suicide over the summer. How she hadn’t left a note. How I reminded him of her. How we both should have steered clear of Upton.

Just like that my brain was off on a whole new tangent. Should I tell Josh about Upton? The two of us were still texting and e-mailing, but we were just friends now. Did it matter that a few weeks ago we were more than that?

“We were together for a few months my sophomore year,” Josh was saying, toying with my fingers. “But things did not end well.”

He let out a rueful scoff that begged a thousand questions, but my brain was too crowded to ask them.

“Anyway, Graham blamed me and I think that now that Jen’s gone it’s even harder for him,” Josh continued. “I don’t know if he’s pissed at her or pissed at the world in general, but. . .”

“That sucks,” I said finally, recrossing my legs so my right butt cheek could defrost. “I mean, I guess I get it, but it still sucks. I really like Graham. When he’s not, you know, beating up on my man.”

Josh let out a short laugh. “I do too,” he said, staring off in the direction in which the Hathaway boys had disappeared. “Or I did. We used to be pretty good friends.”

“How long had it been since you talked to Jen?” I asked. “I mean, did you ever talk before she—”

The sound of jaunty whistling distracted me and I stopped midsentence. Good thing, because coming down the path was Jen’s father, Headmaster Hathaway, his hands in his pockets as he strolled along. When he saw me sitting there, he started to smile his headmastery smile, but then he saw who I was with and he just kept walking. Just like that. No “hello.” No “good morning.” No attempt at playing the BFF headmaster. Josh averted his eyes as Double H passed us by, and my stomach turned.

It was a clean sweep. I had officially lost all three Hathaway men as friends and allies. I looked at Josh and we both smiled tentatively. It was an awkward situation, no doubt—our headmaster being the father of the boys who hated us.

But at least we were in it together.



LET’S GET THIS PARTY STARTED



I waited outside the chapel on Wednesday night, freezing under my wool coat, my feet jittery inside my snow boots, though that was more from nerves than the cold. Kiki and Astrid were the first to arrive, followed by Amberly and Lorna. Tiffany and Rose emerged from the trees together, blankets folded over their arms. Portia and Vienna toted a bag full of clinking bottles. I was going to have to talk to them about this. We couldn’t have champagne at every meeting or the Billings Girls were going to start flunking out of school.

Soon everyone was safely tucked inside except Noelle and Ivy. I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes past the meeting time. I took a breath and tipped my head back, watching the cloud of steam billow against the bare branches overhead. I would give them five more minutes. Then I was cutting my losses.

I heard a crunch and my head snapped down again. Noelle was walking purposefully toward me, carrying a white bakery box by its strings.

“I heard about what happened with Ivy,” she said, lifting the box. “Figured a Fat Phoebe party was in order.”

I smiled. It was the first moment since we’d returned from the islands that things felt absolutely normal between me and Noelle. Had I been wrong all along about the source of her attitude shift? Maybe it wasn’t that some Billings alumna had chosen to share the book with me and not her. Maybe she was simply jealous of my friendship with Ivy. It made sense. Because now here we were, smiling and comfortable—now that it seemed my relationship with Ivy was kaput.

I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about that. I was glad Noelle was offering an olive branch, but why did it have to come at the expense of my friendship with Ivy? “Thanks,” I said finally.

“So, I guess she’s not coming, huh?” Noelle said, turning to look out at the trees.

“Doesn’t look like it.”

“I wouldn’t count me out just yet.”

The voice startled both of us so much that Noelle and I grabbed each other’s arms. Ivy emerged from the trees in a long black coat and black wool hat, her hands in her pockets. She hadn’t brought a thing with her—not a bag, a pillow, or anything—and the lack of bulk made her seem even slimmer than usual. Her pale skin practically glowed against the black sky, her high cheekbones severe with her hair pulled back from her face

“Ivy! Hey,” I said tentatively. My pulse raced with nervous anticipation as she paused in front of us. Was she here to hear me out or tear me to shreds? Her expression was so impassive it was impossible to tell.

“I’ll be inside,” Noelle said, slipping away without so much as a nod in Ivy’s direction.

Ivy didn’t seem to notice, however. Her gaze was fixed on me.

“Ivy, I’m so—”

She held up a black-gloved hand. “Don’t. I feel bad enough as it is.”

I almost fell over. “You feel bad?”

“I overreacted,” Ivy said, taking a step closer. Her slick black boots slid under the upper layer of hard snow, her toes disappearing beneath the surface. “The truth is . . . things with Josh weren’t right. I was trying too hard, you know? I should have broken up with him weeks ago, but I just . . . I didn’t want to be alone. Not yet.”

I swallowed hard. She didn’t want to be alone after the shooting. That was the implied meaning. Again, it all came back to being my fault.

“And I guess I also didn’t want to admit that he wasn’t in love with me,” she said. “He was still in love with you.”

I looked down at my feet, my toes hovering off the edge of the crumbling redbrick steps. “I don’t know what to say.”

“It’s okay. It’s fine,” Ivy said. “It was fun while it lasted, but I’ve never really been a long-term relationship person anyway.”

I couldn’t have dreamed up a more serendipitous direction for this conversation if I tried. Ivy didn’t hate me. She had come to apologize to me. If I was dreaming, I just hoped I wouldn’t get pinched any time soon.

“So . . . we’re okay?” I asked, finally looking up again.

Ivy lifted a shoulder. “I don’t love the way you went behind my back, but I think I can get past it. Eventually.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Are you coming in, then?”

Ivy glanced past me at the chapel. I could sense her hesitation and wondered what was causing it. If she was okay with me, why wouldn’t she be okay with our sisters?

“Yeah. Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

She gave me a tight smile as she walked past me up the steps. I felt like I should try to hug her or pat her on the back or something, but everything I thought of felt awkward, so I just let her go. As she got to the doorway, a stiff wind blew the skirt of her coat up and out around her and for a moment my heart stopped. Her dark silhouette against the white wall of the church was like something out of a gothic novel. Or a horror movie.

I took a breath and the moment passed. I knew I was just feeling antsy about the tentativeness of our relationship. About the inkling that someone might be out there watching us. That at any moment the Billings alumni might storm from the woods and try to shut us down again.

But then we were inside, enveloped in the warmth of a hundred candles and greeted by the smiles and hollers of our friends. And I knew then that everything was going to be okay.



THUMP IN THE NIGHT



“All right everyone, our first order of business is the new Billings Literary Society crest,” I said, closing the book on the floor in front of me. “Kiki? Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Kiki had slicked all her hair back from her face and outlined her eyes in dark kohl pencil, making them appear so huge she almost looked like an anime character. Which, considering her obsession with the Japanese art form, might have been the point. She reached into her black messenger bag and pulled out a large sketchbook, which she laid flat on the floor in the center of the circle. With the flick of one finger she opened it up to a center page. Everyone gasped and leaned forward, balancing on knees and fingertips to get a better look.

“Kiki! That’s so cool!” Amberly said, looking up with awe. Preppy, darling little Amberly had always regarded our resident creative punk Kiki with fear and awe, but this was different. She was impressed. We all were.

The crest was similar to the original, but sharper at the edges, the points taller, thinner, and more severe. Instead of dozens of entwined roses at the center, the crest was filled by one, extraordinarily intricate rose, the letters BLS were entwined in its details. So entwined that, unless you were looking for them, you might not see them. It was perfect. Headmaster Hathaway would be on the lookout for anything he could connect back to Billings, but he wouldn’t be able to parse the letters here.

“What do you think, Reed?” Kiki asked, her eyes wide, ready and willing to be critiqued.

“I love it,” I replied, feeling all warm and fuzzy inside. “You did an incredible job.”

Kiki beamed, toying with the open men’s tie she wore slung around the collar of her white shirt. “I thought it came out kind of rad.”

“We can definitely use this,” I said, pulling the sketchbook toward me.

“Use it? For what?” Noelle asked. “Are we all going to sew patches on all our clothes or something?”

Everyone chuckled, but a few of them looked at me nervously.

“No. I’m not going to make you trash your couture,” I said, earning a relieved brow-wipe from Portia. Everyone laughed. “I was thinking we could use it as a subtle way to let the school know we’re out there. Like, we could post it around campus or something. What do you guys think?”

Noelle sat forward and raised a hand. “Uh, I think it’s an idiotic idea.”

My face stung like she’d just thrown a vat of boiling water at me.

Ivy scoffed and shook her head. “Do you ever think Reed’s ideas are good?”

“Yeah. When they’re actually good,” Noelle replied, glancing across her right shoulder at Ivy. Then she looked back at me, her chin tucked. “Reed, I thought the whole point of this secret-society thing was to remain a secret. Now you want to broadcast Kiki’s—admittedly cool—logo all over campus? Why? Do you want to lead Double H directly to our doors?”

“No. Of course not. But this is what secret societies do,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “If we post this in a few spots around campus, it’ll get people wondering, get them talking. Give us some cache.”

“I thought you didn’t care about cache anymore,” Noelle replied, mimicking my pose. “I thought this was all about friendship and sisterhood.”

“It is, but—”

“I think it’s a fab idea,” Vienna said. “I love when I know stuff other people don’t.”

“We could post it on the announcement board, but bury it a little, so people will think it was there for a while,” Lorna suggested.

“And maybe we can chalk it on the side of Hell Hall or something. Then when it rains or snows it’ll get all drippy and abstract and spooky . . .” Tiffany said, leaning back on her hands with a grin.

Everyone started talking at once, throwing out ideas for places to plant the logo. Noelle grew increasingly tense.

“See? They like it,” I said to Noelle.

“You guys,” Noelle said loudly. There was no response. If anything, the chatter grew louder. She shoved herself to her feet, stepping on Amberly’s pinky in the process. Amberly snatched her hand away and sucked on her flattened finger, shooting a pained look up at Noelle. “Ladies!” Noelle shouted.

They fell silent. Everyone looked at me first, then at Noelle, tipping their chins back to see her.

“Look, I’m all for having a little fun. You know that. But haven’t we been warned enough already?” she said. “Do you really want to risk getting caught? They already bulldozed our house. Who knows what else they’ll do to teach us a lesson?”

I stood up to face her. “Since when are you scared of anything?”

Her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down. “I’m not scared. But I have been arrested once already, booted out of school, and left back a year . . . all in the process of saving your ass, so maybe my perspective is just a tad different than yours.”

“Saving my ass?” I blurted, stepping forward. Kiki whipped her sketchbook with the precious crest in it out from under my feet. “We already went over this, Noelle. You were arrested because you assaulted my boyfriend!”

“Yeah, which no one would have ever known about if I hadn’t been forced to go up to the roof and save you from that freak show Ariana!” Noelle countered, earning a few gasps from around the circle. “What were you thinking going up to the roof anyway? Were you high?”

“I was trying to make a phone call,” I replied, my voice growing louder. “When you find out that your four best friends are total sadistic psychos who tied the love of your life to a pole and left him for dead, you kind of want to talk it out with someone!”

“Wait. I thought Josh was the love of your life,” Ivy piped up.

My face burned with humiliation as I looked down at her. “He . . . he is. He just . . . I mean, Thomas was my first love. I—”

She lifted a hand as if to wave me off. “Just wanted to be clear.”

“Oh, so now I’m a sadistic psycho?” Noelle blurted, ignoring the interjection. She took a step toward me, getting right in my face. “Who do you think you—”

A sudden bang stopped her mid rant. My heart vaulted into my throat. On the floor, my friends reached out and grabbed one another, terrified.

“What was that?” I whispered, crouching to their level. Noelle did the same, looking wildly around the room.

“It came from outside,” she hissed. “Someone’s out there.”

Quickly, Tiffany, Rose, and Astrid snuffed out several of the candles. Suddenly every inch of my skin throbbed with fear.

Another bang. Closer this time. Amberly shrieked in fear, curling into Tiffany’s side and clutching the arm of her sweater.

“Omigod. Omigodomigodomigod,” Vienna said, rocking forward and back at an alarming pace. “What is that?”

“It’s probably just the Billings alumni again,” I whispered, not knowing what to believe. “I’ll go outside. I’ll go talk to them.”

“Reed, no!” Ivy hissed, grabbing for my ankle as I started to rise. “Don’t go out there.”

“Why not?” I asked, somehow speaking past the tremendous lump of black fear lodged in my throat.

“What if it’s not them?” Rose squeaked. “What if it’s . . . something else?”

And then, a stiff wind whistled through the broken windows and doused the rest of the candles.

“Omigod! Reed!” Amberly whimpered.

I felt her fingers scrabble for mine in the dark. I couldn’t see a thing. Not one inch in front of my face.

Another bang. Everyone screamed this time, even me. Then came the unmistakable sound of scuffling footsteps.

“Who’s there?” I shouted.

Someone was crying. Someone else mewling like a cat. Then someone struggled to their feet in the dark.

“Ow!” Ivy shouted.

“What the—?”

Another scream, but this time it was far away. Outside maybe?

“What the hell was that?” Kiki asked, sounding like a five-year-old version of herself.

The loudest bang yet. Someone hugged me from the side, breathing heavily in my ear.

“Reed? Are you there?” Lorna whispered.

“WTH is going on?” Portia said.

“I’m here,” I said. I held my breath for a long, long time. Everything was silent. Silent. Silent.

“Who has a candle?” I said finally.

“I do.”

Tiffany crawled forward, finding first my knee, then my hand, with her fingers. She pressed the candle into my hand. I reached around to the back pocket of my jeans and fumbled out a pack of matches. I took Lorna’s hand off my sleeve and handed her the candle.

“Take this and don’t move.”

In the pitch black, with my hands shaking, it took ten tries to light the match. When I finally did, Lorna’s face loomed before me in the light, her bottom lip trembling as she held the candle toward me. I lit the wick, shook out the match, and took the candle away.

“Is everyone all right?” I asked. I slowly rose to my feet, my knees trembling in protest, as I held the candle and slowly turned in a circle. Ivy, who was curled up in a ball on the floor, slowly lifted her head. Tears streaked down her face.

“What the hell just happened?” she asked.

Astrid crawled out from behind the pulpit. Rose and Vienna only now released their grip on each other. Tentatively, everyone stood around me, taking deep breaths, checking over their shoulders.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe it was just someone playing a prank? Could it have been Missy and those girls?”

“No. Missy?” Lorna said. “I don’t think she’d—”

“Um, Reed?” Tiffany said loudly, her voice strained.

“What?” My heart thumped in fear.

Tiffany looked around at all of us. At Ivy and Rose, Portia and Lorna, Kiki and Astrid, Vienna and Amberly and me. Her eyes were wide with fear as she stepped forward.

“Where’s Noelle?”



VANISHED



“Noelle!”

“Noelle! Are you out there!”

“Noelle! This is not funny! If you’re hiding somewhere . . .”

“Everyone spread out,” I said, my heart beating wildly in terror. “Maybe she tried to hide and fell or something.”

Amberly hugged herself tightly. “Spread out? But what if whoever was out there is still—”

“Amberly! Just go!” I shouted.

I turned and headed for the alcove at the side of the building. Ivy came with.

“Reed, maybe it’s okay,” Ivy said, stepping carefully down the few steps to the main floor. “Maybe she just ran.”

“What do you mean, ran?” I blurted, shoving aside an old dusty curtain. All that was behind it was a pile of tattered old bibles and mouse-chewed wicker baskets.

“She was just talking about not wanting to get caught,” Ivy pointed out. “Maybe she figured it was the headmaster out there and she just bailed.”

My heart sank at the very idea. “No,” I said. “Not Noelle. She wouldn’t just leave us here.” Not the girl who had saved my life on the roof of Billings. The girl who’d whisked me off to St. Barths after Sabine turned on me, even though she was still mad that I’d hooked up with her sort-of boyfriend. The one who had lied directly to Headmaster Hathaway’s face—to her father’s friend’s face—just to get us all out of trouble.

“Are you sure about that?” Ivy asked, raising her perfect black brows.

I was about to respond when Vienna and Portia returned from the hallway on the far side of the chapel.

“Anything?” I asked, my voice echoing throughout the room.

“Nothing,” Portia replied.

“Astrid?” I asked as Astrid and Kiki emerged from the pastor’s office.

“Door’s still locked back there. Nothing’s been moved,” Astrid replied.

Slowly everyone returned from their search, their faces blank and scared.

“Why don’t you just call her?” Ivy suggested. “Maybe she’s walking back to campus right now.”

I felt a jolt of hope and ran over to my bag, extracting my phone from the inside pocket and speed-dialing Noelle. It rang once. Then twice. Then, a ring tone started to play softly somewhere inside the room. I stopped breathing.

“Where is that coming from?”

Everyone started to look around, bending at the waist, checking under pews, holding their candles aloft. The floor creaked underfoot as we crept around, searching.

“Oh my God,” Portia said suddenly.

“What?” I blurted.

She stood up from behind one of the pews. Hooked around her thumb was one of the thick straps of Noelle’s black Chanel purse.

“Her stuff is strewn all over back here,” Portia said.

I glanced at the spot where Noelle had been sitting, a good fifty feet from where her bag had been spilled. The white bakery box sat on its side, as if it had been tipped over in some kind of struggle. Slowly, I lowered my iPhone from my ear. Portia reached inside the bag and silenced Noelle’s phone.

“Reed?” Amberly said shakily. “What does this mean?”

“I have no idea,” I heard myself say. My voice sounded very far away. “No idea at all.”



THE GAME IS ON



We walked in silence back to campus, all of us together in one tight knot. There was no way I was telling these girls to split up now. No way I was going to risk another one of them—or more—disappearing into the night. I no longer cared about getting caught by the Billings alumni committee or by Hathaway or by anyone else.

I just wanted everyone to be safe.

The whole way down the hill, I held my phone in my hand, waiting for it to sing out. Even though Noelle’s phone was tucked away in her bag, which was slung over my forearm, I willed her to call somehow. Maybe she was back at campus already, which meant she could use one of the ancient pay phones. Or borrow someone’s cell. Or break into Hell Hall and use one of the phones there. Anything to let me know she was okay.

But the cell remained silent.

When we arrived at the north side of Bradwell, we paused and loosened our grips on one another a bit. No one knew what to say, where to go, how to act. The wind whistled overhead, rustling the topmost branches of the bare, spindly trees and all I could think was, Noelle is out there somewhere. . . . But where?

“I’ll call you guys if I hear from her,” I whispered, trying to look each of them in the eye. “I’m sure she’s okay.”

No I’m not. I’m not. I’m not.

“Just go back to your rooms. It’s going to be fine.”

Slowly, reluctantly, the group started to disband. Amberly slipped through the back door of Bradwell, while the rest of us broke into two clusters—Kiki, Vienna, Astrid, Rose, Tiffany, and Portia headed for Parker, while Lorna, Ivy, and I turned our steps toward Pemberly.

“Do you really think it’s going to be fine?” Lorna whispered, looping her arm around mine.

“It’s Noelle,” I said, forcing a smile. “When is Noelle ever not fine?”

Lorna smiled slightly, but Ivy shot me a look over her head. Like I should be honest. Like I should tell Lorna how scared I felt. Well, I disagreed. No one needed to feel any more worried and uncertain than they already did. As we approached the back door of Pemberly, I kept hoping that Noelle would pop out from behind one of the shrubs or jump out from around the corner and shout, “Gotcha, Glass-Licker!” I kept bracing for it, like it could come at any second. And then I’d yell at her and we’d laugh and hug and everything would be okay.

But she never did.

Ivy used her key card to open our dorm. Lorna finally let go of me as we stepped into the well-lit lobby.

If she doesn’t call or show up by the time I get to my room, I’m calling the police, I told myself. We parted at the stairs, Lorna continuing on up to the room she shared with Constance. Ivy and I paused outside our doors.

“Want me to come in for a while? We could wait together,” Ivy said.

“No. It’s okay,” I told her.

Because Noelle is already inside. She’s going to jump out and scare the crap out of me and I don’t want you there when she does it.

I hope. I hope, hope, hope.

“Okay, then,” Ivy said, placing her hand on the doorknob of her door. She reached over and gave me a one-armed hug. “I’m sure she’s fine. She’s probably just enjoying making us sweat.”

“Yeah,” I croaked.

With a bolstering smile, Ivy went inside and closed the door quietly behind her. I turned and placed my hands flat on my door, resting my forehead between them.

“Please just be inside,” I whispered. “Please, Noelle.”

I held my breath and opened the door.

“Hey!”

My heart leapt, but it wasn’t Noelle. Josh was kicked back on my bed, the desk light on, reading a folded-over paperback.

“Where were you?” he asked, laying his book aside with a smile. “You cheating on me already?” he joked.

I started to cry. His face fell.

“Oh, hey. Bad joke,” he said, getting up and wrapping me up in his arms. “I guess we shouldn’t joke about cheating, considering how we broke up. . . .”

“It’s not that.”

I buried my face in his sweater, letting my bag and Noelle’s fall to the floor with a thump.

“Then what is it?” he asked, cupping my face in both his hands and tilting it up. “Reed, what’s wrong?”

How was I going to explain this to him? Where did I start? Should I reveal all about the Billings Literary Society up-front? He was not going to like it. Josh had hated Billings from the beginning, and I’m sure that he was relieved the house was gone. If he knew I’d started it up again, and that apparently starting it up had put me in danger, he was going to lose it.

“It’s Noelle,” I said finally, my voice breaking. “She’s—”

Suddenly, my phone beeped. Or was it Noelle’s phone? I dropped to the floor, scrambling around frantically, dumping the entire contents of our bags out onto the floor. Noelle’s phone was silent. Dark. But where the hell was mine?

“Looking for this?” Josh asked.

He crouched down and stood up with my phone in his hand. The screen was lit up with a text.

“It fell out of your pocket,” he said. “It’s a text.”

He did a double take as he looked at the screen, his green eyes frightened. “Reed? What the hell is this?” he asked.

I snatched the phone away from him. It was a long text, all in capital letters, and as I read it, my insides slowly turned to ice-cold granite.

WE HAVE NOELLE LANGE. IF YOU GO TO THE POLICE, SHE DIES. IF YOU GO TO HER FAMILY, SHE DIES. IF YOU GO TO THE HEADMASTER, SHE DIES. YOU WILL FOLLOW OUR EVERY INSTRUCTION TO THE LETTER, OR SHE WILL DIE. THE GAME IS ON, REED BRENNAN. THE PRIZE? NOELLE’S LIFE.
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For Lanie



SILENCE



I couldn’t sustain this for much longer. The rushing thoughts. The shallow breathing. The pounding, pounding, pounding in my brain. It made me light-headed, dizzy, and faint. All night I’d been trapped inside my eight-by-eight single room, watching the digital clock on my desk slowly count the minutes. Waiting. Waiting every moment for the phone to ring, for a text to come in. Waiting for any kind of direction.

I sat on the edge of my bed, still wearing my clothes from the night before, my palms slick with sweat as I clutched my cell phone. The same, stark message had been staring up at me all night long. Now the first pink light of morning crept through my window and still, nothing changed.

WE HAVE NOELLE LANGE. IF YOU GO TO THE POLICE, SHE DIES. IF YOU GO TO HER FAMILY, SHE DIES. IF YOU GO TO THE HEADMASTER, SHE DIES. YOU WILL FOLLOW OUR EVERY INSTRUCTION TO THE LETTER, OR SHE WILL DIE. THE GAME IS ON, REED BRENNAN. THE PRIZE? NOELLE’S LIFE.

I rose and paced across the tiny expanse of my dorm room. The message was horrifying. And baffling. Who had sent it? Why? Where had they taken Noelle? Why were they doing this to us? What did they want with Noelle? Why would anyone want her dead? I couldn’t stop thinking about the night before when my friends and I had stolen up to the Billings Chapel in the woods off campus for a meeting of our secret organization, the Billings Literary Society. Everything had been fine until the wind had taken out some of our candles. That was when the banging had started. Then the screams. In the total darkness, my Billings sisters and I had panicked, fear pulsating off us. What if I had reached for Noelle in the middle of it? Would I have been able to hold on to her? Would she still be here right now?

I shoved my free hand into my dirty brown hair, holding it back from my face. Did this have anything to do with the Billings Literary Society? Had the Billings Alums who didn’t approve of our secret society taken Noelle to prove some kind of point? If I’d never started this thing up in the first place, we wouldn’t have even been up at the chapel. Noelle would have been here on the Easton Academy campus, huddled away in her single room, studying or listening to music or tweeting about how damn boring Easton is during the winter. Was this my fault? Was this really all my fault?

But no. Someone had left the BLS book for me. Someone wanted me to re-establish the secret society. And Noelle had joined of her own free will. Besides, maybe it had nothing to do with the society. Maybe if we hadn’t been in the old Billings Chapel last night they would have taken her from her room or the library or wherever she might have been otherwise. Maybe I wasn’t to blame.

Not everything was always my fault. All evidence to the contrary.

But even if, by some slim chance, this wasn’t my fault, I was still the one who had to deal with it. I was the one the kidnappers had chosen to contact. Why? Why me? I hugged myself tightly and turned toward the opposite wall. I had to keep moving, even if I had no direction, even if everything I did was pointless. The doubting, the regret, the terror, the endless questions—it all came in waves, crashing down on my chest over and over and over again until I felt as if I couldn’t breathe.

But even worse than the hindsight was the current state of total silence. It had been seven hours since the text had come through. Seven hours of nothing. Where were these all-important instructions? If the “game” was, in fact, “on,” then it wasn’t a very exciting one. The text said that Noelle’s life depended on my doing something, but what? When were they going to tell me? What was with the extreme delay?

I let out an angry growl and hurled the phone onto the bed. Even in my frustration I had the restraint not to throw it too hard. It was, after all, my only connection to my best friend. All along the hallways of Pemberly Hall, people were starting to stir. Someone’s stereo flipped on, a hair dryer hummed a few doors down, the scent of espresso wafted my way from under my door, thanks to the new coffeemaker Ivy Slade’s roommate had received for Christmas. Outside the window, the sky was bright white now, screaming of impending snow. I blinked my dry eyes a few times, the skin around them tight and tired. What was I supposed to do? Get dressed and go about my day? Pretend as if nothing was wrong?

Or stay here and wait?

I turned and looked at the phone.

“Ring,” I said firmly under my breath. “Ring. Beep. Vibrate. Do something!”

It stared back at me, silent and dark.

“Screw this.”

I jammed open the accordion door on my closet and pulled out the first items of clothing I saw: a pair of dark green cords and a black turtleneck sweater. I was just yanking on the pants when I realized I should probably change my underwear. I shuffled over to my dresser and yanked open my underwear drawer. The red, lace tank top I had bought in New York on a dare from Noelle a few weeks earlier practically sprang out of the overpacked space. Instantly I started to cry.

There was a quick knock at the door and it started to open.

“One second!” I said, springing for it and slamming it closed again.

“Ow. Reed! It’s just me!” Ivy said.

“I’m half dressed!” I replied, trying to keep the tears out of my voice. “Hang on.”

I wiped my face with the backs of my hands and took a deep breath, rounding my shoulders and looking in the mirror. I was a complete and total wreck. Dark circles framed my bloodshot eyes. My nose was redder than the lacy underwear still clutched in my fist, and my hair was knotted and dirty around my face.

Quickly, I yanked on a pair of cotton underwear, fastened my pants around my waist, and ran a brush through my hair, pulling it back in a tight ponytail. Then I plopped a few drops of Visine in each eye, blinked at the ceiling a few times, and breathed in.

Time to start lying my ass off.

“Hey!” I said with a bright smile, opening the door. “Sorry about that. I was kind of underwear-free.”

“No problem.” Ivy stepped into the room, her dark eyes trained on my face. “Are you okay?”

She looked perfect, of course, her black hair shining on her shoulders, her ivory skin scrubbed and blushed, mascara accentuating her gorgeous eyes. She wore a black wool skirt, black knee-high boots, and a red sweater. Like today was not only a normal day, but maybe even a special one. She had her white coat slung over one arm and her Stella McCartney bag on her shoulder.

“Yeah. I just got something in my eye,” I lied, closing the door behind her. “I was trying to use drops to flush it out, but no luck.”

I scrounged an old paper napkin out of the side pocket on my messenger bag and used it to blow my nose.

“Getting stuff in your eyes is the worst.”

“Totally,” I said.

Yeah right. As opposed to, say, getting kidnapped in the middle of the night right out from under your friends’ noses? As opposed to being the person the elusive kidnappers had contacted and then forgotten about? “The worst” was kind of relative at the moment.

Ivy crossed her arms more tightly, holding her coat against her stomach, and walked casually past me into the room. She looked back at me over her shoulder with narrow, almost sly eyes. “So?”

My heart skipped erratically.

“So, what?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what “so” meant.

Her eyebrows arched. “Have you heard from Noelle?”

I turned my back to her and looked in the mirror again, my palms slick with sweat. I fished a lip gloss out of my vinyl cosmetics bag, but my hand was shaking, so I put it down. I had come up with a cover story for this, hadn’t I? Sometime around three a.m. when I’d hidden Noelle’s bag and phone under a stack of sweaters on the top shelf of my closet?

“Yeah,” I said finally. “She came by last night to get her stuff.”

“She did?” Ivy said, her tone accusatory. “Why didn’t you come tell me?” She walked up behind me, the better to glare at my reflection in the mirror.

“Sorry. It was late,” I said with a shrug. “I figured you were asleep. It’s not as if you’ve ever cared that much about Noelle anyway.”

Ivy glanced away. She couldn’t argue with that. “So what happened?”

“She had to go home for a few days. Some kind of family emergency,” I replied, steeling myself long enough to finally apply the lip gloss.

Ivy looked up at me through her long lashes. “What? That makes no sense.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. That’s what she said,” I replied, rummaging through my closet for a pair of sneakers. I wondered if she’d noticed that I’d yet to really look her in the eye.

“But then why did she disappear from the chapel? And why did she leave her bag and cell phone there?” Ivy asked, dropping her coat and bag on my bed.

“Oh, that.”

“Yeah. That,” Ivy said acerbically. Clearly she was annoyed, but I knew her annoyance was directed at Noelle and not at me. Ivy was perpetually irritated with Noelle. Or angry with her. Or full-on furious with her. It just depended on the day and the situation.

“That was a prank,” I told her, looking up briefly. “She was trying to make it look like she was grabbed or something, just to mess with us. After all the candles went out, she snuck out the back door and came down to campus to wait for us, but when she got there she got a call from her mom on her backup phone and she had to leave right away.”

Ivy’s eyes narrowed as she pondered this. My ribs rattled with each pound of my heart. She had to buy the story. She had to. It was the best one I had. The only one.

“Unbelievable,” she said finally, shaking her head. “She scared the crap out of us. God. What a total bitch.”

“I know! I know,” I said, breathing a slight sigh of relief. “I told her how everyone was freaking out. She felt really bad about it.”

“I’ll bet,” Ivy said sarcastically.

Something inside of me snapped. “I know you don’t like her, but do you really have to call her names all the time?” I demanded. “She is one of my best friends.”

Ivy looked stunned for a moment. Not surprising. I wasn’t normally big on the outbursts. But Noelle didn’t deserve to be called a bitch. Especially not now. Especially when she might already be . . .

I swallowed hard and looked at the floor. Ivy threw up her hands in surrender. “Sorry. I’ll try to control myself from now on. But if she keeps pulling crap like this I make no guarantees.”

She crossed to my bed, which was still made since I hadn’t slept at all last night, and sat down. As she leaned back on her hands she knocked my phone across the bed toward the wall. My heart flew into my throat as she turned to pick it up. The “game on” text was still up on the screen.

“I got it!” I said, lunging at her and snatching the cell away before she could look at it.

“Wow,” Ivy said. “Grab much?”

I forced a laugh that sounded more like a strangled cough, and shoved the phone into the depths of my bag.

“Come on,” I said, grabbing my coat off the back of my desk chair. “I’m starving.”

“Me too. I hope they have French toast this morning,” Ivy said, bouncing off my bed. Her total lack of sadness, foreboding, and fear made me feel even more miserable and more alone. “I seriously can’t believe Noelle, though,” she said as she slipped past me out the door, shrugging one arm into the sleeve of her coat. “Although I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. When has she ever given a crap about anyone other than herself? Sooner or later that girl is going to get hers.”

So much for controlling herself.

She shoved her other arm into her coat as I banged the door closed behind us, biting down on my tongue to keep from lashing out again or crying, or both. Laying into Ivy was not going to help Noelle. I had to try to stay calm and in control. I had to make sure I was ready for whatever was coming next.



PRIME SUSPECTS



Josh Hollis sat alone at a corner table in the dining hall, his shoulders hunched, his doughnuts untouched. But the moment Ivy and I emerged from the buffet-style food line, his posture straightened. My heart thumped extra hard. He was waiting for me. Waiting for news. Josh was the only person who knew about what had really happened to Noelle. He’d been with me when the text had come in, and from the looks of his rumpled blue sweater and waxy skin, he’d spent the night in much the same way I had: sleeplessly.

“Are you guys going to go to the Valentine’s Day dance next weekend?” Ivy asked casually.

I blinked. Dances and chocolates and flowers were about the furthest thing from my mind right then. But now that I looked around the stone-walled room, I saw that a few glittery red and pink hearts dangled from the ceiling here and there. A big white banner had been strung across the back wall, inviting us all to the annual Sweethearts Dance next Saturday night, and there was a distinctly flirtatious vibe in the air—lots of blushing and giggling and whispering.

“I don’t know,” I replied, trying not to wonder whether Noelle would even be alive next Saturday night. “I didn’t even realize it was February.”

Ivy laughed. “You need coffee. Go ahead. He’s waiting for you.” She nudged me with her elbow, carefully balancing her tray of French toast and fruit. “I’ll sit with the girls and tell them what happened with Noelle.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “Try not to bash her in the process.”

She smirked. “I’ll try.”

Normally, I might have made sure that Ivy was truly okay with me going over and sitting alone with her ex-boyfriend, who was now my current boyfriend. But today, I didn’t have it in me to be overly solicitous. I walked over to Josh’s table, dropped my tray of Cheerios down across from his tray of doughnuts, and sat.

“Anything?” he asked hopefully, raising his eyebrows.

I shook my head once. “Nope.”

His fingers found mine under the table. His green eyes were rimmed with red as he stared into mine. “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “We’re going to figure this out.”

My throat squeezed closed and fresh tears stung my eyes. All around me there was laughter and conversation and the clatter of silverware against ceramic plates. Some guy at the next table laughed so hard, apple juice came spurting out his nose. But I barely saw or heard any of it.

“How?” I asked.

“I’ve been thinking about this all night,” Josh said, releasing my hand and sitting back in his chair. “We need to start by making a list of her enemies. And yours.”

“My enemies?” I asked, the words crackling over my tongue. “Why mine?”

“Because,” Josh said, like it was so obvious, “they may have taken her, but they’re torturing you. Whoever did this either hates Noelle, or you, or both of you.”

I swallowed hard and sat back in my chair, slumping until the base of my skull rested on the top of the chair back. “Could be a long list.”

Josh smirked and reached for his coffee, glancing around surreptitiously. “You should sit up.”

“Why?” I snapped unnecessarily. Josh, however, either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

“Because whoever did this might be watching you right now,” he said, hiding his lips behind his coffee cup. “We don’t want them to know that I know what’s going on. And you also don’t want to look all desperate.”

An incredible, sweet warmth filled my chest, like someone was baking fresh cinnamon rolls in there. Thank heaven for Josh. At least he was thinking clearly. I pushed my exhausted body up until I was seated on the edge of my chair.

“I don’t know what I would do if you hadn’t been there when I got that text,” I said under my breath. I pushed my spoon into my cereal, making a show of being normal. “I don’t think I could do this alone.”

“You’re never alone,” Josh replied firmly. “Not anymore.”

“Thanks,” I said, my voice thick.

“So?” Josh prompted, taking a sip of his coffee and placing the cup down. He folded his arms on the table and glanced around. “Who are your prime suspects?”

He had a smile on his face for show, and looked for all the world as if he really could be discussing the dance.

“Well, there’s the reject table,” I said, tilting my head slightly toward the center of the room. Missy Thurber, Constance Talbot, and London Simmons—the three former Billings residents who hadn’t made the cut into the Billings Literary Society—all sat at their usual table, and they were all casting deadly glares at me as always. Josh whistled quietly.

“Wow. That last evil stare glanced off you and hit me,” he joked, shifting in his seat. “But what do you mean, the reject table? Since when are those guys rejects? I mean, I know Missy isn’t your favorite person, but I thought you and Constance were all buddy-buddy, at least.”

My heart skipped ten thousand beats. Josh didn’t know about the Billings Literary Society. It was, after all, a secret. But almost all my prime suspects, as he called them, were somehow related to the BLS. If he was going to help me find Noelle, he had to know. Not everything, but at least the basics.

I took a deep breath and sat forward. “I kind of started a secret society,” I whispered.

“What?!” Josh blurted.

Half the dining hall went silent and turned to stare. Josh’s face turned bright red and he leaned forward, so close our foreheads almost touched.

“What?” he hissed quietly.

“It’s a long story,” I said. “But basically, there are only eleven members, so some of my friends”—I pronounced the last word through my teeth as I cast my glance toward the reject table—“didn’t get in.”

“Whoa.”

Josh picked up a doughnut, and took a big bite. “That’s a motive.”

“Kind of, yeah,” I said, chewing on my bottom lip.

“You are going to tell me more about this later,” he said, powdered sugar clinging to his lips.

“We’ll see,” I said hesitantly.

“Okay. Who else?” he asked.

“Well, some of the Billings Alumnae threatened us recently,” I said, poking at a few Cheerios with my spoon. “They blame us for Billings House being torn down.”

“Which ones?” Josh asked.

“Paige Ryan, Susan Llewellyn, and Demetria Rosewell,” I replied.

Another whistle from Josh. “Can’t get more connected than that. The Rosewells own half the defense contracts in the country. She could probably order up her own team of Navy SEALs if she wanted. Could you imagine if a team of SEALs grabbed Noelle? She could be in Kuwait by now.”

I dropped my spoon. It clanged loudly against the edge of my bowl. “Really not making me feel better here, Josh,” I said.

“Sorry. Sorry.” He placed what was left of his doughnut down on his plate and raised his hands in surrender. “Anyone else?”

Just then there was a loud, familiar guffaw from the direction of the food line. I turned to look and saw Gage Coolidge yucking it up with Sawyer and Graham Hathaway—two guys who had been my friends until Graham had pummeled Josh for a past offense against his sister, Jen, who passed away last summer. And until I had broken Sawyer’s heart by getting back together with Josh. All three of them froze in their tracks and stopped laughing when they saw me and Josh. Then Gage slapped Graham’s chest with the back of his hand and led him off in the opposite direction. Sawyer stood there for a moment, looking at me in this sort of forlorn way, before ducking his blond head and trudging after them.

“I guess he kind of hates me right now,” I said, facing forward again.

“Sawyer?” Josh asked. “You think he’s the evil mastermind behind this?”

I gave him a small, sad, smile. “Not really. But I’ve been fooled before.”

Josh and I looked at each other for a long moment, thinking of all the people we’d lost . . . and of all the people we’d trusted who’d turned out to be completely bat-crap crazy.

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I guess Gage has chosen the Hathaway brothers over me,” Josh said.

“Wow. A major loss,” I joked flatly.

“It’s definitely a blow,” Josh replied, a teasing glint in his eye.

We both smiled wanly at our halfhearted attempt at lightness. Then I took a sip of my juice and looked away, feeling guilty for even trying when Noelle was out there somewhere suffering.

“I’d say this Billings Alumnae thing is your best bet,” Josh said, wiping his fingers on a napkin. “Those women have money, power, connections, and a crap load of time on their hands. Plus, if they still care about a dorm enough to threaten you, then clearly they’ve got some serious issues.”

“You’re right,” I said. “One of them just might be crazy enough to do something like this.” A slight thrill of excitement edged out some of the dread from my heart. Now we were getting somewhere. If I could go on the offensive, take some control over the situation, maybe I could end this thing before it even really got started. “I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Just be careful, Reed,” Josh said. “These people clearly aren’t messing around. I don’t think I could take it if you disappeared on me.”

“Understood,” I said, reaching for his hand and lacing my fingers through his. “But don’t worry. I promise I’ve put my damsel in distress days behind me.”



FIRST ASSIGNMENT



This was probably a very bad idea. An extremely very bad idea. But as I trudged through the woods alone that night, my hood drawn over my head, my face bent toward the ground against the swirling snow, I was certain it was also the right thing to do. Paige Ryan knew something. Why else would she have agreed to meet me so easily? Why else would she have even picked up the phone when I’d called? The girl hated my guts for “stealing” Upton Giles away from her and her friends down on St. Barths over Christmas break. She hated me for the fact that her mother had been locked up for trying—repeatedly—to murder me.

Yeah. The girl had a skewed sense of right and wrong.

But the point is, there was no reason for her to take a call from me. Which could only mean one thing: Paige knew where Noelle was. And tonight, I was going to get her to tell me. I’d already had to lie to Headmaster Hathaway today when he’d cornered me after classes, asking why Noelle had missed the entire day. Call me crazy, but I had a feeling he didn’t actually believe me when I’d told him she’d taken a mental health day and gone to Bliss Spa in the city. I had to find Noelle fast, because if he kept asking, I wasn’t going to be able to keep up the “tell no one” rule for very long. And if I cracked, the kidnappers were clear on what would happen. The words “SHE DIES” were pretty much permanently emblazoned across my mind’s eye.

As I stepped into the freezing cold Billings Chapel, I felt a surge of strength. This was my home turf, and they’d come in here and sullied it. Snatched away my best friend right out from under my nose. Just by telling Paige to meet me here I was reclaiming the upper ground. Showing them I would not be intimidated. That I wasn’t afraid.

A loud creak sounded in the darkness to my right and I screeched, nearly jumping out of my skin.

Okay, so maybe I was a little bit afraid.

The wind howled overhead and I took a breath.

“There’s a storm, you idiot,” I whispered to myself. “Things in this old building are going to creak and moan. Just calm down.”

I pulled out a book of matches from my coat pocket and walked to the first wall sconce near the back right pew. My ankles shook, but I stayed the course and lit the candle, then quickly walked along the wall, headed toward the pulpit at the front, lighting half a dozen more along the way.

I looked across the small chapel. The freshly waxed dark wood pews shone and the plank floors were free of grime. The soft glow of the candlelight lent a distinct warmth to the cozy room. I stood there for a moment, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath, waiting for a sense of calm to descend over me. Waiting to feel that comforting, looked-after feeling I always had here. As if the original Billings Girls were looking down on me, encouraging me. As if they were on my side.

But I felt nothing—nothing but a chill that shot through me by a stiff wind from a broken window.

I opened my eyes and sat down hard on the raised platform around the pulpit. Alone. I was totally and completely alone. And so was Noelle. She was out there somewhere, terrified, waiting for someone to come save her. I knew exactly what that felt like. That incredible sense of desperation. When I had been left to die on a deserted island in St. Barths I had started to hallucinate. Started to think I would be better off dead. Started to think no one out in the real world even cared I was gone. That depth of despair was not something I would wish upon my worst enemy, let alone my best friend.

I hugged my knees to my chest and rested my chin between them.

I’m going to find you, Noelle. Just stay strong.

Then the wind whistled through the eaves again. Up in the rafters, a pair of crows I hadn’t noticed before flapped their wings noisily, as if mocking me.

“Oh, why don’t you just fly south for the winter already?” I shouted up at them.

They were wrong. Paige was going to tell me what she knew. I was going to make sure of that. This would all be over by morning.

The arched chapel door creaked open and Paige stepped inside, cursing under her breath. She shoved the door closed with some effort, blocking out the wind. I jumped to my feet, adrenaline pumping as she dusted snow off the sleeves of her black cashmere coat. Finally, she drew the gray knit cap from her auburn hair as she turned around.

“God! Could this place be more impossible to get to?” she snapped. Her stiletto-heeled boots—not exactly the best gear for hiking snow-covered hills at night—click-clacked against the floor, the sound echoing through the chapel as she walked to the center of the aisle. “I could have died out there.”

There were just way too many good comebacks to that one. About Noelle potentially dying out there right now. About the number of times I’d almost died at her mother’s hand. About how I’d like to wring her throat for all the crap she’d pulled on the island, not to mention her current crime. But I just swallowed all the words cramming my throat. I said nothing, hoping my silence and serious glare would intimidate her.

“So?” she said, turning her gloved palms out. “Let’s have it.”

I blinked. “Have what?”

“Your capitulation,” Paige said. “That is why you called me, right?”

“My capitulation? What the hell are you talking about?” I demanded, stepping toward her. “I called you about Noelle.”

“Noelle? Why? Is she here?” Paige looked around and then laughed. “Oh, this’ll be good. I’d love to get an apology from Her Majesty. Noelle!” she sang. “Come out, come out wherever you are!”

I was so confused I actually stood there for a moment with my jaw hanging open. So much for the position of authority. I looked like the town idiot, the dumbfounded subject of the punch line.

“If this is your idea of a joke—”

“Reed, you’re the one who called me, remember?” Paige replied, whipping her cell phone out of her Prada bag and checking for messages. “Now, clearly you’ve decided to give up your little Billings project, whatever that was, but clearly I wouldn’t be here unless you wanted something in return. So what is it? What are your petty little demands?”

“My petty little . . . ” I gritted my teeth together, clenched my fists, and prayed for patience. “Paige, this isn’t a joke. Where the hell is Noelle?”

“She’s not here?” Paige said blankly, jerking her head to look behind her. Her auburn curls twitched around her face.

A cold sense of realization washed through me. I was utterly and completely wrong. Paige had no idea where Noelle was. Had no idea she was even missing. There was no way she was a good enough actress to fake this level of cluelessness. She thought that I’d merely summoned her here to tell her I was giving up the BLS—that the lame-ass threats she and her fellow alums had made against me and my sisters had worked. This whole undertaking was pointless.

“I have to go,” I said, brushing by her.

“Wait. You have got to be kidding me,” Paige said. “That’s it? You have nothing else to say to me?”

I turned on my heel to look at her, my face aflame with anger, frustration, and despair. “Yeah. The next time you’re visiting the prison down in Virginia, tell your mom I said ‘Hi.’”

Then I turned and stormed out into the cold, not even bothering to cover up this time. The Billings Alums didn’t have Noelle. Or if they did, they hadn’t told Paige about it. So who the hell had done this? And where were they keeping Noelle?

I emerged from the tree line, the stone buildings and winking lights of the Easton campus spread out below me at the bottom of the snow-covered hill, as if all were right in the world. Then I heard a jingle. My breath caught and I paused. Nothing. It was just the wind playing tricks on me. But then I heard it again. It was my phone. I was so riled up that I didn’t even recognize the sound of my own phone. Biting down on my tongue, I fumbled in my pocket for my cell, nearly dropping it in the snowdrift. Snowflakes clung to my eyelashes and the wind bit at my nose as I narrowed my blurred eyes and tried to read.

THE GAME BEGINS NOW. IF YOU EVER WANT TO SEE NOELLE ALIVE AGAIN, YOU WILL HAVE TO COMPLETE FOUR ASSIGNMENTS. DO EXACTLY AS WE SAY AND TELL NO ONE. ASSIGNMENT NUMBER ONE: HAVE GRANDMOTHER LANGE SIGN A LETTER EXCUSING NOELLE FROM SCHOOL FOR THE NEXT TWO WEEKS. NO FAXING, TEXTING, OR E-MAILS ALLOWED. GRANDMOTHER LANGE MUST BE APPROACHED IN PERSON. THE LETTER MUST BE AN ORIGINAL, WITH AN ORIGINAL SIGNATURE. NO FORGERIES ACCEPTED. WE’LL BE WATCHING YOU.

My lungs completely emptied out, ice-cold dread seeping through my body. I glanced over my shoulder at the snow-laden trees. Could Paige have sent this text? She’d had her phone out when I’d walked away from her. Maybe she was screwing with me. If someone was watching me right now, it had to be her. She was the only one out here.

Or was she?

I closed my eyes against a crippling stab of terror and told myself to breathe. No one else was out here. No one even knew where I was other than Josh. The kidnappers were just trying to scare me. And I was not going to let them.

When I opened my eyes again and looked around, all I saw were trees, snow, and the campus below. Paige could not have sent the text. I had to go with my gut. The girl knew nothing. She knew less than nothing.

A gust of wind knocked me sideways and I reached back, pulling my hood over my head. Huddling against the wide trunk of an old elm tree, I bent over the phone and read the message again. This made no sense. Okay, yes, I understood why the kidnapper wanted Noelle excused from school. If she wasn’t, the faculty and administration would get suspicious and start asking questions—especially at Easton, where they had been trained by experience to be severely paranoid. But why would they want me to get a note from Grandma Lange? Noelle had two parents, alive and well. Shouldn’t they be the ones to get her excused from school?

I gritted my teeth. It didn’t matter whether it made sense. It was my task, and I had to complete it. Noelle’s life was on the line.

I put my phone away, ducked my head, and started the long trudge back to campus, trying all the way not to look back over my shoulder. Trying to ignore the sinking sense that someone was, in fact, watching my every step.



REVENGE



“Reed! Oh my God! You have to stop them!”

Amberly Carmichael accosted me the second I speed-walked through the door to Pemberly, and as tense as I was, my heart practically vaulted up my throat and out my mouth.

“Stop who?” I said, clenching my fists to keep from bursting into flames or tears or just screaming my head off. I inhaled slowly then exhaled, trying to calm my frayed, paranoid nerves.

“Them!” Amberly threw her hand out toward the lounge. That was when I saw that she was not alone. Kiki Rosen, Astrid Chou, Vienna Clarke, and Tiffany Goubourne were all seated on the old, fading brocade couches, coats off, Coffee Carma cups on the coffee table before them. “They’re totally plotting against Noelle.”

My head went light as I stepped into the room. Join the club.

Tiffany rolled her brown eyes toward the ceiling. “We’re not plotting against her. We just want our revenge,” she said with a conspiratorial smile.

The door slammed behind me and I jumped.

“Revenge on whom?” Ivy asked. She’d just come in from outside and was now hovering behind me in her white coat. She tugged her black leather gloves from her fingers and gave me a questioning look.

“Noelle,” Astrid replied, popping her gum.

Ivy laughed, her eyes bright. “I’m so very in.” She walked over to the nearest couch and sat down next to Tiffany.

My stomach twisted itself up like a cats’ cradle, changing formations every two seconds. I lowered myself into an empty chair, weak from the many scares of the past ten minutes. “Revenge for what?”

“For that ridiculous prank she played on us last night,” Vienna said, like it was so obvious. She flicked her thick, highlighted hair over her shoulder and crossed her skinny-jeans-clad legs at the knee. “I mean, I practically had a heart attack.”

“I think I did have a heart attack,” Amberly said, touching her fingertips to her neck. She walked up behind my chair. “See? My pulse is still elevated.”

“Then I don’t get why you won’t let us use you,” Kiki said, lifting her legs and dropping her feet, one at a time, atop the coffee table. Her heavy black boots each came down with a bang. The coffee cups jumped.

“Because! I think what you’re planning is unusually cruel and besides . . . it’s Noelle,” Amberly said, flouncing around my chair and sitting down on the arm.

“So you’re just afraid of Noelle,” Astrid said. “You’re a patsy, is what you’re saying.”

The other girls snickered.

“I’m not afraid of her,” Amberly pouted, sliding her long blond hair through her fingers over and over again. “It’s just that she’s been one of my best friends for, like, ever.”

Tiffany and I exchanged a look. We both knew Noelle didn’t think of Amberly as a friend so much as a lap dog.

“I don’t want to do this to her,” Amberly added.

“Do what, exactly?” I asked wearily.

Tiffany sat forward at this. “We were thinking that when she gets back, we should tell her that Amberly’s in the hospital. That the whole ordeal fried her delicate nerves and she had to be medicated.”

“Vienna’s boyfriend’s brother is interning at Easton Hospital and he said he could get us an empty room and hook up some machines to beep and stuff. Make it look real,” Astrid added.

“We could even put her in a straitjacket,” Kiki said with a smirk, eyeing Amberly. “That would be awesome.”

Amberly paled. My face screwed up in disgust. “That’s sick!”

“And scaring the shit out of all of us by pretending to be kidnapped is, what? Normal behavior?” Vienna snapped.

“You guys, just no. You can’t do this,” I said, standing up so fast I almost knocked Amberly over. “You don’t know . . . you don’t understand . . . . ”

“Understand what, Reed?” Astrid asked. “That Noelle thinks she can get away with anything? I thought we were all equals now. If we get her back it’s like—”

“It’s like proving that we are,” Kiki said. “Equals, I mean.”

I paced around the back of the chair, my pulse pounding in my ears, my very hair follicles sizzling with anger and fear and frustration. They had no idea where Noelle really was right now, what she was really going through. This whole thing was so wrong, so petty, such a huge, stupid waste of time. Why was I even here? Why was I even listening to this when I had more important things to do?

Like saving Noelle’s life.

But I couldn’t say any of this. Couldn’t tell them what I was really thinking or feeling. The frustration was such agony, I wanted to punch something.

I glanced over at them and saw that Ivy was watching me very carefully. Almost like she could read my mind, or at least my mood. I grabbed on to that glance, held on to it for dear life, silently begged her to just help me.

“Reed’s right. It’s no good,” Ivy said.

“What?” Vienna blurted, crossing her arms over her chest. “I thought you’d jump on the bandwagon like your pants were on fire.”

“I can see why you’d think that, but I don’t know,” Ivy replied, looking me right in the eye. “Noelle had to go home for a family emergency, right?” she asked.

I nodded mutely, unable to speak past the lump in my throat.

“So isn’t it kind of cruel to attack her right when she gets back?” Ivy asked. “I mean, who knows what she might be dealing with right now? We’re supposed to be her friends.”

I could tell it took some effort for her to mention herself among Noelle’s friends, and I was beyond grateful for it.

“Yeah, but—”

“Besides, I hate to point out the obvious, you guys, but your prank kind of sucks,” Ivy said, standing and gathering her things. “I mean, we all know Amberly’s a delicate flower, but going catatonic in a mental ward because of a prank? Noelle would never believe that, even if you had Dr. Phil come in here and swear to it.”

“It’s not that bad,” Astrid muttered, sitting back in her chair, her cheeks pink. Clearly it was her idea.

“Yeah. It is,” Ivy said bluntly. “You guys give me a couple of days and I promise I’ll come up with something way better. Something we can pull on her later when she least expects it,” she said, giving me a steady look.

Thank you, I said with my eyes.

She gave me a small smile in return. She was doing this for me, not for Noelle. But either way, I didn’t care.

“Agreed?” I asked the crowd, my voice a croak.

“Agreed!” Amberly chirped, jumping to her feet.

The girls all looked at one another. “Agreed,” they said reluctantly.

Relief flooded my veins. I had never loved Ivy more.



CAT BURGLAR



“Wow. So, you’ve done this before,” Josh joked as he stuck his head through the basement window of Hull Hall. I had just shimmied through the narrow space and dropped to the floor without hesitation, landing easily and soundlessly on my feet.

“Kind of,” I replied.

I’d done it last fall when Noelle, Ariana Osgood, Kiran Hayes, and Taylor Bell had dared me to as a way to prove myself to Billings. I’d done it again with Dash McCafferty when we’d been trying to figure out who’d killed Thomas Pearson. And I’d done it a few times last month with my friends, when we’d held the first secret meetings leading up to the initiation of the Billings Literary Society.

If the whole Ivy League thing didn’t work out, I was going to have to consider a career as a cat burglar.

Josh turned around and slid through the window feetfirst, his long legs dangling for a moment before he got up the guts to drop down. When he hit the cement floor, his knees buckled and he fell into me. I caught him awkwardly with my arms around his back and his face pressed into my shoulder.

“Well. That was emasculating,” he joked, his green eyes shining as he straightened up.

I smiled, giving him a placating pat on the shoulder. “No worries,” I whispered. “I still love you.” We both blushed. We didn’t throw the word “love” around lightly or too often. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

Together we crept over to the door. Josh held up a hand—taking the lead in an attempt to regain his manliness, I guessed—and opened it himself, wincing when it let out a loud creak. He peered into the hall then motioned for me to follow him. I smiled and shook my head at the huge streak of white paint across the back of his right pant leg. I’d told him to dress in all black, but I could never trust my artist boyfriend to wear any piece of clothing that wasn’t marred by paint.

If someone was, in fact, always watching me, they could have spotted both of us by a country mile with that streak glowing in the dark. A chill shot straight through me and the smile dropped from my lips. At least now we were safely inside, away from prying eyes.

The back stone stairwell was even colder than the air outside, and we quickly raced up the steps, taking them two at a time. Once in the main hall, we stayed close to the wall until we got to the bottom of the wide oak staircase. Josh looked both ways and nodded. We flew up to the second floor, sprinting noisily down the hall to the headmaster’s office at the very end.

“Hang on,” Josh whispered, placing his hand on the old brass doorknob. He rested his ear against the thick wooden door and listened.

“No one’s in there,” I said. “It’s after midnight.”

“I don’t know about you, but Double H has always struck me as a workaholic,” Josh said. Double H was the nickname we had for Headmaster Hathaway, Sawyer and Graham’s dad, who had taken over as the head of the school at the beginning of the semester. When Josh, Graham, and Sawyer had been at St. James Academy together, Mr. Hathaway had been the headmaster there, too, so Josh had more experience with the man than I did. And he had a point. The man had “work is my life” written all over him.

Slowly, carefully, Josh opened the door and looked inside. The outer office was dark, so we slipped in and closed the door behind us. Luckily, the entryway to the headmaster’s office, which was directly across the room, was open too. Moonlight shone in through the tall, wide windows.

“All clear,” Josh said.

“You’ve seen too many cop movies.” I elbowed him with a smirk, trying to cover up my nerves. Yanking out the chair behind the secretary’s desk, I booted up her computer and waited for the Easton Academy home page to load.

“How are you going to get in?” Josh asked, leaning one hand on the desk.

“I still have Lance Reagan’s secret code,” I told him.

“Lance Reagan’s what now?” he asked.

I glanced at him over my shoulder. “I thought all the Ketlar boys had it.”

Josh’s brow knit. “I’ve never even heard of it,” he said, pouting.

“Oh,” I said, blushing. “Sorry.”

“Can it get you into any computer on campus?” Josh asked.

“Yep.” I nodded.

“How did you get it?” Josh asked, standing up straight and crossing his arms over his chest.

My face burned and I turned my attention to the computer. Josh would not like hearing about me and Dash sneaking in here alone, nor about the fact that Dash had shared this boys-only secret with me and not him. Especially considering Josh and I had broken up just a few months afterward when he’d caught me and Dash kissing at the Legacy. We’d been drugged at the time, but still. It wasn’t a favorite memory for either of us.

“I’m just that connected,” I said casually, my fingers flying over the keyboard. I hit enter and the computer beeped ominously.

INVALID PASSWORD. PLEASE RE-ENTER YOUR PASSWORD NOW.

My heart sunk to my toes. “Crap. They must have figured it out and blocked it.”

“Let’s try Hathaway’s computer,” Josh suggested, moving toward the other office.

“Why? What makes you think you can get into his?”

Josh settled in behind the wide desk while I stood tentatively in the doorway. “He’s a dad. Dads always use their kids’ birthdays as passwords.”

Huh. I wondered if my dad did that. And if so, did he use mine or my brother, Scott’s?

“And what? You know Sawyer and Graham’s birthdays?” I asked. A few embers glowed in the big, stone fireplace on the far side of the room, and I got a chill as I remembered being interrogated by Headmaster Cromwell in front of that fireplace earlier this school year, on the night Cheyenne Martin was killed.

“No. But I know Jen’s,” Josh said.

My heart twisted. Jen Hathaway had been Josh’s girlfriend at St. James.

Josh hit enter. There was another ugly beep.

“Damn,” he said. “Didn’t work.”

“Maybe he’s got the boys’ birthdays on his paper calendar.” I nudged the rolling chair he sat in with my hip so I could flip through the blotter-style calendar atop the headmaster’s desk. There were all kinds of appointments listed—meetings with the board every Monday, a founder’s luncheon in March, a budget meeting every month—but no birthdays.

“Nothing personal anywhere,” I groused.

“Told you he’s a workaholic,” Josh said.

Downstairs, a door slammed. We both gasped and my hand flew to my mouth.

“What else could it be?” Josh whispered urgently, his fingers poised over the keyboard.

Suddenly an idea popped into my mind. An idea that was way too morbid to work, but it was all I had. “What about the day Jen died?” I whispered.

Josh looked at me in almost an accusatory way. Like he was ashamed that my brain could even go there.

“Do you know when it was?” I said, ignoring his look. “Sometime last summer . . . . ”

“I know,” he said quietly.

“Just try it,” I hissed.

He did. His fingers hovered for a second above the enter key, but when he finally hit it, the welcome screen came to life.

“It worked. I can’t believe it worked,” he said. “Hathaway’s even more twisted than you are.”

There was another slam. Closer this time. Josh and I froze. Then came the distinct sound of whistling, and the squeak of unoiled wheels moving closer and closer and closer. For a split second there was silence. And then the door to the outer office opened.

“Shit,” Josh whispered.

He hit the floor and jammed himself in under the desk. I couldn’t move. Terror took hold as the whistling echoed eerily off the high ceilings in the outer office.

“Reed!” Josh whispered, groping for my hand. He yanked on my fingers and I dove down, my knees slamming into the hardwood floor. I whimpered in pain as I curled into a ball and crammed in next to him.

Janitor, Josh mouthed as we heard the sound of a garbage can being slammed against another while it was being emptied.

The whistling grew louder. The janitor was coming in. His feet shuffled along the floor and he let out a groan as he lifted the headmaster’s garbage can. He walked out into the secretary’s office with it, knocked it against the larger can, then came back and replaced it. Throughout this entire enterprise, I didn’t breathe once. Josh’s hand clutched mine so hard I thought he was going to dislocate my fingers. Then the outer office door closed, the wheels squeaked again, and the whistling faded away.

“Oh. My. God,” I whispered.

Josh nodded, his face millimeters from mine. “Let’s get this info already and get the hell out of here.”

We crawled out and I stood up, taking a deep breath. Quickly, I brought up the student information folder and found Noelle’s file. In it was the contact information for her parents, as well as all three of her living grandparents. Noelle’s grandmother, Lenora Lange, was listed as an alumna of Easton, and also of Billings House. I scrolled to her address and phone number and my heart completely stopped.

“Sonofa—” Josh exhaled over my shoulder.

Grandmother Lange lived in Paris, France.



FRIEND WITH BENEFITS



I stared at the bank balance on my computer on Friday morning, wondering if what was left of my Billings Fund money would be enough to cover a round-trip ticket to Paris, which was, of course, the least of my worries. If I was going to do this, I was going to have to get off campus, which required an excuse and a pass. And even if I did manage to get that, I was going to have to find a way to get to the airport, and a way to get to Mrs. Lange after that. Not to mention I had to figure out how the hell I was going to explain to the old woman—whom I’d never met—that I’d just flown across the Atlantic to get an excuse note for Noelle, when I could have simply gone to her parents in New York, and when I had no idea where Noelle herself was.

My head dropped and my forehead pressed into the keyboard as I moaned in desperation. If only I knew someone in France, preferably someone who knew Noelle and her family. Where was Kiran Hayes these days? Didn’t models spend, like, 75 percent of their time in Paris? I lifted my head again, a twitter of hope inside my heart. But then, if I called Kiran, I’d have to explain. And she would completely freak out if she knew Noelle was missing. Besides, I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. What I really needed was someone who would just do this for me, no questions asked.

Someone European.

I laughed mournfully at my own silly turn of thoughts. Like I, Reed Brennan from Croton, Pennsylvania, was supertight with anyone, anywhere in Europe. And then it hit me like an arrow to the chest.

Upton Giles.

My very fingertips tingled and I bit my bottom lip in excitement. I could call Upton. Upton would do anything for me. He’d both said and proven so more than once. He may not have been in France, but he was in England, which was a hell of a lot closer to Paris than Easton, Connecticut.

I glanced at the clock. It was 7:15 a.m. here, which meant it was 12:15 p.m. there. Could I possibly be lucky enough to find him in his dorm room? It was worth a shot.

I quickly opened up Skype and dialed Upton’s number. It rang a few times while I looked at the hold screen and then, all of a sudden, he was there. Smiling, shirtless, Upton Giles leaned over his desk as he hit the keyboard to answer my call.

“Reed! What a fantastic surprise!”

I got an extreme close-up of his bare chest as he sat down at his desk, and then his gorgeous face was in full view again. Already, I was blushing. I may have been completely committed to Josh now, but that didn’t mean I was immune to Upton’s world-renowned hotness.

“Hi, Upton. It’s good to see you. But is there a reason you’re shirtless at noon?” I joked.

He laughed that carefree Upton-y laugh. “Do I offend?” he said, opening his arms wide.

I blushed even harder, remembering exactly what it felt like to be in those arms, leaning against that chest, listening to the beat of his heart.

Okay, Reed. Focus. This is not about that right now. This is about Noelle.

“Not at all,” I said. “But Upton, I’m actually calling because I need a favor. A huge, important favor.”

Upton’s expression grew serious. “What is it?”

“Is there any possible way you could go to Paris?” I asked, biting my lip again, this time out of extreme doubt. “Like, today?”

Upton laughed while I stayed deadly silent. “Wait. You’re serious.”

“There’s this kind of a scavenger hunt thing going on at school,” I said, making things up on the fly, “and the prize is . . . well, it’s something I really want. But there’s something I’m supposed to get from Paris,” I told him.

“What is it?” Upton asked.

“I have to get a note from Noelle’s grandmother excusing her from school for the next two weeks,” I said. “And I need it overnighted to me.”

There was no way he was ever going to buy this. The whole thing sounded so ridiculous, even to my own ears, that I half expected him to ask what drugs I was experimenting with.

“Why would you need to get that?” he asked. “Sounds more like something Noelle would have to get.”

“Well, we’re a team,” I told him, surprised at how easily the lies were rolling off my tongue. “The two of us.”

“Oh. Okay, then,” he said, lifting one shoulder. “Why not? I could go for some authentic croque monsieur. Plus, I worship Lenora. She’s a total minx, that one.”

“You know Noelle’s grandmother?” I asked, surprised.

“Of course I do,” Upton said, clearly surprised. “Our families go way back, remember?”

“So you think she’d be okay with this?” I asked.

“Are you kidding?” Upton said. “Woman’s got a latent wild streak that burns brighter than Noelle’s does. But Noelle could have told you all this. Is she even there?”

“Not right now,” I said, swallowing at a sudden tightness in my throat. “I came up with the idea to call you on my own.”

“Oh, okay. Well, tell her it’s done. And if she has any messages to relay to Grandma, have her text me.”

I swallowed again, my throat now filled with a heavy mix of gratitude, guilt, and fear. Noelle wasn’t going to be texting anyone any time soon. She might never see her grandmother again. That was, unless this crazy plan of mine worked. “Upton, thank you so much. Really. You’re a lifesaver.”

“I don’t know about that,” he said. “But this’ll be fun.”

“Whatever you say,” I replied with a grin. “Thanks, Upton.”

Just then there was a quick rap on my door and it started to open.

“No worries, Reed. Cheers!” Upton said as Josh walked into my room. Josh took one look at the screen and stopped in his tracks. My face burned brighter than the winter sun outside my window.

“Bye!” I replied as I slapped the laptop closed.

I turned around in my chair, my heart pounding in my temples and my palms slick with sweat. Josh looked at me quizzically. How much of Upton’s half-naked body had he actually seen?

“Who was that?” he asked.

“No one. Just an old friend,” I replied. “He lives in England and he knows the Langes, so he’s going to help us get the excuse note.”

“Oh,” Josh said, his voice flat. “That’s good, then.”

“Good? It’s incredible. Now I don’t have to find a way to get to Paris and back today. Not to mention a way to pay for it.” I got up and tried to go about getting my things together as if everything was normal, but Josh was still staring at me.

“Yeah. I’d say that’s definitely a plus,” he said eventually. “So, ready for breakfast?”

“Yeah,” I replied, avoiding eye contact as I grabbed my coat and slipped by him out the door. I glanced back at my computer, as if Upton was going to be sitting there, shirtless and waving at me. “Let’s get out of here.”



MISSION ACCOMPLISHED



I sat on the stone bench outside the Easton student post office on Saturday morning. I kicked at the snow, waiting for the FedEx truck to arrive. Upton had texted me to let me know my package would be here, but it couldn’t come fast enough. Noelle had already missed two days of school with no explanation. What if Headmaster Hathaway had called her parents? What if he was calling them right this very moment? I imagined a helicopter blowing all the snow off the trees as it landed in the center of the quad, and Noelle’s handsome father stepping out, the picture of concern and determination, ready to consult with the FBI task force, ready to do anything and spare no expense to find his daughter.

Which would, of course, make it look like I’d broken the whole “don’t tell her parents” rule. Yeah. If this didn’t work, I was screwed.

A frigid breeze stung my face and I tugged my scarf up over my nose. I should have gone inside the post office and warmed up, but I wanted to see the truck arrive. I needed to be there when it pulled up.

After what seemed like an Antarctic eternity, I heard the rumble of an engine. A white truck came around the bend, its sides caked with muddy snow splatters. It ground to a stop behind the post office and the driver yanked on the emergency brake, leaving the engine idling. After he’d gathered his deliveries from the back, I ran for the door of the post office and held it open for him.

Please just don’t let there have been any mix-ups, I thought silently as I pressed my lips into a tight smile. Please, please, please let it be there.

“Thanks,” the delivery guy said, eyeing me with surprise. I guess not a lot of private school girls had held doors open for him in the past.

“No problem.”

I stood on my toes, trying to see the names on his armful of packages. He held them tighter to his chest and shot me an admonishing glance.

Biting back my frustration, I trailed him over to the mail window. Mrs. Morrison, the most elderly of all the elderly mail people employed by Easton Academy, groaned as she pushed herself off her stool and placed her Sudoku puzzle and pencil down behind the counter. I knew the protocol. Mrs. Morrison had to log everything in first before my package could be signed over to me. If there was, in fact, a package for me.

I bounced up and down on my toes in an attempt to bring some feeling back into them. Also because I couldn’t have stayed still if a sumo wrestler had walked into the room, thrown me to the floor, and sat down on my chest.

The FedEx guy placed five packages down on the countertop–two boxes and three flat letters. My heart seized up when I spied Upton’s scrawled handwriting on one of the envelopes. I clutched my gloved hands together, doing all I could do to keep from snatching it.

“Do you mind, miss?” the delivery dude asked, glancing down at me. “You’re a little close.”

“Sorry,” I said, mortified. I backed away and waited for him and Mrs. Morrison to complete the transaction, then gave him an apologetic smile as he left the office.

“Here you go, Miss Brennan,” Mrs. Morrison croaked, her voice hoarse from about sixty years of cigarette smoking. She pushed the letter across the small countertop to me and I quickly signed the slip. “What is it that’s got you so bouncy? A love letter?” she asked, raising one eyebrow slyly.

“Something like that,” I replied. I turned around, tearing into the envelope like a rabid dog. Inside was a sealed, cream-colored envelope with the words “Headmaster Hathaway, Easton Academy” written in flowing script across the front, along with a note from Upton. The whole package smelled of lavender. It wafted up from the envelope, filling my senses and enveloping me like a hug. Somehow it made me feel calm, and a smile lit my face as I unfolded Upton’s note.

Mission accomplished, beautiful. I do so love a visit with Lenora. She’s an incredible woman. I told her she’d like you and she said she hopes to meet you one day. I think you two have a lot in common. Hope you win the scavenger hunt.

Love,

Upton

I smiled and tucked the note into my bag, wondering what on Earth I could possibly have in common with Mrs. Lange.

“Thanks, Mrs. Morrison!” I trilled, feeling momentarily peppy now that I had the note in my possession. She lifted a hand, her eyes already trained on her puzzle. I took a deep breath and headed back out into the cold. Upton may have accomplished his part of the mission, but I still had to complete mine.

I quickly trudged across the snow-laced stone walkway to Hull Hall and strode right through the front door. My boots left wet treads on the hardwood floor. The closer I got to the headmaster’s office on the second level, the faster I moved. I was so eager to get this over with I could barely breathe. I tried to quell my nerves as I passed through the deserted outer office. It seemed the headmaster had given his secretary the day off.

The door to Mr. Hathaway’s private space was open. He sat in a high-backed chair by the fire, going over some papers, his feet up on the ornate marble-topped coffee table. I knocked on the open door and walked in, my throat dry. Even if this somehow worked and Mr. Hathaway accepted this excuse note, how were the kidnappers going to know? Was I supposed to text them back and tell them I’d finished the task? But I supposed that was a hurdle I could jump once I’d cleared this one.

“Hello, Reed,” Mr. Hathaway said, laying his stack of papers down and placing his feet on the floor. “What brings you to my office on a Saturday morning?”

I strode toward him across the Oriental rug, trying to appear as if everything was fine and normal. “Noelle asked me to give you this.”

Headmaster Hathaway eyed the envelope for a moment before plucking it from my grasp. He picked up a silver letter opener from the coffee table and slit it open with such precision it barely even made a ripping noise. The swift action made me gulp.

Please let this work, I thought again, clutching my gloved hands together in front of me as his eyes flicked over the page. Please, please, please let this work. I had a feeling I was going to be doing a lot of silent begging in the immediate, foreseeable future.

Finally Mr. Hathaway cleared his throat. He refolded the letter and tucked it back into its envelope. Hours seemed to pass before he looked up at me and spoke.

“Kindly tell Miss Lange that, in the future, she is to deliver her excuses to me herself,” he said.

Then he turned back to his paperwork and crossed his ankles on the table once more. I hesitated. What, exactly, did that mean? Was she excused from classes or not?

“Um, Mr. Hathaway? I’m sorry to bother you, but I just—”

“Don’t worry, Reed,” he replied, lifting a dismissive hand, a silver pen clasped between two fingers. “Noelle is excused until her family no longer needs her.”

Relief rushed through me so fast my knees almost buckled. “Oh. Okay. Thanks. Thanks, Mr. Hathaway!” I said a bit overenthusiastically. “I guess I’ll just . . . see ya!”

Then I tore out of there, slamming the door behind me in my zeal, realizing too late that it had been open when I’d arrived. But who cared? I ran down the stairs to the first floor and out into the sunshine, feeling as if I’d just been granted a new chance at life. But at the bottom of the outdoor stairs I paused. I still had no idea how I was going to let the kidnappers know I’d completed their insane assignment.

“Hey, Reed!”

I looked up to find Kiki and Astrid striding toward me. Kiki’s white knit cap almost covered her pink-streaked hair, and Astrid wore bright green earmuffs to match her green and purple plaid coat.

“Hey, guys,” I said with an awkward smile. As much as I loved my friends, this wasn’t the best moment for company. I felt an almost primal need to be alone so I could figure out what to do next.

“Come with us!” Kiki said, tucking her arm through mine.

“Come where?” I asked, trying to figure out a way to pull away from her without seeming rude.

“We’re going to Coffee Carma to load up on caffeine for a full day of research,” Astrid said, hemming me in on the other side.

My heart thumped with that awful feeling that I’d forgotten something. “Research? For what?” I asked.

“That English assignment?” Kiki said, tucking her chin and looking at me like I’d just started speaking backward. “A fictional account of a day in the life of your favorite classical author?”

Right. That little thing. Leave it to Mrs. Carr to figure out a way to mix creative writing with extensive research with fiction reading and toss it all at us with a psychotic deadline. How the hell was I ever going to have the time or the brain space to work on something like that?

“Have you picked your author yet?” Astrid asked, blowing a purple gum bubble. “I’m doing Mary Shelley. I’d just love to imagine a day in the life of that twisted mind.”

“No. Not yet,” I replied as they steered me toward Mitchell Hall. The largest building on campus, Mitchell housed the Great Room, the solarium with its Coffee Carma counter, the art cemetery, and several meeting rooms and parlors. I glanced over my shoulder, looking for an escape. “I just . . . don’t know.” It was next to impossible to speak like a normal person while plotting to get away from them and panicking about the kidnappers at the same time. “Maybe I’ll think of something once I’ve got a cinnamon chip scone in me,” I heard myself say.

“Oh! A cinnamon chip scone!” Astrid said, hugging me a bit closer to her side. “Brilliant! That’s why you’re our fearless leader.”

Fearless? Hardly. Leader? I definitely didn’t feel like one. Finally I gave up on an escape plan and simply allowed them to drag me across campus. I decided that I would hit the bathroom when we got inside and try to reply-text to the last text I’d been sent. What else could I do? I had to let my evil puppeteer know I was ready for my next assignment.

As soon as the door to Mitchell Hall slammed behind us, my phone beeped. My heart launched into my throat, a sensation that I seemed to feel ten times a day lately, but could not get used to.

“I’ll catch up with you,” I said, pausing near the door.

“We’ll get in line!” Kiki said, tugging her hat off as they made their way down the hall toward the bustling conservatory. “Oh! Maybe I’ll get a chocolate chip scone.”

“It’s only fair. Equal time for all manner of chips, I say,” Astrid agreed.

Envying their carefree banter, I whipped out my phone. I had one new text. Fingers trembling, I somehow managed to open it.

ASSIGNMENT ONE COMPLETE. GOOD WORK. STAND BY FOR FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.

I looked out the slim window in the door, but there was nothing. No one. Just a couple of guys walking from Ketlar to the library, and a pack of freshman girls headed to the gym. A chill went down my spine. Apparently the kidnappers had been telling the truth. They were watching me.

I just wanted to know how.



STARES AND GLARES



In 1903, Ida M. Tarbell published an article that launched the reform journalism trend and had great ramifications on big business in America. What was the article titled? What was it about? Discuss the impact reform journalism had on government regulations and business practices in the Unites States.

I read the question, trying to make the words stick in my mind.

Ramifications. Ram-if-ick-a-shunnns. That’s a funny word.

I snorted in the back of my throat. Cooper Banks, the guy in the next desk, and the only dude on campus who insisted on wearing a tie to class every day, shot me an annoyed look and continued to scribble his essay answer in his tiny, psycho-killer style scrawl.

I looked down at my paper. Each of the first three questions had answers, but I’d written them in huge, loopy script, trying to fill up the space with as few words as possible. I was so going to fail this thing.

My eyes started to close for the ten billionth time since I’d sat down to take this exam. I’d been up all night, staring at the clock, waiting for my next set of instructions, which had never come, and now I was paying the price. I shook my head, gave my cheeks a quick pinch, and sat up straight, but nothing worked. It was like a team of tiny strong men were clinging to my upper lashes, using all their weight to pull them back down. Maybe if I just closed them for one, tiny second . . . .

Suddenly my hand hit the desk, my watch smacking against the wood with a noise loud enough to wake the dead. A couple of people around me flinched. I looked at Constance, who was seated to my left, and tried for a “silly me” smile. She scowled a very un-Constance-like scowl, and leaned over her paper, but she wasn’t working on her test. The exam paper—which was completed, I noticed with chagrin—had been pushed off to the side, and she was now jotting down notes on a list entitled “V-Day Dance.”

My face felt hot and I looked away. Clearly Constance was on the planning committee for the dance, something she would have announced to me with her particular brand of hyper excitement if we’d still been on speaking terms. We hadn’t spoken since our fight in the cafeteria over her not getting into the Billings Literary Society. Not one word. And I seriously missed her.

From the corner of my eye I saw someone at the door. I flinched when I saw that it was Headmaster Hathaway. He was just standing there, watching me. And when he saw me look, he didn’t turn away.

Now my face was on fire. What was he doing out there? Spying on me? I forced myself to look at my paper but couldn’t get my brain to focus on the question. Not with Double H staring me down. Then I glanced up at the door again, and he was gone.

Okay. Deep breath. He’s probably just doing the rounds. He wasn’t looking at you, he was just . . . looking at the room.

I read the question yet again. Maybe all this weirdness would keep me awake.

In 1903, Ida M. Tarbell . . .

Instantly, my eyes started to close again.

Then something beeped.

My head popped up and my hand was in my bag before I registered the fact that everyone around me was getting up from their seats, gathering their things, handing in their exam papers at the front of the room. It was the end-of-class tone that had sounded. Not my cell phone. I had fallen fast asleep. There was even a spot of drool on my test paper. My heart sunk to my toes. I looked down at the screen on my phone, just in case, but there were no new messages. Aside from the usual texts from the other Billings Girls and some check-ins from my brother, Scott, there had been nothing since Saturday morning. It was as if the kidnappers were enjoying keeping me in the dark, torturing me.

Did that mean they were torturing Noelle, too?

Constance was just getting up from her chair. As she picked up her V-Day dance list I saw that among the “to-do’s” were “Call the caterer” and “Have London confirm napkins and favors.”

“Are you planning the Valentine’s Day dance?” I blurted.

Constance turned to me with a scowl. “Yeah. I am.”

“That’s cool,” I said, my heart pounding.

“Yeah, well, I read this article that said that when all your friends dump you, it’s good to throw yourself into something new. You know, as a distraction from your misery,” Constance said in an acerbic tone.

I cleared my throat. The fact that I’d made her sound like that made me feel like ralphing. “Is London helping too?”

“Yeah. She’s all into it,” Constance replied. “We’ve been hanging out a lot since you decided to ostracize us.”

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder and I felt her itching to leave. My pulse raced. I felt like the parents in one of those kidnap movies, when the FBI agent tells them to say anything to keep the kidnapper on the phone so they can trace the call. I was so stunned and excited that she’d talked to me for this long, I just wanted to keep her talking.

“Is Missy doing it too?” I asked, deciding not to acknowledge all the accusations.

“Missy? Please. Like she’d get involved in anything that might bring people joy,” Constance said with a laugh. I laughed too. And for a moment, just a moment, things were the way they used to be.

Then something in her eyes changed, as if she realized she was speaking to the devil. She stood up straight and the scowl was back on. “I gotta go.”

“Constance—”

But she was already down the aisle and I suddenly felt a hulking presence behind me.

“Miss Brennan?”

Mr. Barber’s voice sent an unpleasant sizzle of warmth across my shoulders and down my back. I turned to face him. His dark eyes traveled over the half-empty test page on my desk, and his lips pursed ever so slightly.

“Ida M. Tarbell is not our favorite subject, I see,” he said, his bow tie bobbing up and down over his Adam’s apple as he spoke. He lifted the test sheet and looked down at it over the top of his new, gold-framed glasses.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I just . . . I haven’t been sleeping well lately.”

“Or perhaps you’ve been spending too much time texting and Twittering and whatever else it is your sad generation does on those contraptions all day long,” he said, glancing derisively at my phone, which I still clutched in my hand.

My face burning, I shoved the phone back into my bag and yanked the strap off the back of the chair. It got snagged three times and finally I pulled so hard I almost knocked the chair over. Mr. Barber calmly reached out to steady the furniture, closing his eyes and taking a long, slow breath. I could practically hear his silent prayer for patience.

“Maybe I could . . . uh . . . do an extra-credit assignment?” I said.

“See me after class tomorrow,” he replied, turning around and tossing my paper onto his desk.

“Okay. I will. Thanks.”

I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I slid past him for the door, shoving my arms into my coat as I went, and found Lorna Gross hovering outside, waiting for me. Her long, dark hair was back in a messy bun and she wore a rhinestone headband just behind her ears. Her gray cashmere sweater was adorned with glittery snowflakes and she wore about four strands of pearls. Lorna used to copy her style right out of her BFF Missy Thurber’s closet, but lately she had started to take on a look all her own, and even though it was something I could never pull off, it worked for her.

“What was that all about?” Lorna asked as she tugged on her heather gray coat and donned a pair of furry earmuffs.

“I didn’t exactly finish my test,” I replied, starting down the hall.

Lorna rolled her eyes and scoffed as she sidestepped a couple of senior guys who were barreling down the center of the hallway, oblivious to the world. “Who did? Ten essay questions in less than an hour? Maybe if he let us use our laptops.”

“Really?” I asked as I pushed open the door. I felt a slight surge of hope. Perhaps I wasn’t in such bad shape. But how many questions had I managed to answer before I started to nod off? Four? Five? I swallowed back a sour taste in the back of my throat as I realized it was probably more like three.

“Yeah. Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll get an A,” Lorna said, pushing open the front door of the class building with both hands. “You’re Reed Brennan.”

The comment actually brought tears to my eyes. Was I mourning over the straight-A student I used to be, or feeling guilty because I wasn’t living up to her image of me? I had no idea. Either way, I clearly needed some sleep.

“So . . . everyone’s wondering. Are we going to have another meeting of the literary society any time soon?” Lorna asked as we descended the steps. They were covered with salt to keep the ice at bay, and our shoes made crunching sounds as we walked. Part of me wanted to shush her. It was a secret society after all. But that was the beauty of calling it a literary society. We could talk about it in public with no fear of spoiling our secret.

But the very thought of the society brought a heavy weight down on my shoulders—the weight of yet another responsibility. I wished I could just put it off until I’d found Noelle, but it had been days since we met—prank meeting notwithstanding—and since none of my Billings Literary Society sisters knew that anything was wrong, they were all still flush with the newness and excitement of our secret endeavor.

“Yeah, actually. I was going to call one for tonight,” I said, seeing my dream of crashing into my bed being pushed further and further away.

“Yeah?” Lorna said excitedly, giving a little jump from the bottom stair to the cobblestone walkway. Her enthusiasm brought a smile to my face, briefly anyway.

I nodded. “I’ll send out the e-mail after lunch.”

“Cool,” Lorna said, grinning. “I think it’s so awesome that you did all this, Reed. It would have sucked if the whole Billings thing had just died because the dorm got torn down.”

“Thanks,” I said, a flutter of pride masking my sadness for a moment. Part of me wondered what, exactly, she meant by “the whole Billings thing.” I thought most people just saw Billings as a cool place to live, but clearly it meant more to Lorna than that—just like it did to me–which made me like her more.

Lorna took a deep breath of the crisp winter air and squinted across the quad. “Who’s that guy with Ivy?” she asked.

I followed her gaze and saw that Ivy was standing near the library steps with the shaved-headed, leather-coat-wearing dude I had come to refer to in my mind as Tattoo Guy, due to the extremely intricate tattoo on the back of his neck. I had seen them together the month before, having an early-morning snowball fight on campus. She and Josh had still been together at the time, and I remembered thinking that she was acting kind of flirty with Tattoo Guy. Inappropriately flirty. And now, here he was again, and they seemed to be having some kind of intense conversation. Ivy gestured angrily with her hands, while he had his own hands stuffed under his armpits, looking like he was about to explode.

“That guy does not go here,” Lorna said, wrinkling her nose.

“No. He definitely does not.”

There was an odd, twisting sensation in my gut as we drew closer. We were a few feet away, about to pass them on our route to the dining hall, when Tattoo Guy glanced in our direction. I thought he was just looking away from Ivy, but when he saw me, he simply stared. Stared as if he knew and hated me. As if he could tear me to shreds with that one glance.

Stop it, I told myself. You’re just being paranoid because of everything that’s going on. He’s clearly arguing with Ivy and you just happened to be in his line of sight.

Ivy touched his arm, drawing his attention back to her. She gave me a quick, almost apologetic wave. Lorna and I kept walking, but all the way to the dining hall, my spine felt tingly and cold, like he was still staring at me.

Like at any second he was going to drive a knife into my back.



OUT OF IT



“First order of business,” Portia Ahronian said, standing up. Everyone else settled in among the pillows and blankets strewn on the floor of the old Billings Chapel. We’d just finished the oath, and I was more than happy to let her take over. My eyes were dry with exhaustion and my brain was fuzzy and tired, even as my heart continued to race with nervousness. “Is anyone going to this lame V-Day dance?”

“You make it sound so attractive,” Tiffany joked, reaching for the package of chocolates at the center of the circle. Portia sat down next to Tiffany, her signature gold necklaces glinting in the candlelight, and snagged the chocolate right out of Tiff’s hands. Tiff sighed indulgently and chose another piece.

“I thought Billings Girls don’t do school dances unless they’re mandatory,” Ivy put in. There was a touch of disdain in her voice. Before she became one herself, Ivy had never been a big fan of the Billings Girls and their ways.

“We don’t. Usually,” Rose Sakowitz said. She took a sip of sparkling cider, which we’d decided to bring in lieu of champagne to prevent Vienna from showing up to any more classes hungover. “But I want to see Damon on Valentine’s Day and he wants to come to the dance, so . . . ”

Rose’s on-again-off-again boyfriend, Damon Hazelton, attended The Barton School, another private school nearby.

“Really? You’re going?” Amberly asked, wrinkling her pert little nose. Her blond hair was back in a tight bun, and her pink turtleneck sweater made her look like a prima ballerina.

“Maybe we should all think about going,” Lorna said, pulling her wide-weave wool sweater tighter around herself as a cold wind whipped through one of the broken stained-glass windows. “I mean . . . it could be fun . . . if we all go.”

Kiki and Astrid exchanged a look and rolled their eyes.

“What do you think, Reed?” Lorna asked.

Everyone turned to me expectantly. Once again I felt the weight of responsibility, of my position as leader of the BLS, pressing down on me.

“Yeah. You’re strangely silent tonight,” Ivy said, sitting up straight and dusting off her hands. Guess we hadn’t gotten the floors completely clean on our recent work night.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m just tired.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I think we should go.”

“You do?” Vienna blurted. “No way.”

“Did you guys know that Constance and London are planning the dance?” I asked.

Dumbfounded stares greeted my question. Guess that would be a “no.”

“Oh, please. No way,” Vienna said, flipping her thick hair over her shoulder. “First of all, London would never participate in something so pedestrian. And secondly, if she did, she would tell me about it.”

“Apparently not,” I said, not wanting to hurt her feelings, but seeing that it was inevitable. “I saw Constance’s planning notebook and asked her about it. She said she and London are doing it together.”

There was some uncomfortable shifting in place as everyone eyed Vienna, waiting for her reaction. She and London had been inseparable until the whole BLS thing.

“Oh. Okay,” Vienna said, her tone detached as she stared at the floor. “That’s that, then.”

She reached for the bottle of sparkling cider and brought it to her lips, kicking her head back to down half the contents as if she were trying to drown her sorrows in the nonalcoholic drink. Then she dragged the back of her hand across her lips, smearing her dark red lipstick.

“I’m with Reed and Lorna. I say we go,” she said. “We should support our friends.”

“But they’re not our friends anymore . . . right?” Amberly said, biting her bottom lip.

I was appeased when half a dozen pillows flew at her head.

“Okay! Okay! I’ll go!” she said, lifting her arms up to shield her face.

“Right. Now on to the more important question,” Tiffany said, yanking a stack of glossy magazines out from her messenger bag and tossing them on the floor with a thwap. “What’s everyone going to wear?”

There were a few squeals as Lorna and Amberly lunged for the magazines. The girls fell into a babble of giggling, catcalling, and oohing and ahhing. As the circle grew tighter, the better for everyone to share the magazines, I stayed right where I was, on the outskirts, staring toward the rafters of the airy, old chapel.

Noelle should have been there. Of course, if she was, she probably would have rallied against going to some lame Easton event. But still. Who cared? She should have been there.

The longer I stared up at the exposed beams of the high ceiling, the more the voices and laughter of my friends faded into the background. Suddenly, I started to feel as if I was sinking. Into the floor and out of reach. The ceiling loomed farther and farther into the distance, and the blankets sunk with me, smothering me, closing out all light, all happiness, all possibility.

Noelle could die and it would be my fault. Another life lost because I was too inept to help. Too stupid to figure out what was going on around me.

I couldn’t do this on my own. I just couldn’t. I had to tell someone. But who? Who could possibly know how to handle this?

An image of my father flashed through my mind, and suddenly, I found myself able to breathe again. My dad was the most levelheaded person I knew. And he loved me unconditionally. Plus, he was nowhere near Easton, had nothing to do with the community, was in touch with no one at the school. I could tell him without the kidnappers knowing, right? I could tell him and he would tell me what to do.

That was it. I was going to call him right after this meeting. As soon as I got back to Pemberly. I’d use the old pay phone in the hallway just in case these crazy, spying kidnappers could somehow trace my phone. Everything was going to be fine.

“Are you okay?” Ivy said in my ear.

I flinched, sucked out of my brainstorming spiral and back into the now.

“Uh, yeah. Why?” I asked. She sat down right next to me and tucked her phone back into her bag.

“You just seem really out of it,” Ivy said.

“I told you. I’m just tired,” I said, which was part of the truth anyway. “Actually, I should probably head out soon. I haven’t even started my English project and after tomorrow I’m going to have an extra-credit assignment from Barber to deal with too.”

I pushed myself up to my knees and manically gathered my things, suddenly intent on my new plan. All I could think about was getting back to Pemberly and calling my dad. The thought of that creaky old phone was like a beacon, a big pool of water to a dying man in the desert.

As I reached for my cell to tuck it away, it let out a beep, indicating I had a text.

“Must be from Josh, since everyone else you know is here,” Ivy joked. “Oh, unless it’s from Noelle,” she added, raising an eyebrow.

If only.

I swallowed hard as I picked up the phone. The text was not from Josh or Noelle. It was the kidnappers, contacting me with my new directive.

ASSIGNMENT NUMBER TWO: STEAL SOMETHING FABULOUSLY EXTRAVAGANT FROM A SHOP IN EASTON; THEN MAKE SURE TO WEAR IT AROUND CAMPUS FOR ALL TO SEE. GET CAUGHT AND NOELLE DIES. TELL ANYONE ABOUT THIS TEXT AND SHE DIES.

My heart sunk into my toes. They really had to remind me about that whole silence or death thing didn’t they? Looked like I wouldn’t be calling my father after all. I dropped my things back down on the floor, and sat down cross-legged next to Ivy.

“Changed your mind about your homework, huh?” Ivy said with a wry smile.

“It can wait,” I said. “Pass the chocolate.”

If I was really going to steal something tomorrow, I may as well live it up now. Because considering the fact that I’d never even attempted to shoplift so much as a ChapStick in my life, there was a very good chance I was going to get caught. Which meant I’d be spending tomorrow night in jail.

And I had a feeling they didn’t serve chocolate and sparkling cider in jail.



KEEPING SANE



I lay in bed that night, so tired I could feel my skin tightening on my face, feel the weight of my bones as my body pressed into the bed, but still, somehow, unable to sleep. I’d taken a shower upon returning from the chapel, even though it was after eleven. I’d scrubbed my face, washed my hair and blown it dry, brushed my teeth for a good five minutes–all to get my mind to realize that it was time to relax. Time to sleep. Then I’d donned my most comfy flannel pj’s, the white-and-purple polka dotted ones my dad had given me for Christmas, and crawled under the covers. Taking a deep breath, I had closed my eyes, and repeated one word to myself slowly, over and over and over again.

Sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep.

And now here I was, an hour later, counting the cracks in my ceiling.

There were more than forty of them. Far too many to be safe. I was going to have to talk to housing about this tomorrow. Or that’s what I would have done, if I didn’t have to get a pass off campus, go into Easton, and commit petty theft. If life had been at all normal.

With a frustrated groan, I rolled onto my side and fished my phone out of my book bag, which hung from the back of my desk chair. I don’t know what I was hoping for. Some message that said, “Psych! We were just kidding! Your next assignment is to eat ten pancakes at breakfast!” No such luck. There were a bunch of new e-mails, but they were all crap from teachers and friends and Scott. Plus one of those stupid mother-daughter love poems my mom had started sending me lately.

Out of nowhere, a tear ran down my cheek. I felt like I was failing, but why? I’d already completed one task. I just had to figure out a way to complete the next. And the one after that. And the one after that. I’d never failed at something like this before—not when I’d been put through all those stupid tests to prove that I was worthy of getting into Billings, not when I’d had to scrounge for my own survival for days on a deserted island. What made me feel so desperate now? I lay flat on my back again, and suddenly tears began streaming from the corners of my eyes. They slid across my temples and wet my hair. My chest heaved with quiet sobs.

Were they watching me right now like they seemed to be at every other moment? Could they somehow see me breaking down? Were they out somewhere, just laughing at me? Laughing at what I’d become at their hands?

I was so tired. So very, very tired. Why couldn’t I just sleep? I knew I could think more clearly and handle all of this more soundly if I could just sleep.

Suddenly there was a light knock on the door. I sat up straight and wiped my face with both palms. The door opened before I could even move, and Josh slid into the room.

“Hey,” he whispered.

“Hey,” I croaked.

Without another word, he shed his coat and kicked off his shoes. Then he crawled into bed with me, wrapping his arms around me and nudging me back down. He nuzzled against me from behind, pressing his ice-cold nose into my neck. He kissed me once, and then he just held me, his breath a perfect rhythm against my skin.

Slowly, I felt myself start to relax. Felt my muscles loosen. Felt my heart unclench. Felt my eyes flutter closed. Thank God for Josh. There was no way I would still be sane without him.

I let out a breath, cuddled deeper into his arms, and promptly, finally, fell asleep.



HEIST



As I walked up Main Street in Easton on Tuesday, my heart pounded harder than I would have thought possible. I swallowed hard when I saw the small pink-and-white placard hanging above the door of Sweet Nothings, one of the Billings Girls’ favorite boutiques. Kiran had shoplifted a few things from this place last year, out of sheer boredom rather than necessity, and she’d never gotten caught once. If I was going to get away with this, Sweet Nothings was the place to be. All I had to do was walk inside, slip something into my pocket and walk out again. I had even dressed up like a person who could actually afford to buy something in the town’s most expensive boutique, figuring it would help me feel more comfortable and less conspicuous. I wore the cashmere Dior sweater Kiran had given me last year, and my one pair of diamond earrings, a gift from Walt Whittaker before he had become Constance’s one and only. It was the perfect “I’ve got cash to burn” costume.

I could do this. I could.

I walked right up to the door of Sweet Nothings . . . and then turned around and kept walking.

As I hustled by, I caught the shop owner’s quizzical eye through the plate-glass window. I ducked my head guiltily. Dammit. Damn. It. Could I have done anything more conspicuous? What the hell was wrong with me? I hadn’t even entered the store yet and already I was on her radar. I yanked my phone out of my bag and pretended to answer it, pausing in full view of the shop owner.

There. See? I just stopped because I was getting a call and I didn’t want to be one of those annoying people who have loud cell phone conversations in the middle of a tiny, exclusive shop. I just wanted to avoid irritating your upscale clientele. You should give me something for free just for being so damn considerate.

I turned my back to the window and breathed. Let her think I was gabbing away. I should have been sequestered in the library, working on the extra-credit project Mr. Barber had assigned me to make up for my D—yes, D—on yesterday’s test. I should have been stressed about my grades right now, not about fulfilling the sadistic requirements of the psycho who had kidnapped my best friend. But there was nothing I could do about it. This was my life. This was what I had to do. Noelle’s future depended on it.

“Okay. Right. Bye!” I said loudly into the phone. Then I pantomimed turning it off and shoved it back in my bag.

I am Angelina Jolie in Mr. & Mrs. Smith, I told myself as I walked inside. I am Sarah the superspy chick from Chuck. I am cool and gorgeous and wealthy and can get away with anything.

“Hey, Reed!”

My hand shot up to cover my heart. Ivy stood near the back of the shop, holding a red silk nightgown. Her dark hair was down around the shoulders of her white coat, and a rust-colored Birkin bag dangled from her forearm. She looked like she belonged in here.

But then . . . why was she here? She hadn’t mentioned anything about going shopping this afternoon. Wouldn’t a normal good friend have invited her good friend along?

Not that I’d invited her, but I had a reason. I was here to steal something.

The question was, did she already know that was why I was here? All the little hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as we faced off. Ivy couldn’t have something to do with this. Could she?

All of these thoughts passed through my mind in the space of about ten seconds. Ten heady seconds that left me feeling off kilter and completely played.

“What’re you doing here?” she asked, placing the hanger back on the rack. “Shopping for a hot date with my ex?”

I gulped against my dry throat. I wished she would stop bringing up Josh so often. As if I wasn’t tense enough already. But then, if her mission was to torture me . . .

My eyes darted to the woman behind the counter. She looked down her aquiline nose at me and sniffed, although her forehead was so overly botoxed her expression didn’t change one bit. Then she got back to hand-pricing a stack of cashmere sweaters piled up on the counter, her short, dark hair falling forward over her sharp cheekbones.

Ivy’s brow knit as she approached me. “I’m just kidding. You know I’m happy for you guys.” She nudged me with her shoulder. “God, you’ve been so serious lately. Is everything okay?”

Her eyes were warm and concerned and just like that, my suspicions died away, replaced by an overwhelming sense of guilt. Not every one of my friends was a psycho. Statistically speaking, I’d probably never have another psycho friend as long as I lived. Ariana and Sabine had already cornered the market.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine,” I replied, moving past her and pretending to browse. I fingered a silky, green-and-white scarf and checked the price tag. Fifty bucks. Probably not “fabulously extravagant” enough to impress the kidnappers. “I’m just looking for a birthday present for my mom,” I lied, moving on to a rack of winter hats. It was the same story I’d given Double H’s secretary to get my pass off campus. Her birthday was actually coming up, so if the woman cared to check my story it would have added up.

“Oh, cool,” Ivy said. She walked back over to the lingerie rack, picked up the nightgown again, and smiled at me. “On second thought,” she said. “This is totally mine.”

She sidled around a cascading rack of cocktail dresses and headed for the counter. Even in all my conspicuousness and on-the-verge-of-peeing-in-my-pants tension, I couldn’t help wondering who she planned on wearing that nightgown for. Tattoo Guy? I watched from the corner of my eye as the shop owner slid the sweaters aside so she could ring up Ivy’s purchase and decided now was not the time to ponder Ivy’s love life. For the moment, the woman was distracted. This was my chance.

I turned around and found myself in the back alcove where the shoes were displayed. That was never going to work. I couldn’t exactly hide a pair of Uggs in my pockets. I heard the crinkle of tissue paper as the proprietor folded and wrapped Ivy’s nightgown. There was still time. I strode to the other side of the store where sunglasses and flip-flops and bathing suits dangled from silver hooks—everything the rich denizens of Easton might need for their winter getaways. I couldn’t exactly sport a bikini to class tomorrow, but sunglasses . . . those were a possibility.

I reached for a pair of Gucci’s with the logo imprinted all along the sides. The tag read $350. I held my breath. Just slip them from the rack and into your pocket. One swift motion. My heart throbbed in my ears and my eyes stung. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. Could not believe it.

But Kiran would have gotten away with ten pairs by now.

Do it, Reed! I heard her say in my ear. Do it! Do it now!

I was just slipping the glasses from the metal rack when Ivy came up behind me.

“Wow! Nice gift!” she said loudly.

I dropped my hand so fast it slammed into the rack and half a dozen pair of two-hundred-dollar-and-up sunglasses clattered to the floor. The woman behind the counter tsked under her breath, dropped her pen, and walked around to clean up the mess.

“I’m really sorry,” I stammered, backing up. My skin was so hot I was sure I was about to melt into a puddle on the floor. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine, dear,” she said, her words placating, but her tone unkind. “Happens all the time.”

I whipped around to face Ivy, sweat pricking the back of my neck. “You know what? I could really go for some coffee. Want to hit Starbucks?”

“Sure,” she said, lifting a shoulder. “Oh, but I actually have to get some cash.”

“Perfect!” I blurted.

“What?” she asked, completely baffled.

“You go hit the ATM and I’ll meet you there!” I said, my eyes wide. I sounded manic even to my own ears. “I’m just gonna look at a few more things.”

“Ooookay,” Ivy said, eyeing me skeptically. “But are you sure you want coffee? You’re kinda hyper already.”

The shop owner, still crouched on the floor, tried to hide a laugh.

“I’m sure. I’ll be there in five,” I said.

As Ivy left the shop, the little bell above the door tinkling behind her, I turned around and desperately surveyed the area. Chunky sweaters, distressed jeans, and faux-fur-collared coats stared back at me. Tears stung my eyes. Who was I kidding? I couldn’t do this. This was not me. I realized with a sudden sinking dread that I had failed. That the kidnapper had hit on the one thing I was not capable of doing.

But Noelle needed me. It was this one little infraction—this one middle-school dare—or her life. What the hell was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just do it?

The store owner stood up and smoothed her black skirt. “Can I help you find anything?” she asked, sounding like she’d rather wrestle a pack of hyenas. Her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down.

She knew. She knew why I was there. What I was trying to do. Of course she did. I was acting so guilty I may as well have had the word scrawled across my forehead in bright red letters.

“I’m good, thanks,” I managed to say.

As she went back to the counter, I wandered over to the shoes again, just trying to regain my composure. There was a rack of half-off socks back there, and I grabbed the first pair I saw—thick, black, and gray striped ones, probably meant for cozy nights by the fire at the ski house in Vail. They were only ten bucks. I figured I’d at least buy something to throw the woman off my scent. Prove her suspicions wrong, even though they so weren’t.

“Hey, Mom!”

A pretty girl with jet-black curls stepped out of the storeroom at the back of the shoe section and strode right by me, up to the counter. She was about my age, but petite, with a lip piercing and a ton of eye shadow.

“Louise! There you are,” the woman said, exasperated. “Your break was over fifteen minutes ago.”

“Sorry. I was on the phone with Christine, and you know how she gets,” Louise said, rolling her eyes. “Go ahead and grab dinner. I got this.”

Louise’s mom patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”

Then she turned and walked toward the back room. As she passed me by, she gave me a long, admonishing look, but kept walking. Behind the counter, Louise popped a pair of ear buds in her ears, yanked a graphic novel out from under the counter, and leaned back against the wall to read.

Well. Things had just turned right around, hadn’t they?

Slowly, I walked up to the side of the counter, where a bevy of glittering necklaces were displayed on small, hanging racks. Louise looked up as I approached and gave me a quick smile, then returned to her reading. I lifted the tiny white price tag on the first necklace. It looked like something the new Lorna might wear. A string of delicate, white beads with every tenth bead replaced by a rhinestone-encrusted flower. The price was $250.

I glanced at Louise again. She was engrossed. Carefully, casually, I slid the necklace off the display, folded it around my hand, and then stuffed my hand into one of the thick, woolen socks. My palms were sweating profusely, and for a second the necklace stuck to my skin, but I wiggled my fingers and it fell free, nestled perfectly inside the pocket of wool.

“I’ll take these,” I said, dropping the socks on the counter.

Louise pulled one ear bud from her ear and glanced at the price tag. She keyed the numbers into the register and snapped her gum.

“That’ll be ten sixty,” she said.

I dove into my bag and fumbled out my wallet. She waited patiently while I extracted a ten and a single and shakily handed over the bills.

“You need a bag?” she asked, jamming down on a button. The cash register slid open with a clang.

“No!” I practically shouted. I plucked the socks off the counter and into my handbag, shoving them as far down as they would go. Louise looked at me like I’d just escaped from a mental asylum.

“Okay. You don’t have to take one,” she said a bit sarcastically.

I laughed. “Sorry. Too many Red Bulls today.”

She grinned and rolled her eyes. “I hear ya,” she said, sliding my forty cents across the counter. “Have a good one!”

Then she popped her ear bud back into her ear and picked up her book. That was it. Easy peasy. Like ripping off a Band-Aid. I grabbed my change, turned around, and made for the front of the store like I was running for the carousel at the state fair when I was a little kid. Pure and utter joy coursed through my veins. Not to mention this kind of euphoric, all-powerful feeling. I’d gotten away with it. I’d actually gotten away with it.

“Hey! Wait!” Louise shouted.

I froze with my hand on the door. My heart choked off all air supply. Across the street I could see Ivy sitting in the front window at Starbucks, sipping a coffee, waiting for me. Little did she know that if she was ever going to see me again, she was going to have to bail me out at the Easton police station.

I turned around to face my accuser.

“Here!” Louise said. “You forgot your receipt!”

She held out a tiny white scrap of paper.

“My mom freaks if I forget to give them out. There’s a special discount coupon at the bottom and she thinks it’s the holy grail of repeat business,” Louise said, shaking the receipt like she was offering a bone to a dog.

My brain was taking way too long to catch up. Somehow I managed to reach out and take the receipt, but my expression was completely confused.

“Mothers, huh?” I heard myself say.

“Can’t live with them, but they do pay for the pizza,” Louise joked back. “See ya.”

She sashayed back behind the counter and I turned around and shoved open the door. A gush of cold air hit me in the face, waking me from my stupor, and just like that, I was free. I crumpled the receipt and tossed it into a garbage can as I crossed the street to meet my friend.

Discount coupon or no discount coupon, there was no way I was ever stepping foot in that store again.



JEWELS



I had committed a crime. I was a felon. A thief. Every time I looked down at the long, beaded necklace, dangling low on my chest, my stomach twisted. I couldn’t believe I’d actually felt proud of myself for even a moment. What had I accomplished, really? I’d managed to hide something from a girl who probably wouldn’t have noticed if a nuclear bomb had gone off under the countertop. And I’d probably gotten her in trouble. Once her mom realized a $250 necklace had gone missing on her watch, Louise was dead. That woman had no-nonsense written all over her. Would she fire Louise? Take away her iPod? Stop buying her the pizza she so clearly lived for?

I was an awful human being.

“Hey. Great necklace!” Diana Waters said to me as we slid our trays down the food line at dinner that night. Diana was one of my few friends outside the Billings circle. With her athletic, tomboy style, jewelry wasn’t something I ever would have thought she’d notice. But of course she noticed my one stolen item. “Where’d you get it?”

“I . . . it . . . was a gift,” I lied. My heart pounded in my ears. Was that cafeteria lady with the ladle staring at me? Did she know something?

Looking away, I grabbed a big bowl of mashed potatoes and added it to my tray, which was already loaded down with marinara-sauce-covered spaghetti and garlic bread. Comfort food at its finest.

“WTF, Reed? Are you carbo-loading for some marathon I don’t know about?” Portia asked, glancing over her shoulder at me. Her tray held only a small salad, a bottle of water, and a plain piece of grilled chicken. All the better to fit into that size 00 houndstooth Chanel skirt she was sporting.

“Sorry if it’s not my goal to disappear when I turn sideways,” I replied.

Portia smirked. Clearly, she was proud of the fact that she had wrists so skinny she could practically wrap her fingers around them twice.

“See you in class, D,” I said to Diana.

She gave me a wave, still eyeing the necklace admiringly. Part of me wanted to just tear it off and give it to her, but my instructions were clear. I had to be seen wearing my stolen item on campus. So I grabbed a Sprite and fell into step with Portia, lifting my chin high to ensure the necklace was on full display as we walked into the dining hall. Already the tables were jam-packed with students, noshing, talking, laughing, and even—in the case of one of the guys’ tables—pinging grapes off one another’s heads. Portia turned toward the tables at the center of the room where the rest of the Billings Literary Society members sat, but I paused when I saw Josh waving me down from the far side of the room.

“I’ll catch up,” I told her.

She rolled her eyes slightly. “Ah, young love.”

I rolled my eyes back. Maybe that was Portia’s problem. Maybe that was why she didn’t want to go to the Sweethearts Dance. She hadn’t had a boyfriend since I’d known her. In lighter times, I would have immediately focused on finding her one to curb her acerbic tendencies and make Valentine’s Day fun for her, but I kind of had a lot on my plate right then.

“Hey,” I said, hovering at the end of Josh’s lonely table.

He used his toe to nudge the chair across from him out from under the table. “Saved you a seat,” he said with a grin.

There was nothing I would have liked better than to sink into that chair and hang out with him for the next hour, but I’d been kind of neglecting the BLS girls lately. Besides, if anyone was going to actually notice the illegal bling around my neck, it was my girlfriends. And the more people who noticed it, the better. Somehow it had to get back to this mysterious kidnapper that I was sporting my stolen goods.

“Actually, I promised the girls I’d sit with them tonight,” I said, biting my lip. “But maybe I’ll come over and join you for dessert?”

Josh’s face fell. He glanced past me at the Billings table and I saw his jaw clench and unclench. There wasn’t much in this world Josh hated more than he hated the Billings Girls. He thought they were shallow, obnoxious, and self-serving, and even though I knew them better than he did, I’d never been able to convince him otherwise. As a result, my friends had always been a bit of a thorn in the side of our relationship.

“Fine. Yeah. Whatever,” he said.

“Don’t be mad,” I implored. “I promise I’ll come over later.”

Josh forced a smile. “I’m cool. I’ve got some reading to catch up on anyway.”

“Thanks.”

I walked over to my usual table and sat down in the last chair, next to Portia, trying not to dwell on the fact that Josh was clearly pissed. Tiffany was sitting across from Portia, her short, dark curls pushed back from her forehead by a dark red headband. She was scrolling through pictures on her digital camera with Rose hanging over her shoulder to better see the frames.

“Hey, ladies,” I said, trying for a light tone. “What’re you looking at?”

“Shots from St. Barths,” Tiffany replied.

Rose laughed at something on the screen, her red curls shaking. “Check out this one of you and Noelle.”

She turned the camera around so I could see. There, on the screen, were me and Noelle, clad in bathing suits, our arms looped around each other as we model-posed for the camera. Noelle’s lips were pursed and my tongue touched my top lip, in what I thought at the time was a sexy pose. Now it just looked ridiculous. As my friends laughed and teased me, a bubble choked my throat.

I reached down and fiddled with my necklace.

Noelle. Where are you?

“Hey,” Ivy said, dropping down across from me. She put her tray down and her eyes instantly went to my necklace. Not surprising, considering I was now twisting it tightly around my pinky. “Wow. Reed, that’s beautiful,” she said, reaching out to finger the beads. I let it uncurl and it lengthened out again. “Did you get that at Sweet Nothings this afternoon?”

“Um, yeah,” I said, struggling to speak past the throat bubble.

“It’s so pretty. Why didn’t you show it to me at Starbucks?” Ivy asked, lifting the strap of her book bag over her head and turning to hang it on the back of her chair.

“Yeah and why did you just tell that Diana person it was a gift?” Portia asked, arching one eyebrow.

I swallowed hard as my heart clenched. Rose, Tiffany, Portia, and Ivy all stared at me, clearly intrigued. They knew. Of course they knew. My friends were intimately aware of the shortcomings of my bank account. We all knew I couldn’t have afforded such a thing. Maybe I should just admit it. Tell them I’d gone over to the dark side—that I’d shoplifted. They all knew that Kiran had done it a few times. It wasn’t so scandalous. But the fact that I was poor would probably make the act seem pathetic rather than daring. And the very idea of seeming pathetic to them made my stomach coil.

Which meant it was time to start spewing more lies.

“I . . . yeah . . . I didn’t want to tell her where I got it,” I said, trying as hard as I could to sound casual. I reached for my Sprite and took a sip. “You know. ’Cause then she would go buy one and then someone else would want one . . . . ”

“God, don’t you hate that?” Portia said, spearing a cucumber with her fork. “When you get something you like and then suddenly everyone has one?”

“Yeah. Totally,” I said, my heart unclenching slightly.

“I think I saw those. Up on the counter, right?” Ivy said, narrowing her eyes. “They were, like, three hundred dollars.”

“Whoa. That’s some major coin for fake jewels,” Tiffany said.

“Since when does scholarship girl have cash like that lying around?” Portia asked.

“I . . . I just . . . had some Christmas money, still,” I said. The beads suddenly felt sharp around my neck, and my skin started to itch. I pushed my chair back from the table. “I gotta go. I’ll . . . be right back.”

I turned around and fled the room, my vision blurred by hot tears of mortification. I could feel everyone in the dining hall staring at me, talking about me, whispering and laughing. This wasn’t a new sensation for me, of course, but there was no getting used to it. No matter how many times I was the subject of gossip or the butt of jokes, it never got any easier. Out in the marble-floored foyer, I shoved my way into the bathroom and leaned over the first porcelain sink, heaving for breath.

I couldn’t stand lying in general. Lying about the fact that I’d stolen something was even worse. My skin burned and I pressed my palms against the counter, leaning farther over the sink.

“It’s for Noelle,” I whispered to myself. “Just chill the freak out before someone starts suspecting something.”

Taking a deep breath, I turned on the cold water and splashed my face a few times. When I looked up at my reflection, dark mascara ran down my cheeks. I grabbed a paper towel and dabbed off the mess. The delicate skin under my eyes screamed in protest against the harsh paper, and when I looked at myself again, the area was red and raw. I took a few more deep breaths for good measure and waited for my skin to cool off.

It’s going to be fine, I thought. It’s all going to be fine.

The problem was, I didn’t believe it. But I had to at least pretend that I did. I rolled my shoulders back, turned, and yanked open the door. In the foyer I nearly ran right into Sawyer Hathaway.

“Whoa! Hey!” he said, grabbing on to my shoulders in an attempt to steady us both. “Oh,” he said, his face falling when he saw it was me.

“Sorry,” I said, ducking my head and trying to get around him.

“Wait. Reed.”

I stopped and turned to face him, but found myself unable to look him in the eye.

“I don’t want to do this,” he said. He had his hands in the pockets of his wool coat, as if he’d just come in from the outside. He gestured with them as he spoke, opening the sides to reveal the striped lining.

“Do what?” I asked.

“That thing, you know, where I don’t talk to you because of . . . you know . . . what happened with . . . us. Not that we were even an ‘us’ . . . ,” he said. Then he bit off an embarrassed laugh. “Whatever. I don’t want to be that guy.”

I looked up at him then, hope tickling my insides. His blond hair was pushed back from his face, and his blue eyes somehow looked bluer, darker, than usual.

“Why be a cliche?” I joked.

He cracked a smile. “Exactly.”

I smiled back. Then we both looked at the floor.

“I’m not saying it doesn’t suck,” he told me. “Seeing you with Upton and now Josh. I mean, I’ve heard you’ve got a history with that guy, but after what he did to Jen—”

“He didn’t do anything to Jen,” I said defensively. “They just broke up. And it was, like, two years ago.”

Sawyer nodded. “I know. I just . . . I guess I’m overly suspicious of anyone who broke her heart, you know? Especially now that she’s . . . ”

He paused and shook his head. “Anyway . . . ” He looked at me suddenly, as if he had just really looked at me for the first time, and his forehead creased with concern. “Hey,” he said, taking a step closer to me. “Are you okay?”

I blinked, surprised that he cared enough to ask. I felt so alone I think I would have been surprised by kindness from anyone at that moment. But from Sawyer, it was particularly touching. My eyes smarted all over again. “I thought you were going to hate me forever,” I said.

Sawyer sighed. “I never hated you. Yeah, I wanted to . . . to be . . . ” He trailed off and looked away. Both of us blushed. “But I’m over it.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Over it enough to give a crap when you look like that,” he said lightly.

“Thanks a lot,” I joked halfheartedly. But the tears were now brimming in my eyes. God, I was getting sick of crying. Why could I not stop myself from crying?

“Reed,” Sawyer said, reaching for me. “Come on. Whatever it is, it’s gonna be okay.”

Then he tugged me to him and we hugged. It was a totally platonic, friendly hug. And basically, exactly what I needed at that moment. I managed not to burst out into full-on tears, but instead sniffled, blinked them back, and breathed. I just breathed. And it felt good.

“Thanks,” I said, pulling away.

Sawyer smiled. “Anytime.”

Then he looked past me and his skin paled. “Oh. Hey, man.”

My stomach sunk. I turned around and there was Josh. He’d just stepped out of the dining hall, without his stuff, obviously coming after me.

“Um, hey,” he said. His eyes darted between me and Sawyer and his jaw suddenly set. “Well. I guess you don’t need me, then.”

He turned on his heel and fled back into the dining hall.

“Josh!”

I went after him, casting an apologetic look over my shoulder at Sawyer, hoping he’d understand. But by the time I’d opened the door, Josh had grabbed his things and was halfway across the room, headed for the outside door, which he let slam loudly, pointedly, behind him.

Suddenly, my cell phone beeped in my pocket, and I quickly fumbled for it. I’d just received a new text.

ASSIGNMENT NUMBER TWO COMPLETE. ANOTHER JOB WELL-DONE. YOUR NEW INSTRUCTIONS WILL ARRIVE SHORTLY.

My eyes darted to Ivy at the end of my table. She was lifting a forkful of rice to her mouth, listening intently to something Portia was saying, but her left hand was hidden under the table. Across the room, Headmaster Hathaway tilted his ear toward Mr. Owens, but his eyes were on me. Then Gage and Graham walked across my line of vision. They looked at me, then Gage whispered something. They both laughed. At their table, Constance, London, and Missy were all huddled in conversation, looking at something flat on the center of the table. Was it a phone? Had they just sent the text? Suddenly, a door slammed behind me and I whirled around. No one was there. I couldn’t even tell which of the two doors had closed. At that moment, my phone beeped again. My hand was shaking so hard I could barely hit the button to open it. When I finally did, the text made my blood run cold.

NICE NECKLACE, BY THE WAY.



PROOF



That night I sat at my desk, my laptop screen glowing in front of me, working on my paper for English class. At least, that’s what anyone who had walked into the room would have thought I was doing, what with all the books on Jane Austen’s life open around my laptop, and the title “A Day in the Life of Jane Austen” typed across the top of my Word document along with my name and the date. Really I was staring out the window at the stars, contemplating how completely screwed up my life was.

Noelle had been kidnapped and I was the only one who could save her. I was lying to my best friends about where she was and lying to the headmaster about her excuse for missing classes, which basically meant I was aiding and abetting the kidnappers because, thanks to me, no one even knew the girl was missing. Oh, and I had committed petty theft. At least I thought it was petty. At what price range did it stop being petty and start being grand? The very idea that I had to even ponder a question like that made me sick to my stomach. It made me wonder who the hell I had become.

Meanwhile, Josh, the one person who had always been there for me, and who was currently my rock in seriously choppy waters, had caught me getting intimate with not one, but two guys in four days.

I bet Jane Austen never had to deal with crap like this.

Suddenly, my phone beeped. My heart lurched into my throat. On the desk, my iPhone lit up with a new text. My fingers trembled as I reached for it. It read simply:

ASSIGNMENT NUMBER THREE: PISS OFF THE HEADMASTER.

I groaned and dropped the phone down again, beyond disgusted. I pressed my elbows into the open books on either side of my keyboard, and hung my head in my hands.

Piss off the headmaster? Steal something from Easton? What the hell did these tasks have to do with saving Noelle’s life? These kidnappers were insanely juvenile. I mean, didn’t they know they’d snatched one of the wealthiest teenagers in the country? Shouldn’t they have been, I don’t know, calling up Mr. Lange and demanding five million dollars in unmarked bills rather than leading me through a series of playground pranks?

Was I really going to let them do this to me?

No.

Surprised by a sudden surge of anger, I grabbed my phone, and hit reply. Standing up, I paced across my room as I texted back. My fingers were still trembling, but this time they were trembling with ire.

IF U WANT ME TO KEEP DOING THIS STUPID CRAP U NEED TO SEND ME PROOF THAT NOELLE IS ALIVE AND OK. NOW!!!!!

I hit send, held my breath, and waited. I paced to the door, pressed my forehead against the cool glass of my full-length mirror, and breathed, making a steam cloud just under my nose. I counted to ten before looking down at the phone. Nothing. I paced over to the slim window looking out over the quad, pressed my forehead against that freezing cold glass and breathed another cloud. Once more, I counted to ten. Still nothing. I was just about to turn around and pace back, when my laptop pinged, indicating I had an e-mail.

I walked back over to my desk, my heart pounding in my ears, and brought up Internet Explorer. The message was from someone apparently named x7hrp8q. There was no subject, but there was an attachment.

Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. I reached for the mouse pad, and clicked open the attachment. It was a video. At first, static filled the screen, but then, there she was. Noelle. The video was grainy, but it was her. She was tied to a metal chair, her hands behind her back. The chair sat in the center of a gray-walled room, with no other furniture in sight, and there was a fresh gash across her cheek. I gasped out loud and stepped back, my hand over my mouth.

“Reed,” Noelle said to the camera, her eyes wide. She glanced over her shoulder and leaned closer. As close as she could with her arms straining behind her. Her hair stuck to the drying blood on her cheek and there was something wild about the look in her eyes. Something I’d never seen before. “Whatever they’re telling you to do, just do it!” she hissed. “Please!”

And then, with a buzz, the video went black.

“Omigod,” I whispered, sitting down on my bed and curling my knees up under my chin. “Omigod, omigod, omigod.”

I hadn’t even begun to contemplate what it might all mean when there was a sudden peal of laughter in the next room. My head popped up and I turned to look at the wall, as if I could see through to the other side.

That was Ivy. My friend. My confidant.

My best friend’s worst enemy. The ex of my current boyfriend.

Had my suspicions in Sweet Nothings been correct? Was there a reason Ivy had cracked up laughing two seconds after the video feed had gone blank?

Suddenly, my meager dinner revolted on me. Sweat bursting out along my hairline, I turned and sprinted through the door and into the bathroom. I just made it to the first stall before throwing up. When I was done, I flushed, sat back on the cold tile floor, and wiped my lips with a huge wad of toilet paper. I hung my head in my hands, heaving for breath, picturing Ivy alone in her room, laughing at me.

Was it possible, really possible, that I was being betrayed, played, and tortured by yet another “friend”?



PISSING PEOPLE OFF



When I really started to think about it, I realized that there are many, many ways to piss off a headmaster. From the mundane, like letting out a string of curses right in front of him, to the profane, like streaking across campus, to the blasphemous, like destroying some important historical Easton artifact. But I had a hunch that the cursing wouldn’t be big enough, that streaking might send me to the nurse with frostbite, and the destruction would be a tad redundant, seeing as I’d already been blamed (along with my friends) for the torching of Gwendolyn Hall.

So as Josh and I made our way from breakfast over to the chapel for morning services on Wednesday, I made my final decision. I would go with a fourth option: the ridiculous. I just hoped that in the next five minutes I could get up the guts to do it.

“I can’t believe they actually sent you a video of her,” Josh whispered, his hands in the pockets of his coat. His shoulder bumped mine every so often as we walked, keeping us close together without having to expose our already cold-chapped fingers to the elements. “You really couldn’t tell where she was?”

I shook my head, blinking as a sharp wind stung my eyes. Neither one of us had mentioned the incident with Sawyer, and I was kind of hoping it wouldn’t come up. That maybe Josh had thought about it and realized it was perfectly innocent and that his storming away had been an overreaction. I had to hope, because it wasn’t something I was capable of dealing with right now.

“The whole thing was about eight seconds long,” I replied. “And there was literally nothing in the background.”

Josh cursed under his breath. He sidestepped and ducked as Gage and a couple of the other guys went tearing by, tossing snow at one another. They weren’t even industrious enough to make snowballs. They were just grabbing up snow and flinging it.

“Who the hell is doing this?” Josh said through his teeth.

I swallowed hard, the lump that masqueraded as my heart these days felt dead and lifeless inside my chest.

“I have a feeling I know who it is,” I told him, glancing back over my shoulder. Ivy was walking at least twenty yards behind us, huddled together with Vienna, Tiffany, and Rose.

“You do? And you didn’t lead with that?” Josh asked, his eyebrows shooting up.

“Honestly, I just . . . don’t think you’re gonna like it,” I told him.

We came to the final bend in the path before reaching the front of the chapel. I tugged him toward a bench to get out of the way of the others, but didn’t sit, seeing as the surface was covered in ice and snow.

“Who is it?” he asked, ducking his head toward mine.

I watched over his shoulder until my friends had scurried past. Then I took a deep breath.

“I think it might be Ivy.”

Josh stepped back as if he’d been slapped. “What? Are you cracked? Why would Ivy do something like this?”

“Maybe to get back at us?” I said, lifting my shoulders. “I know she talks a big game, but, call me crazy, I don’t think she’s so psyched about you and me getting back together.”

Josh scoffed and reeled away from me like I was so nuts I didn’t even merit an argument. With one long stride he was back on the pathway to the chapel and I was jogging to catch up.

“Josh, hear me out!” I said, grabbing his arm. “Ivy has always hated Noelle. And lately she’s been hanging out with some shady dude who has serial killer written all over him.”

“Come on, Reed. Ivy?” Josh whispered angrily. “I think I know her a little better than you do, and I know she could never do anything like this.”

His comment stung. Did he really need to remind me that he and Ivy had been so very close? Besides, he hadn’t seen all the things I’d seen. Like the fact that Ivy had been waiting in Sweet Nothings when I’d gone there to shoplift. Almost as if she knew what the assignment was and where I would go. As if she wanted to make sure I would complete it. Plus she was the one who’d made a point of telling everyone how much my new necklace was worth. And hadn’t she had her phone out that night in the chapel right before I’d gotten the text with my shoplifting assignment? It all added up.

“Oh, yeah? Well then try explaining to me why, last night, the second that video was done playing on my computer, I heard her laughing in the next room?”

Josh and I both fell silent as Mr. Barber and Mrs. Carr strode by us on their way into the chapel.

“Um, I don’t know. People laugh all the time for all kinds of reasons, Reed,” Josh said impatiently. “Ever hear of the word ‘coincidence’?”

Okay. Now he was being just plain rude.

“There are no coincidences,” I said, leveling him with a stare.

For a long moment he was silent, just gazing back into my eyes as if he was waiting for me to reveal the punch line.

“You know what? You need to tell someone about this,” he said finally. “An adult. Clearly you should not be dealing with this on your own. You’re starting to lose your grip.”

He turned abruptly and speed-walked up the steps to the chapel, twisting sideways to get past a couple of sophomore guys hanging out in the doorway.

“I don’t get you!” I yelled, chasing after him. “None of us thought Ariana was capable of killing Thomas. And Sabine? She was the nicest person on earth until she pulled a gun on me.”

He whirled around and I nearly slammed into his chest. “Yeah, and shot Ivy,” he said. “Ivy’s a victim, Reed, not a villain.”

“Or maybe the fact that she took a bullet because the guy she was dating was trying to save me instead of her is just one more reason for her to hate us,” I hissed, more than a little aware of the fact that dozens of students and teachers were now well within earshot.

Josh’s eyes went cold. Dead, almost. He turned around without another word, trudged over to the senior guys’ section on the back left side of the chapel, and sat down. As I walked past him toward the junior girls’ area, he didn’t even glance in my direction. It was official. If he hadn’t been pissed off at me after the shirtless Upton incident and the Sawyer hug, he was now.

“Hey, Reed!” Lorna whispered, sliding closer to Kiki so I could sit down at the end of the pew next to her. “What was that all about? Josh does not look happy.”

“Trouble in paradise?” Missy Thurber sneered, turning around in her seat to look at us.

“No one was talking to you, Missy,” I snapped.

“Wow. You really are the queen bitch these days, aren’t you?” she replied before facing forward again.

“Everything’s fine with Josh,” I told Lorna quietly. “We’re just having a slight disagreement about what to do for Valentine’s Day.”

“Sometimes I think that holiday is more trouble than it’s worth,” Astrid groused from down the pew.

“Preaching to the choir, sister,” I replied.

I took a deep breath and tapped my foot impatiently as everyone around me whispered and did some last-minute cramming for quizzes or texted on their phones. I wished Double H would get this party started already. I was in no mood to sit in this chapel any longer than I had to. For the first time, I wasn’t dreading one of the kidnapper’s tasks. I was definitely in the mood to blow off some steam.

“Good morning, everyone!” Headmaster Hathaway called out from the podium at the front of the chapel.

Instantly, everyone around me fell silent. My original plan had been to wait until Hathaway had launched into his usual slate of announcements about club meetings and alumni days and keeping the campus clean, but my impatience got the best of me. I jumped up, stepped into the aisle, and screamed at the top of my lungs.

“Snake!” I shouted, pointing at the floor, my eyes wide. “Snake! There’s a snake in the chapel!” Every single person in the room turned to gape at me.

“Reed! What’re you doing?” Lorna cried.

“There’s nothing there,” Astrid said.

“Miss Brennan, kindly take your seat,” Mr. Hathaway ordered, his words clipped.

“Snake!” I screamed again, edging around my imaginary reptile. My face was so hot I actually thought it might spontaneously burst into flame, but still I pressed on. “Snake! Everyone get out! There’s a snake in the chapel!”

“Miss Brennan!” Headmaster Hathaway shouted.

Missy, Constance, and some of the other girls in their row started to laugh. I grabbed Missy by the shoulder and yanked her out of the pew. “Snake! Run, Missy! There’s a snake!”

“Get off me, you freak!” she shouted back, tearing my fingers off her shoulder.

“Miss Brennan!” the headmaster roared.

I almost laughed. Guess I had officially succeeded in pissing him off.

Now people were starting to stand up from their seats to better see the nutjob in the aisle. Some of them looked appalled, others amused. Gage stood on the pew, laughing a big belly laugh. I saw a few flashbulbs pop as people whipped out their phones to commemorate the morning that Reed Brennan finally lost her marbles.

I bet a lot of them thought it was a long time coming.

“Snake! Snake!” I screamed.

Sawyer jumped up from his pew and put his hands on my shoulders. “Reed? What are you doing? Are you okay?”

“Snake!” I screamed in his face, feeling awful for pulling him into this. “Snake! Snake! Snake!”

Finally the headmaster gave the nod to the two security guards stationed at the back of the chapel. They both marched forward and each of them grabbed an arm, turning me around, and basically dragging me out the door. Sawyer tripped backward and stood there in the aisle, dumbfounded as he watched us go. I purposely averted my eyes from the area where Josh and his friends sat. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see his reaction to all this.

“Snake?” I said mournfully over my shoulder, just for fun. As the guards manhandled me outside and the door was slammed behind us, half the chapel burst into applause and cheers.

Nice. I bet that pissed Double H off more than anything.

Five minutes later I was perched on one of the cots in the nurse’s office, the starched, white coverlet crunching beneath me as the nurse tugged the thermometer out of my mouth.

“Normal,” Nurse Raine said, appearing surprised. She shrugged and tossed the disposable tip into the garbage. “You sure you’re feeling all right, dear?”

“I’m fine,” I said dismissively. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

The nurse stood up straight and shrugged. I suppose that after a number of years of dealing with kids trying to get out of tests, avoid ex-boyfriends, and spend the day sleeping, she’d pretty much seen it all.

“Here. Drink this and lie down,” she said, handing me a paper cup full of water. “I’m sure you’ll feel better after a nap.”

“Thanks.”

As she walked out her hand reached for the light switch, but she paused when she saw Headmaster Hathaway walking in. My heart thumped extra hard in my chest. What was he doing here? And how had he gotten here so fast?

“I’ll take it from here, Ms. Raine,” he said, tugging his leather gloves from his hands. He slipped off his overcoat, hung it over the back of a chair, and sat, tugging up the legs of his suit pants slightly.

“That must’ve been a very quick morning service,” I joked, trying to mask my nervousness.

“We need to talk, Reed,” he said without preamble. He leaned forward, forearms on his thighs, and laced his fingers together. Headmaster Hathaway was actually a nice-looking guy, with his light brown hair, tan skin, and chiseled cheekbones. But there was something about his demeanor that made me want to squirm. He tried to act like he was a friend to the students, but there was always some kind of backhanded threat or ominous warning just waiting on the tip of his tongue. “There’s something going on with you, and I need you to tell me what it is.”

And just like that, my tongue started to itch. I could tell him. I could just tell him and let him deal with it. He was an adult. A person of authority. He was even friends with Noelle’s parents. He’d walk right out of here, call them, and they’d get a SWAT team on Noelle’s ass in about fifteen seconds. Josh was right. I didn’t have to deal with this on my own. I was, technically, just a kid.

Right as I was about to open my mouth and spill it all, my cell phone let out a loud beep. Instantly all my blood rushed into my face. What was I thinking? I couldn’t tell anyone anything. Noelle’s life hung in the balance. After everything I’d been through here at Easton, I knew all too well how fragile life was. How easy it was for some people to take it from others. I couldn’t risk losing Noelle.

If I lost her, I had no idea what I would do. And besides, I didn’t entirely trust Mr. Hathaway. Who knew if he would actually do the right thing?

“I’m fine,” I told him, my voice thick. “Really. I just . . . needed to vent.”

Headmaster Hathaway blew out a sigh and hung his head. He made a temple of his forefingers and held them over his mouth as he looked up at me again.

“I’m sorry that you choose not to trust me, Reed,” he said slowly, his eyes like two rounds of coal. “But if you won’t tell me what’s going on, I’m just going to have to find out for myself.”



“KIDNAPPED”



“Get off your butt, Reed. We’re kidnapping you!”

Under the current circumstances, hearing such a thing might have scared me, but it was coming from Tiffany and she had a big, fat smile on her face as she walked into my room. I sat up on my bed, dropping the history book I was trying to concentrate on. My extra-credit assignment was due on Tuesday and I had barely made a dent. Letting my friends kidnap me right now would not be the most responsible choice.

But who could worry about being responsible at a time like this?

“Who’s we?” I asked, leaning to the side to try to see around her. Rose waved at me from the doorway.

“Rose and I are taking you to the Botanical for a little Saturday morning R and R,” Tiffany said, grabbing me by the wrists and hauling me up. She clapped her hands together. “Let’s go. Coat, hat, bag. Go, go, go!”

“Okay, if your intention is to relax me, you’re not off to a great start,” I said with a laugh.

“She has a point, Tiff,” Rose said. “Dial it down a notch.”

“Sorry,” Tiffany said. “Spa days excite me.” She looked me up and down, her brow creased with consternation. “Why are you not moving?”

I glanced at my iPhone, sitting silent and lifeless on my desk. What if the kidnappers texted while I was in the middle of a massage? What if I had to do something on campus right away? Maybe being away from here for too long would be a big mistake.

But then, none of the kidnapper’s assignments had been immediate. And besides, it was Valentine’s Day, and I hadn’t spoken to Josh in almost forty-eight hours. I had no idea if he still intended to take me to the dance tonight as we’d planned, or if he was going to call me and cancel, or if he was just going to stand me up completely. My shoulder muscles coiled tightly, sending a twinge of pain all the way up my neck. Yeah. I could use a little pampering on a day like this.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m definitely not moving fast enough.”

I grabbed my phone and shoved it in my bag.

“That’s my girl,” Tiffany said with a grin.

“When did you guys come up with this plan?” I asked. I slid my arms into the sleeves of my coat and lifted my hair out from under the collar, letting it fall loose down my back.

“Roughly five minutes after your minor breakdown in chapel the other day,” Tiffany said matter-of-factly.

My face burned at the memory as I strode out the door. A couple of people had asked me what the snake thing was all about and I’d told them that I didn’t want to talk about it. Meanwhile, those who didn’t know me well, or who were already wary about me thanks to my close association with the last two murders and murder victims at Easton, had been giving me a wide-berth on campus, taking out-of-the-way routes across the quad just to avoid passing me directly. It was kind of amusing, actually, but sooner or later, I was going to have to come up with some kind of explanation for my actual friends. I just hoped it would be later, because my tired brain was not functioning at high levels these days.

“Five minutes? Try five seconds,” Rose said with a laugh. She fell into step behind me as I led the way down the carpeted hallway to the stairs. “She was on her phone making a reservation before the applause had even died down.”

I shook my head and jogged down the stairs, shoving open the door and taking a deep breath of the crisp, cold air. Waiting for us at the curb in front of the huge, stone fountain, was a sleek, black town car.

“What would I do without you guys?” I asked as Tiffany slung her arm over my shoulders.

“You’d definitely be in a straitjacket by now,” she joked. “Let’s roll.”



TENSION



“For a young girl, you certainly hold a lot of tension in your shoulders,” my masseuse, Kristianne, told me as she finished up my deep tissue massage.

“She has more stress than the usual sixteen-year-old,” Rose said, her voice muffled since her face, like mine, was mashed into a donut pillow.

They had no idea how much more stress. Even though the masseuses had told us to leave all electronic devices in the lockers with the rest of our clothes and personal items, I had managed to sneak my iPhone in and half-camouflage it under a towel on the chair in the corner. Every chance I got, I glanced casually in that direction to check if it had lit up with a text while I wasn’t paying attention. So far, it had been dormant.

“Okay, Reed,” Kristianne said in her quiet, soothing voice. “You can roll over.”

Kristianne held up the thick towel and blanket that were covering me, shielding my naked body from her view so I could roll onto my back. My head felt heavy and my brain was all fuzzy and relaxed. Even with the specter of my phone looming in the room, I had somehow managed to let a bit of my tension go.

“How was it?” Tiffany asked from the next bed.

“Amazing,” I replied. “Thanks, Kristianne. Thanks, you guys, for bringing me.”

“Anytime,” Rose said, rolling over as well.

“Okay. We’ll leave you girls now,” Rose’s masseuse, Joanna, said, standing with the other two near the door. They all wore cream-colored polo tops and khaki pants, like some kind of neutral relaxation brigade. “You’re free to enjoy lunch in the garden room, and remember to drink lots of water. It will help you flush out all the toxins.”

“We will,” Tiffany said, taking a deep breath with her eyes closed. “We’re good little toxin flushers.”

Rose snorted a laugh and the three masseuses exchanged an amused glance before walking out and leaving us to ourselves. I followed Tiffany’s example and just lay there for a moment, eyes closed, breathing in the soothing eucalyptus-scented candles and listening to the softly pinging guitar music. This was the one of the greatest gifts anyone could have given me. Why couldn’t Josh see how amazing my friends were? It wasn’t like he was running around trying to de-stress my chi and loosen my pressure points. Or whatever it was they did around here for a hundred bucks an hour.

“Okay. I’m starving,” Tiffany said, sitting up straight. “Let’s eat!”

Rose and I grabbed our soft terry cloth robes. Tiffany went to the cooler of cucumber water in the corner and filled three glasses, and Rose went to work securing her hair in a bun. While their backs were turned, I grabbed my phone from under the towel, turned it on to vibrate, and slid it into one of the pockets.

“For you, my dear,” Tiffany said, handing me a glass of water.

I downed it in a few gulps and refilled it.

“Wow. Thirsty?” Rose said.

I smiled. “I also have more toxins than your average sixteen-year-old,” I joked.

Together we walked out the side door of our “serenity room” and followed the signs pointing the way to the Garden Room. The large, airy space was dotted with small café tables, and three walls were made up of floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out over the bare trees behind the spa. A babbling brook cut its way through the snow, and overhead, white clouds raced their way across a clear, blue sky.

“So, Reed,” Rose said as we chose a table and glanced over the menu. It was all salads and fruits and teas. “What really happened with that whole snake thing? Did someone put you up to it?”

“Kind of,” I replied.

I had been expecting this question for the past two days, of course, and on the ride over I’d finally put the finishing touches on my cover story. I took a sip of my water, while Tiffany and Rose waited expectantly.

“I lost a bet with Gage,” I said, rolling my eyes and faking an embarrassed smile. The whole snake episode was just childish enough to be a brainstorm of his. “I said he couldn’t knot the stem of a cherry with his tongue. He did it five times in a row.”

“Omigod, Reed! You should know better than to ever make a bet with Gage!” Rose chided me.

“Especially when it involves his tongue,” Tiffany added, sticking hers out slightly.

“Lesson learned,” I replied. “I will never go there again.”

“What can I get for you ladies?” the waitress asked in the same hushed tone everyone seemed to use around here.

“Mango chicken salad, please,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

I took a deep breath, secure in the knowledge that neither Tiffany nor Rose would ever catch me in my latest lie. Neither of them was particularly friendly with Gage, and the whole bet story was forgettable enough that by tomorrow neither of them would care anymore. Everything was going to be fine. I was even starting to enjoy myself.

And then my cell phone vibrated.

“What was that?” Rose asked, looking around.

“My phone,” I whispered.

I fumbled it out of my pocket and held it under the table.

“Reed! You’re not supposed to have that in here,” Tiffany hissed, glancing over her shoulder at one of the waitresses.

“What’re they going to do, kick me out?” I asked. I pushed back from the table slightly to see the text on the screen. All at once, my lungs filled with relief. The text was from Josh. It read:

Hope we’re still on for tonight. I’ll pick you up at 8! XO

Thank goodness. I wasn’t sure that, on top of everything else, I could handle him dumping me on Valentine’s Day.

“It’s from Josh,” I explained.

Tiffany and Rose nodded knowingly.

I was just about to slide the phone back in my pocket when it vibrated again, startling the breath out of me.

This text was not from Josh.

ONLY ONE ASSIGNMENT LEFT. YOU FAIL, SHE DIES. FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS TONIGHT.

And just like that, the shoulder knots Kristianne had worked so hard to uncoil were back.



JUST US



“Ow! Lorna! You stepped on my foot!” Amberly whined. “Ow! Owwww! Astrid! Stop! You’re smacking me in the back of the head with your brush.”

“Sorry, love,” Astrid said. She turned around too quickly and elbowed Amberly in the eye.

“Ow! Crap! Crappity crap crap!” Amberly blurted, doubling over.

“Oh my God, Amberly! Are you okay?” I asked, jumping up from my desk chair. Not that it was easy to do, what with the crowd of Billings Girls milling around in my tiny single room. I shoved by Portia, got a mouthful of hair spray as I ducked by Vienna, and cornered Amberly near the door, where she clutched her hand over her right eye, bent at the waist. Normally, Amberly wasn’t my favorite person, but she was one of us now—a true Billings Girl, and I had started to see her as a kind of annoying, precocious little sister. Also, that jab had looked pretty bad.

“No, I’m not okay!” she groused, pushing her blond mane back from her pretty, elfin face. “I miss Billings! Do you remember how big the rooms were? We could have all fit in Noelle’s room with our dates. And taken group pictures! And had champagne!”

Around me, the other Billings girls sighed nostalgically.

“This is pathetic,” Amberly said, throwing up a hand. “And now I have a black eye.”

“Here. Let me see.” I tugged her hand away from her eye and she blinked a few times. “It’s not black. It’s just watery and . . . slightly pink,” I told her. “Hey. It matches your dress.”

“You think?” Amberly asked, looking down at her dark pink silk frock. There wasn’t much she loved more than matching her accessories to her clothes.

I laughed. “You’re gonna be fine.”

“Knock, knock!” Trey Prescott stuck his head into my room. Just opening the door slightly, he practically flattened me and Amberly against the wall. “Damn. It’s like a sardine can in here. Fine sardines, don’t get me wrong. But still.” He found Astrid in the center of the mayhem and smiled. “You ready, baby?”

“I’m always ready!” Astrid said, grabbing her sequined clutch. She had to raise her arms over her head and turn sideways to get through the bevy of girls and out the door. The multilayered taffeta and netting on the skirt of her black dress snagged on the beads lining Portia’s mini, but she twirled once and broke free. “Ta, ladies!” she sang.

“Hey, Amberly. Hunter’s out here too,” Trey said.

“Yeeee!” Amberly whirled around to double-check her eyes in the full-length mirror.

“Wait. You’re going to the dance with Hunter Braden?” I asked her, a sour taste rising up in the back of my throat. Hunter and I had gone on exactly one seriously awful date last fall, an experience I didn’t exactly relish for Amberly.

“Uh, yeah? The hottest guy in school asks you to the Valentine’s Day dance, you say yes,” Amberly replied.

I rolled my eyes and patted her on the back as I practically shoved her out the door. “Good luck with that one.”

She didn’t even seem to hear me as she joined him in the hallway and he helped her on with her coat. That was Hunter for you. A consummate gentleman. For five minutes. When that space of time had passed, all bets were off. I knew from experience.

“Well, at least there’s more room in here, now,” I said, returning to the makeup mirror on my desk.

“Hey, Reed, is this your brother?” Lorna asked, picking up a framed family portrait from atop my dresser. “He’s hot.”

“Yeah. And unfortunately, he knows it,” I replied, reaching for a red lip gloss that looked like it would match my dress.

“You don’t want that one. It’s got orange undertones,” Ivy said, grabbing it out of my hand. “It’ll clash.”

My stomach turned and I avoided her gaze. She had to be here because all the BLS members had decided to come over, but I still had a feeling she had something to do with Noelle’s disappearance. Just being around her was making my skin prickle.

“Here. Try this.”

She handed me her own lip gloss with a smile.

“No, thanks,” I said, tossing it back to her. “I think I’ll just go neutral.”

Ivy eyed me for a second, as if she sensed something was up, but then shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

“Your dad is cute too. For an old guy,” Lorna said. She looked at me over the top of the photograph. “But you guys look nothing alike.”

“Everyone always says that,” I replied. “I look like my mom and Scott looks like my dad.”

“Which is probably a good thing,” Kiki joked, leaning over my shoulder to fluff her hair in my mirror. “Otherwise you’d have a five o’clock shadow and he’d have those delicate cheekbones of yours,” she said, giving my cheek a pinch.

“Hey, Ivy! You in here?” Gage shoved open the door, slamming it into Vienna’s foot. She fell against the side of my dresser, grabbed her injured toes, and let out a string of curses worthy of a backstage Kanye outburst.

“Dude. Watch where you’re standing,” Gage said.

“You suck, Gage Coolidge,” Vienna said, hopping over to my bed to check for bleeding. Her dark gray strapless dress barely restrained her breasts, and for a second there, I was sure one or both was going to pop out. Which, of course, Gage would have loved.

“Only on certain body parts,” he replied, giving her a lecherous glance.

“Ew!” Portia, Rose, and Tiffany exclaimed as one.

“Ah, my date. I couldn’t be more proud,” Ivy said. She dropped her lip gloss back in her purse and joined Gage at the door. “See you guys there!”

Portia rolled her eyes as the door slammed behind them. “If those two were any more off-again-on-again they’d be a light switch.”

A few of the girls giggled, but I felt a knot growing in my chest. Were Ivy and Gage really back together, or was he just a beard for her real man—Tattoo Guy? Or maybe Tattoo Guy wasn’t a boyfriend at all. Maybe he was only in Ivy’s life to help her wreak havoc on mine and Noelle’s.

I turned back to my reflection and reached for my original lip gloss again, trying not to think about it. Tonight was supposed to be fun. Romantic. It was supposed to be about me and Josh. If only I could manage to stop obsessing about Noelle’s kidnapping and my ability to save her for more than five minutes.

There was another knock at the door. One by one, all the hottest guys of Easton showed up to squire my friends off to the dance. Weston Bright was Tiffany’s date, Jason Darlington came for Vienna, Dominic Infante picked up Portia, and Marc Alberro, much to my delight, arrived for Kiki. Finally, Carson Levere, who was a year younger than us, but smart and insanely cute, showed up clutching a dozen red roses to claim Lorna, and Rose and I were left alone.

As Lorna closed the door behind her, I felt a thump of foreboding. Maybe Josh wasn’t coming for me after all.

“Is Damon coming up here?” I asked.

“Nah. New Hathaway rule. Apparently since he’s an off-campus date, he’s not allowed inside the dorms, so I told him I’d just meet him at the hotel,” Rose said, perching on the edge of my bed. “But I’ll wait for Josh with you.”

Might be a long wait, I thought, glancing at my phone. It was already 8:15. Not hugely late. Unless you lived a thirty-second walk away from your date, of course. But the last shuttle over to the Driscoll Hotel in Easton was supposed to leave at eight thirty. What if he didn’t get here in time? Or at all?

Then, just like that, there was a knock at the door. Both Rose and I stood, and I smoothed the skirt of my red satin dress.

“Come in!”

Josh opened the door with a smile. “Sorry I’m late. Would you believe some freshman outside asked me to tie his tie for him?”

Rose and I laughed and Josh produced a single red rose from behind his back. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

“I think I’ll leave you two alone,” Rose said, reaching for her coat, which was folded at the end of my bed. “See you there!”

I smiled and twiddled my fingers at her as she slipped out. Josh wrapped his arms around me and gave me a long kiss on the lips. “I hate that we’ve been fighting,” he said.

“Me too,” I replied, letting out a sigh of relief. “Let’s not do that anymore.”

“Deal,” Josh replied. “Tonight is not about suspects or intrigue or kidnappers. Tonight is about you.” He gave me a kiss on one shoulder. “And me.” He kissed the other shoulder. “And the dance.” Then he kissed me, once more, on the lips.

Suddenly, I didn’t feel like going anywhere. I just wanted to stay right there in my room all night, with him. But I knew we had to at least make an appearance at the dance. Otherwise everyone would freak out, wondering where we were. Besides, I wanted to congratulate Constance on what I was sure would be a job well done.

“Come on,” I said, taking Josh’s hand. “Let’s get this dance thing over with so we can come back here and make out.”

He laughed. “I like the way you think.”

We walked out of the room together. As I reached back to close the door, I caught a glimpse of my phone, sitting on my desk. My heart skipped a tense beat. I couldn’t believe I’d almost forgotten my lifeline to Noelle.

“Hang on a sec,” I said.

Leaving Josh in the hall, I went back inside and grabbed the phone. As I picked it up, it let out a loud beep. My pulse skidded to a stop. I had a text. Quickly, I opened the message. It read, simply:

YOUR FINAL ASSIGNMENT: BREAK UP WITH JOSH HOLLIS. IN PUBLIC.



PUBLIC BREAKUP



Constance had done an amazing job. As Josh and I danced, holding each other close at the center of the gleaming hardwood dance floor, I looked around the Driscoll Hotel ballroom, taking it all in. Solidifying in my mind the details of what was bound to be one of the worst nights of my life.

The ballroom had been turned into an otherworldly tunnel of love. Deep red and purple hearts covered every possible surface, in all imaginable textures. There were sequined hearts, fur hearts, lace hearts, silky hearts. Hearts made out of paper and netting and beads and dried flowers. The ceiling was home to thousands of dark red balloons and the DJ’s glass booth had been filled with millions of candy hearts. Waiters and waitresses circled the room with heart-shaped trays full of chocolate-covered strawberries, pink-frosted cupcakes, and Shirley Temple drinks. Everywhere I looked, couples danced close together, touching noses, touching lips, touching everywhere.

It was all a cruel joke.

“Hey. Is everything okay?” Josh said in my ear.

I flinched, startled, and pulled back to look at him. We were surrounded by our coupled-off friends. Skirts swished, ties were loosened. Everyone was having a romantic good time.

“Everything’s fine. Why?” I asked, my voice thick.

“You’re kind of clutching my neck,” Josh said, tilting his head.

I removed my hand and looked at my palm, resting my forearm on his shoulder. My fingers were red, and my palm was clammy. Guess that’s what happens when you’re trying to cling to something you have to let go of.

Josh looked down at me quizzically. My heart seemed to pound from inside my stomach. Even though it was cool in the cavernous room, sweat prickled the back of my neck. I looked around at the smiling faces of my friends—Tiffany cracking up over something Kiki had just said, Portia looking hopefully up at Dominic as they danced, Constance over in the corner with Walt Whittaker at her side, nodding and grinning as Headmaster Hathaway congratulated her. It was so unfair. Everyone was so happy and carefree and here I was, hiding yet another deep, dark secret, being forced to give up the one person who made me feel safe and loved. The one person I could trust.

I looked up into Josh’s incredible green eyes. This was going to be the hardest thing I ever had to do. Once again I had to wonder what these kidnappers were thinking. Why weren’t they out there trying to extort millions from Noelle’s parents? Why, instead, did they choose to torture me?

Because this was personal. That was the only explanation. This was not about money. This was about me and Noelle. About punishing us. It was the only explanation.

Just do it, Reed! A little voice in my head shouted—a voice that sounded a lot like Noelle’s. Just do it and get it over with.

I swallowed hard and took a step back. Cold air rushed between us like a wall of ice.

“Actually, everything’s not okay,” I said loudly. They had, after all, said I was to do this in public. It wouldn’t be very public if no one noticed.

Josh blinked, understandably confused. One second I’m clinging to him so tightly I’m leaving finger marks in his skin. The next I’m backing away and unnecessarily shouting.

“What is it?” he said, his voice considerably softer than mine. He closed the gap between us and reached for my hand. “Is it Noelle?” he asked. “Have you heard something?”

Tears stung my eyes. He was so caring. So unselfish. We’d promised this night would not be about the Noelle drama, but here he was, bringing it up, just because he thought it was upsetting me.

“No,” I said, yanking my hand away. “It’s not that. I . . . Josh, listen. I’m sorry,” I said, raising my voice again. “I’m sorry to do this on Valentine’s Day, but it’s over.”

All the color washed right out of Josh’s face, but he still eyed me dubiously. A few people around us stopped dancing. The whispers began, starting in the center of the room and whooshing out to all corners, like ripples in otherwise calm waters.

“You’re joking, right? This is some kind of prank.” He looked around as if waiting for a clown to step out and hit him in the face with a whipped cream pie.

“No,” I said. “No, I’m not.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked with a strained smile. “You can’t—”

“I’m talking about us,” I interrupted. “We’re over.”

The smile dropped away and his face started to grow red. All I wanted to do was grab him and tell him he was right. It was a prank. That it was all going to be fine. I couldn’t bear that I was doing this to him.

“What?” Josh blurted.

Tiffany and West backed up a little, giving us space, as if they thought Josh was going to wrestle me to the ground.

“I can’t . . . I just can’t be with you anymore,” I said.

From the corner of my eye, I saw someone approaching. I was so surprised to see someone moving toward us rather than away, I must have flinched, because Josh turned around to see what I was looking at. It was Sawyer. He had just emerged from the crowd, and he couldn’t have picked a worse moment. The second Josh saw him he let out a strangled sort of laugh.

“Is this about him?” he asked, his jaw set as he turned to face me again.

“What?” I said, my voice cracking. “No. Sawyer and I are just—”

“Then is it that Upton guy?” Josh demanded. “I saw that note he sent you. Does he always go around calling other guys’ girlfriends ‘beautiful’ and signing his letters ‘love’?”

Actually, yeah, he kind of does, I thought automatically. And how the hell had Josh seen that note? But then my brain remembered I was in kind of an end-of-my-world drama here.

“Josh, I’m sorry. I just—”

“I can’t believe this,” Josh said, glancing around wildly, as if he couldn’t even look at me for a second longer. He pushed both hands into his hair, holding it back with his palms to his temples, as if he were trying to keep his brain from exploding. “You’re not really doing this.”

He dropped his hands again and looked at me imploringly. I said nothing. I couldn’t. There was nothing in me to say. Then he blinked and for a split second my heart caught. He knew! It was right there in his eyes. He knew why I was doing this. He knew it was all a ruse. He knew the kidnappers had set me up.

But then he covered his face for a moment and when he looked at me again, his face was red and he was fuming. I realized with a sinking sensation that I had just imagined it. Wishful thinking.

“You’d better be really sure about this, Reed,” Josh snapped. “Because if this is it, this is really it. You do this right now and I’m done. For good.”

My hands were shaking. My knees quivered beneath me. Every cell in my body cried out for me to take it back. To step into his arms. To let him hold me. I loved him so much, my body was physically revolting against my words. I felt like I was going to throw up, crumble, pass out, die.

But then I saw Noelle in my mind’s eye. Panicked. Bleeding. Possibly even dying. This was just a breakup, but she really could die. If I didn’t do this, they would kill her.

“Is this what you really want?” Josh demanded.

I looked around at the crowd. It seemed as if the entire school was watching. If the kidnappers wanted public, they were certainly getting public. I saw my friends huddled together—Tiffany, Portia, Rose, Vienna, Kiki, Lorna, Astrid, and Amberly—all of them watching us, gaping, baffled. Only Ivy was alone, off to the side, her expression completely unreadable.

Is this what you wanted? I thought, glaring at her. Well, I hope you’re enjoying the show.

I wanted to storm over there, grab her by the hair, and wrest her to the floor. I wanted to make her tell me what she knew. Make her suffer the way Josh and I were both suffering right now. But I was not going to give her the satisfaction of cracking.

Still, I swore to myself at that moment that if she did turn out to be the kidnapper, I was going to make her pay for this. Big-time.

“Yes,” I said firmly, looking Josh in the eye. “This is what I really want.”

Josh’s face was slack. He was nothing but a gray, sagging mask of his former self. After everything I’d put him through, that crap with Dash, the shooting, everything, this was clearly the worst thing I could have done.

I expected him to scream at me one last time. To tell me off. To call me a whore or a bitch or a psycho. Any one of these things would have actually made me feel better.

But instead he simply turned around and walked away.



LIVING THE NIGHTMARE



Right, so, where the hell was Noelle? I’d done everything these jackasses had asked of me. Four assignments set, four assignments complete. Didn’t that mean I’d won? Didn’t that mean I was supposed to get some kind of information on Noelle’s whereabouts? I’d been up all night, sitting straight up on my bed with my phone in my lap, waiting. Waiting for the information on how to save my friend. I’d even changed into jeans and boots and a black sweater, packed an overnight bag, and charged my phone, primed and ready for a trek through the snow or a train trip to Boston or a flight to Siberia. But nothing had come. It was all silence. All night long.

Every once in a while, I found myself staring at the wall between my room and Ivy’s, my jaw clenched, my fingers curled into fists. I couldn’t stop thinking about the expression on her face as she watched me break up with Josh. At first I hadn’t been able to place what it was. I’d been so wrapped up in my own pain, my own regret, my own despair. But the more I thought about it, the more it looked like . . . satisfaction. Like pride over a job well-done. Like she’d been expecting it to happen, just waiting to revel in the end result.

Josh had insisted Ivy couldn’t be behind this, but had anyone ever suspected that Ariana had killed Thomas? Hadn’t we all been sucked in by Sabine’s innocent act? If I was going on history here, it had to be Ivy. Somehow, the people that I thought were my best friends, always turned out to be my worst enemies.

Part of me wanted to bang on the wall. Part of me wanted to just walk in there and shake her, demand to know where Noelle was. But I kept stopping myself. Because what if I was wrong? I didn’t think I’d be able to live with myself.

By three o’clock in the morning I was pissed and pacing my tiny cell of a room. Why had I done all of this? Why had I made Upton fly to France? Why had I risked getting arrested in Sweet Nothings and humiliated myself in front the entire school and broken up with the love of my life? Why? For what purpose? Was it just some kind of game to these people? Were they out there somewhere just laughing at me?

Was Ivy sitting in the next room right now, laughing at me?

By five a.m. I was desperate, talking to the phone as if I could make it text me itself. “Come on, you stupid thing. Where is she? Tell me where Noelle is! Just effing tell me!”

Shockingly, that didn’t work.

So now, here I was, sitting in the library, my head heavy, my eyes even heavier, but my heart pounding as if I’d just sprinted a marathon. I had thought that getting out of my room would help. That it would distract me from my misery and despair, but I was wrong. Sitting at the end of a wide oak table, some history books open in front of me for show, I was just reminded of how low I had sunk. All around me, life went on. Study groups poured over notebooks and projects. Students tapped away at laptops. A couple of girls flipped through the latest gossip magazine, laughing over stars and their cellulite. Over in the corner, Marc and Kiki smooched in a study carrel, pretending no one could see them, all flush and gooey with the stink of new love.

I just wanted to rip my heart out and throw it at them.

Everything was just as it was supposed to be. This was the way Easton Academy had appeared to me in the catalog a year and a half ago. The glossy, autumn-hued catalog that had seduced me into applying, that had practically guaranteed a better life. I had envisioned a world where beautiful people strolled cobblestone paths, debating politics and laughing over the events of the day. I saw huddles of kids hanging out in the library, analyzing poetry, defending their theses, celebrating new discoveries. I had even conjured up images of me and some gorgeous, preppy boyfriend, walking hand in hand after winning our respective soccer games, chasing windblown leaves down the hill as we headed for dinner with our friends at the dining hall.

And maybe I’d had a few of these spare moments since I’d been here, but they had been few and far between. And they had always ended in misery.

Everyone around me was living in the Easton Academy from the catalog. They were living the dream. But me? I was living a nightmare. Over and over and over again. Full of death and near death and stalking and backstabbing and kidnapping and pain. I just wanted things to be normal. I just wanted all the drama to stop.

I simply wanted my friend back, safe and sound.

And still, my phone was silent on the table. It looked like the nightmare was never going to end.



INNER BITCH



My hands shook as I held my hands under the steaming hot water in the Pemberly bathroom that night. The water in there had exactly two temperatures: arctic bitter and scalding hot. Tonight was definitely a night for scalding. The temperature outside had dipped well below freezing and the wind chill was in the single digits. Besides, cold water wasn’t exactly going to stop the trembling, which I was more than frantic to stop. It couldn’t be healthy for one’s entire body to be as frenetic as mine had been for the past twenty-four hours.

I dipped my head forward and splashed my face with the hot water. As I stood up straight again, my phone, sitting on the small silver shelf in front of the mirror, beeped. I snatched it and it slipped right out of my wet hand, crashing to the floor.

“Frak!” I said through my teeth.

At that moment, Ivy walked into the room. She took one look at my dripping face, then grabbed the phone up off the floor and handed it to me.

“You okay?” she asked.

I snatched the phone and took a step back. Was her appearance at that moment just a coincidence? Had she just sent a text about Noelle from the hallway then walked in here to gauge my reaction?

I looked down at the screen. It was a text from Constance. My heart ricocheted off in a whole new direction. Constance was texting me again? It read:

Sry bout U + Josh. Hope everythings ok. X C

I pressed my lips together to keep a whole new wave of emotion at bay. Tossing the phone back on the shelf, I grabbed my towel and dried my face, taking an extra moment to breathe in the Tide-scented softness. When I lowered the towel again, Ivy was staring at me.

“What?” I snapped.

I turned to look at myself in the mirror. Water splotches dotted my Penn State sweatshirt and my skin was the color of pea soup. All of these things with Ivy . . . they couldn’t all be coincidences. They just couldn’t. Standing there with her breathing over my shoulder, my frustration mounted and mounted and mounted, like hot lava rising up inside of me. Any second, I was going to blow.

“Nothing!” Ivy said, clearly offended. She dropped her basket of toiletries on the shelf and turned the water on over the sink next to mine. “Could you be any more on edge?”

“Oh, please,” I blurted. “Don’t give me the innocent act.”

Ivy glanced at me in the mirror. “What are you talking about?”

“I know what you’re doing, Ivy,” I said, shoving my toothbrush and toothpaste back into my own toiletry kit shakily. “And you’re not going to get away with it.”

Ivy turned to look at me, her dark eyes wide. “What am I doing, Reed? Seriously. Tell me. Because if you’re going to suck me into one of your paranoid delusions, I think I have the right to know the details.”

“I’m not paranoid!” I shouted, trembling from head to toe.

“Is this about Josh?” Ivy said, turning off the water. “Because whatever happened between the two of you, I had nothing to do with it. Gage and I are back together, so you can just stop thinking everyone wants what you’ve got.”

“Oh, really? Gage is your new boyfriend now? Not Tattoo Guy?” I demanded, my chest heaving.

Ivy’s eyes narrowed. “What are you, spying on me now?”

“Who needs to spy? You’re the one parading that freak show around campus all the time!”

Ivy took a deep breath and jutted her bottom teeth out for a second, as if she was steeling herself. “Okay, first of all, KC is not a freak show. He’s one of my best friends from home and he’s been hanging around here because his dad is on a permanent bender and he needs me,” she snapped. “And secondly, where do you get off walking around here like the entire world revolves around you? Like you can say anything to anyone and then act like everything’s fine? Well, guess what, Reed? It’s not fine. You can’t just suddenly start treating me like shit and then expect me to be your friend again the next day.”

My nostrils flared. “I haven’t been treating you like—”

“Yes,” she said with a bitter laugh. “You have. Avoiding me? Shooting me looks? Refusing my lip gloss like I have herpes or something? And now this?” She whipped her toiletry kit down off the shelf, where it slammed against the sink with a loud clatter. “You didn’t even tell me you were thinking about breaking up with Josh. You didn’t even talk to me about it, and I thought we were supposed to be best friends.”

I blinked. For the first time since she’d walked through the door, I started doubting whether she even knew Noelle was really missing.

“Ivy, you don’t under—”

“No. I don’t want to hear it,” she said, lifting her free hand. “I’m done, Reed. Don’t talk to me again until you’ve had your inner bitch surgically removed.”

Then she turned around and stormed out, slamming the bathroom door behind her.



A LITTLE HELP



“Hey, Reed. How’s the extra-credit project going?”

I blinked a few times, slowly pulling myself out of my deep, dark daze. Tiffany, Portia, and Rose all hovered around my marble-topped table in the solarium, toting steaming coffees and yummy-smelling scones. Slowly, I looked down at my laptop. There was nothing on the screen in front of me other than a lonely, blinking cursor.

“Um, not good,” I said.

Portia pulled out a chair and placed her plate down. “How NG are we talking? VNG or BNG?”

My brow knit. Sometimes, talking to Portia was like trying to decode a secret spy message from the CIA.

“Um, BNG?” I said. “That’s beyond not good, right?”

“What can we do to help?” Tiffany asked, taking the chair across from Portia. Rose sat down across from me, her diminutive frame pretty much disappearing behind my laptop screen.

“Oh, you guys don’t have to—”

“It’s due tomorrow, isn’t it?” Rose asked, sitting up straight so I could at least see her blue eyes over the monitor.

“Yeah,” I said miserably. Where had the last week gone? Oh yeah. It had flown by with me running around at the beck-and-call of some crazed lunatic who didn’t even feel the need to reward me for my efforts by telling me how to save my friend.

“Then let us help,” Tiffany said. “History’s Portia’s best subject.”

“Aside from finance,” Portia said, lifting her chin.

“It’s true. Mr. Barber worships her,” Rose put in, taking a sip of her coffee. “Remember that presentation you did on the influence of first ladies on international policy? I thought he was going to drop down on one knee and propose to you right there.”

“Okay, ew,” Portia said with a shudder.

“Girl’s holding out for a bona fide prince, remember?” Tiffany said, her eyes sparkling as she lifted her coffee mug to her lips.

“Preferably a western European one,” Portia confirmed. She shrugged out of her fur-lined jacket and rested her elbows on the table, her gold necklaces glinting in the light from overhead. “But Rose is right. I am the only person in the history of Easton Academy ever to earn an A-plus from the Barber.”

I frowned, duly impressed.

“Come on, Reed. No one could be expected to concentrate on extra credit at a time like this,” Tiffany said, referring to my breakup with Josh, of course, not to Noelle’s suspended fate. “Just tell us what you need and we’ll do it. Delegate.”

“You’re sure?” I said, sitting up a bit straighter.

“You need to learn how to accept a little help,” Portia said, tossing her dark hair over her shoulder. “You don’t have to do everything yourself, FYI.”

“And what else is the Billings Literary Society for?” Rose asked slyly, arching one eyebrow. “I mean, if not to support one another academically.”

I felt a smile tug at my lips and the sensation was very odd, but very welcome. “Okay, I’m supposed to write an article as if I’m a reform journalist, covering the breakup of the Standard Oil Company,” I said. “So first . . . I need to find out what, exactly, the Standard Oil Company was. Also, it’d probably be good to know why it broke up.”

“Wow. You really do need help,” Portia said. “I’m on research!”

She pulled her own laptop out of her bag and moved her coffee and blueberry scone to the next table to make room for it.

“I’ll pull up some of Ida Tarbell’s articles so you can get an idea of the writing style of the day,” Rose offered, producing her laptop as well.

“Okay, we’re getting a little crowded here,” Tiffany said. She got up and moved all her stuff to the next table, then pulled out her sleek, silver MacBook. “I’ll do photo research.”

“Photo research?” I asked.

“Yeah. You need to set this up so it looks like an actual article,” Portia said, as if this was entirely obvious to the world. “Barber will love that.”

“It’s too bad we’re not in with Constance anymore. She could typeset it at the newspaper office and make it look really authentic,” Rose said, screwing up her mouth.

“I could always ask Marc,” I interjected, feeling an actual flicker of academic excitement. It was dim, but it was there. “Maybe he could even print it out on newspaper stock.”

“If you can get him to remove his lips from Kiki’s for more than five seconds,” Portia replied, her fingers flying over her keyboard. “Those two are totally gunning for the PDA award.”

I sat back in my chair as the three of them feverishly got to work. Suddenly my heart was full to overflowing. My friends were the best. Hands down, the best friends on earth.

“What am I supposed to do?” I asked, feeling a tad guilty.

“Here.” Tiffany handed me her plate, which was full of chocolate biscotti, never taking her eyes off her screen. “Eat chocolate, read up on the Standard Oil Company, and try to come up with a snazzy headline.”

I laughed and placed the plate down on top of my keyboard. I could take a break for the amount of time it took to devour one biscotti, couldn’t I? I took a bite, the chocolate coating melting in my mouth. For a split second I started to feel better, like maybe I could actually pull this off, but then Mr. Hathaway had appeared as if from nowhere. He stood right behind Rose, holding a steaming to-go cup of coffee.

“Ladies,” he said, his expression suspicious as his gaze slid from one computer to another. He’d already tried to bust the Billings Literary Society once, and he seemed to get tense whenever he saw more than two or three former Billings Girls hanging out together. After my outburst in chapel and Noelle’s continued absence, he was probably starting to suspect that he was somehow being snowed by a bunch of teenage girls. Which, let’s face it, he was. “What’re we working on?”

“Extra credit,” Portia said, unfazed. She reached for her coffee and took a sip, crossing one leg over the other as she gazed up at the headmaster, all cool. “What’re you working on?”

Tiffany hid a laugh behind her hand. The headmaster gave Portia a tight smile.

“A cinnamon latte,” he replied, lifting his cup.

“Nice choice,” Portia replied. “I like a man with a sweet tooth, Double H.”

For the first time since I’d known him, Mr. Hathaway looked flummoxed. “Thank you, Miss Ahronian, for that entirely inappropriate comment,” he said, his face all red.

“DMI,” she replied. Then she turned and got back to work.

“Don’t mention it,” Rose translated helpfully.

“Ah, well. It’s nice to see our students being so industrious,” Mr. Hathaway said, looking directly at me. “Remember, ladies, if you ever need any help with anything, my door is always open.”

My heart skipped a beat as he held my gaze for a long moment. “Good night, ladies.”

“Night!” my friends called after him as he strolled off.

As soon as he was a safe distance away, they all cracked up over Portia’s brazen behavior.

“I don’t think Double H has any royalty in his blood, P,” Tiffany said.

“But my, is he hot,” Portia said, watching him go. “For a geriatric,” she added, earning another round of laughter.

Meanwhile, my eyes followed Mr. Hathaway, my breath coming short and shallow as he wove his way around the crowded tables, stopping to talk to a group of students. It had been two days since I’d completed my fourth assignment for the kidnappers. Two days and no word. Two days Noelle might have spent out there somewhere alone and scared, clinging to life by a thread.

Maybe Josh had been right all along. Maybe I needed to tell someone what was going on. Especially now that I’d done my part and it had gotten me nowhere. So what if the kidnappers had warned me not to tell anyone? They’d also told me that if I completed four tasks for them, Noelle would be fine, and they hadn’t exactly come through there. And Headmaster Hathaway had said I could trust him.

But could I? I hadn’t exactly proven to be the best judge of character in the past.

He was at the door of the solarium and was about to walk out. My heart made the decision for me as I suddenly found myself jumping to my feet. My chair scraped against the marble floor as I shoved it behind me.

“I’ll be right back,” I told my friends, ignoring their surprised looks.

I caught up to the headmaster in the wide, carpeted hallway just outside the solarium. A group of sophomore girls milled around on the other side of the hall, texting and laughing as they checked out one another’s phones.

“Headmaster!” I blurted.

He turned around, his eyebrows raised, surprised to see me gasping for breath behind him.

“Reed,” he said.

I swallowed hard, just hoping . . . praying I was doing the right thing. “I was wondering . . . can I talk to you about something?” I glanced sidelong at the gigglers. “Somewhere . . . else?”

The headmaster squared off with me, rounding his shoulders. “Sure. Everything okay?”

“Yes, I just . . . wanted to take you up on your offer,” I said.

“Good. That’s good,” he replied. “Meet me in my office in fifteen minutes.”

“Thanks,” I replied, already wondering what I was going to tell my friends about bailing on my own homework assignment. Not that they would mind. Clearly, they were all about helping me. And hopefully, what I had to tell Mr. Hathaway wouldn’t take long. Hopefully, once I dumped my whole, sad, sordid story on him, he’d jump into action and my work here would be done. Ideally, by the end of tonight, the police would be involved and Noelle would be back home, safe and sound.



SO CLOSE



Five minutes later, I raced across the frigid, deserted campus, my hands clasping my collar closed under my chin, keeping my eyes on the shoveled cobblestone pathway to avoid icy patches. I’d been so distracted that I’d gone out without my hat, scarf, or gloves and now, every inch of my exposed skin screamed out in protest. But even in my discomfort, I already felt at least a hundred times lighter, a hundred times more awake, a hundred times more alive. And at least I was still wearing my big, old, warm boots.

In minutes, I would be unburdened. Hathaway would know all. And yes, I might get punished for forming the Billings Literary Society, but I hardly thought that would be his main focus, what with Noelle’s life hanging in the balance and all. Besides, as long as she was found and she was okay, I didn’t care if they expelled me from this stupid school.

Sniffling and gasping for breath, I sprinted up the outdoor steps to Hull Hall. My hand had just grabbed the metal door handle when I heard scuffling footsteps behind me. Then, out of nowhere, a large gloved hand reached past my shoulder and shoved the door closed again. I whirled around and found myself face-to-face with a big, burly police officer. The fleece collar of his dark blue jacket was flipped up around his stubbly cheeks and he wore a wool hat low over his brow. His badge was pinned to the left lapel of his coat, and it shone, thanks to the security light above the door.

“Reed Brennan?” he said gruffly.

Behind him, two other officers scurried up, out of breath. Had something happened to my family? To Josh? Was this about Noelle?

“Yes?” I said.

The officer whipped out a pair of handcuffs, grabbed me by the arm, and swung me around in one, swift motion. I was so surprised I went temporarily blank, my vision blurring over and my head going weightless. He lifted my bag off my shoulder and tossed it down the stairs, where one of his buddies caught it. Then the cold metal closed around my wrists.

I was being handcuffed. Why was I being handcuffed?

“Wait!” I blurted, finding my voice. My heart spiraled around in my chest like a tilt-a-whirl gone horribly off the track. “What’re you doing? What’s going—”

“Reed Brennan,” the cop said in my ear, “you are under arrest for the murder of Noelle Lange.”



THE FIFTH ASSIGNMENT



Noelle is not dead. She’s not. She’s not, she’s not, she’s not.

“You have the right to remain silent,” the cop said, grasping my shoulders and flinging me around. My stomach swooped as my foot slid off the top step in front of Hull Hall. I stumbled forward, down the stairs, and right into the waiting arms of the other two officers. One was short, fat, male, and whose breath smelled like cheese. The other was a scrawny woman with dark hair and a zit on her chin the size of Plymouth Rock. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

“No, no, no, no wait!” I shouted. My mind reeled in ten different directions as the cops dragged me to my feet by my upper arms. I looked around for someone, anyone, to see me—to help—but there was no one around. “What happened? Where did you find her?”

“Kid, I’m not supposed to say this,” the gruff cop said, straightening his gloves as he descended the stairs after me. “But you really might want to remain silent.”

Cheese Breath and Zit Lady pulled me forward, manhandling me around the corner and to the back of Hull Hall, where an unmarked police car waited, idling in the small, faculty-only parking lot. I wrenched my neck, trying to look over my shoulder at the window of Headmaster Hathaway’s office. I could see that the light was on and I willed him to look outside. To save me just like I’d been hoping he’d save Noelle.

But now, Noelle could not be saved. Because now, Noelle was dead.

Just like Thomas. Just like Cheyenne. Visions of funerals and wakes and black clothes and dark limousines and bawling friends flashed through my mind. Visions of a life without Noelle. It wasn’t possible. It was not possible.

I wanted my mom.

“Wait,” I said. “You can’t just take me. You have to tell the headmaster. You have to call my parents.”

“Done and done, kid,” the original cop said. Zit Lady got into the back seat and slid all the way to the opposite door, while Cheese Breath shoved my head down and practically kicked me in the shin to get me to join his friend. As I bounced onto the seat, I felt my phone in the back pocket of my jeans. I’d started to keep it there for the last couple of days, so I’d be sure to always have it on me. “We’re going to the station.”

Then, the door slammed. “She’s not dead,” I said, as the lead cop sat down behind the steering wheel. Cheese Breath dropped down next to him and picked up a fast-food drink from the floor to take a nice, long sip. How could he suck down root beer at a time like this? “She can’t be dead. Tell me where you found her. Tell me what’s going on.”

But they merely slammed their doors and then, just like that, we were peeling off into the night, leaving the lights of Easton Academy winking in the rearview mirror.

I sat back in the seat and tried to breathe, the muscles of my upper arms crying out in protest at being forced into such an odd angle. I knew the route to the Easton Police Station well, having been there many times after Thomas’s disappearance and Cheyenne’s death. I wondered if Detective Hauer still worked there. I practically salivated at the thought of seeing a sympathetic face right then. I needed to talk to someone I knew. Someone who had long since learned that Reed Brennan was not capable of murder.

Murder. Noelle had been murdered. Someone had murdered Noelle. Had it been painful? Had she known it was coming? Had she been scared?

Tears blurred my vision as the car whizzed through the green light at the bottom of Main Street, Easton. I caught a glimpse of the illuminated light posts that marked the front of the Easton police department, halfway up the hill. Suddenly, I was sitting up straight.

“Where’re we going?” I asked. “The station is back that way.”

I saw Gruff and Cheese Breath exchange a look. Zit Lady sighed and looked out her window.

“No one said we were Easton PD,” Gruff said, taking a turn so late the tires squealed. I was flung into Zit Lady’s side, and she shoved me off her as the car righted itself again.

My heart was now officially in overdrive. “If you’re not Easton PD, then who are you?”

“We’re state police,” Cheese Breath replied, taking another sip of his soda. “Kidnapping and murder are a bit bigger than local jurisdiction. Now how about you just sit back and shut up?”

I slumped down, feeling as if I’d been slapped. Was it normal for cops to be so outright rude? I’d just found out my best friend was dead. But then, I guess to them I was a murder suspect, which made no sense at all. Noelle had been alive this time last week. I’d seen a video of her. And I had an alibi for pretty much every second of my life since then. Besides, I had no motive, no reason on Earth to kill Noelle. What kind of evidence did these people think they had against me?

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, keeping my voice as even as possible. Outside the window there was nothing but trees. We were on some kind of dark country road with no lights, no gas stations, no nothing. One lone, chipped sign read: SOLDIER WOODS CAMPGROUNDS, 2 MILES.

“That’s for us to know and you to find out.”

Suddenly, Gruff yanked the wheel to the right and we were on a skinny, one-lane road winding through the woods. After about five minutes, we came to a clearing, and a big, abandoned house loomed in front of us. It looked like something out of a movie about the old south, all white plank siding, slanted roofs, and dormered windows. But all the windows were boarded up, the plank siding was chipped and rotting, and the slanted roof on the north side had completely collapsed. The iron fencing around the snow-covered garden was bent, battered, and rusted, and the stone steps to the green front door had crumbled in spots, leaving a pile of debris at their foot.

Gruff stopped the car and the two men in front got out. Zit Lady stayed where she was, avoiding my gaze, but blocking me from making a play for her door. Gruff yanked open the door on my side, grabbed my arm, and dragged me out. Only then did Zit Lady emerge from the car, jogging ahead to the house. She stepped over the broken bits of stairs and shoved open the front door.

“What is this?” I demanded, trying to wrench free from Gruff’s grasp. He held firm, tripping me forward toward the house. “Where are we? Shouldn’t we be at a police station right about now?” I asked, as he guided me up the stairs.

I’d seen enough cop movies to know that this type of unexpected twist was not good. Were they bringing me here to coerce a confession out of me?

“Our job was to get you off campus and bring you here, kid. The FBI guys’ll be here any minute to pick you up,” Gruff said. He shoved me through the door, where the old, wooden floorboards creaked beneath our feet. There was one chair in the center of the parlor room off to the right and he deposited me onto it. My phone jammed into my butt cheek and I winced, but no one seemed to notice. There were no lights on in the place, but the moonlight poured through the huge windows behind me, lighting the room. It felt even colder in here than it had outside, as if the heat hadn’t been turned on in ages. Still, Gruff took his hat and gloves off, tossing them atop the half-wall dividing the parlor from the front hall. His brown hair stood straight up on the sides as the three of them stood before me, forming a semicircle of stern faces and crossed arms.

“In the meantime, how about you tell us what, exactly, happened to Noelle Lange?” Zit Lady said, speaking for the first time. She walked around behind me and I heard a jangle of keys as she unlocked my handcuffs. As they fell away, I whipped my hands quickly into my lap, savoring the freedom.

“I thought you said I had the right to remain silent,” I replied, rubbing my wrists.

“Oh, you do. It’s just . . . if you tell us the truth now, we might be able to help you cut a deal later,” Zit Lady said, slowly walking around my chair.

My heart started to pound. “I watch The Closer, you know. I’m not an idiot. You’re trying to get me to confess without a lawyer around.”

Zit Lady snorted a laugh. “You don’t want to talk, fine. You can tell it all to the FBI when they get here.”

My palms started to sweat. Okay, think, Reed. What could be the harm in telling them what had really happened? They were the cops, right? Cops didn’t want to arrest the wrong person. They wanted to punish the people who actually did the crime. If I told them my story, they’d have to believe it. Because A) it was true, and B) who could make up a story like that?

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll tell you everything.”

Cheese Breath leaned back against the stone fireplace on the far wall, settling in to listen to my story. The other two merely stood there, just feet away, and listened intently while I spoke about that night in the chapel, the text messages, the assignments. By the time I was done, I actually felt a little better. The pressure that had been permeating my chest for the past several days was gone. I’d finally spilled the whole thing.

“And that is the whole true story,” I said, lifting my chin as I looked each of them in the eye.

Zit Lady and Gruff glanced at each other. Then, ever so slowly, Zit Lady leaned over me. “That, my friend, is the saddest, most ridiculous load of crap I have ever heard.”

And then they started to laugh. A huge sob welled up in my throat, choking off my air supply and bringing a fresh wave of tears to my eyes. Cheese Breath doubled over, as Zit Lady wiped tears of mirth from her face.

“Kids today,” Gruff said, shaking his head as he walked by me and out the door.

His two friends started to follow, and my entire body seized up with fear.

“Wait! Where’re you going?” I demanded, my words broken and choked.

“We’re going to leave you in here for a little while to think about whether or not you want to repeat that little piece of fiction to the FBI,” Zit Lady said. “Don’t worry, Miss Brennan. We’ll be back. Eventually.”

Then the door let out a loud creak and slammed shut behind them.

“Wait! You can’t just leave me here!” I shouted.

But their laughter was growing softer and softer. I heard the three car doors pop as they got in the car; then I heard the engine rev. They didn’t pull away, however. Probably just sitting out there with the heat blasting, retelling my story and laughing their asses off. I looked around the room for the first time, the moonlight streaming through the window behind me affording the only illumination. The floor was covered in dust and the rest of the windows on this level had been boarded up. I wondered if the cops had locked the door behind them. Then, I looked down at my hands. They had uncuffed me. They had left me alone inside a house with who knew how many doors and windows, completely free to move around.

It was as if they were begging me to run. What the hell kind of cops were they?

I got up from my chair, my heart pounding in every one of my veins. Could I run? Where would I go? Did it even make any sense? I hadn’t done anything wrong. Maybe these losers refused to believe me, but the FBI would have to. They had zero evidence against me. None. As much as my flight reflex was urging me to take the opportunity and get the hell out, my logic got the better of it. I had nowhere to go. At least, nowhere they wouldn’t find me. My best bet was to stay here, try to keep warm, and wait to see what happened next.

Just as I made this decision, my phone beeped.

I jumped halfway across the room and fumbled it out of my pocket.

ASSIGNMENT NUMBER FIVE: BEHIND THE HOUSE THERE’S A GATE. YOU’LL FIND A NOTE TUCKED THROUGH THE LOCK. THIS NOTE WILL LEAD YOU TO NOELLE.

First my heart sunk into my toes. A fifth assignment? They had said there would be four. But then, just as quickly, my skin started to sizzle. The cops were wrong. Noelle was alive. I could still save her.

And just like that I knew. I knew like I knew my own birthday. Those people were not cops. They were in on this somehow. They had brought me out here, left me in the house alone, so that I could get this text and be sent off on the latest mission.

Adrenaline racing through my veins, I turned around and stepped to the side of the window, peeking around the frame. The cops were still sitting in their car, gabbing away, the overhead light on in the backseat so I could see Zit Lady’s laughing face. Did they know I’d already gotten the text? Were they supposed to follow me if I fled? The thought of those three trailing after me in the dark was not one I relished. All I knew for sure was that right then, no one was even looking in my direction. If I wanted to get out of here on my own, it was now or never.

On my way to the back of the house, I grabbed Gruff’s hat and gloves. The floorboards seemed to grow louder as I raced down a hallway, through a decrepit old kitchen to the back door. I tried the knob, but it was locked, the windows boarded over. Desperately, I whirled around, looking for another way out. Something moved in the corner of my vision and I flinched, but it was just an old, flimsy curtain, billowing in the breeze. I brought my hand over my heart and took a deep breath.

Wait. The breeze. That meant there was an open window.

I raced out the side door of the kitchen into an old, dusty library. The window behind the desk on the far side of the room was broken, with no board to cover it. I reached up and used all my strength to turn the lock, which had been painted over about ten thousand times. Finally, it cracked free and I was able to shove open the huge frame, using both hands and all my body weight.

Far preferable to climbing past the broken pane. But I would have done it, if I’d had to.

I stuck my head out and glanced toward the front of the house. I was well out of view of the driveway and the car. I tugged Gruff’s gloves on over my frigid fingers, pulled his still-warm hat down over my ears, and climbed out. My snow boots sunk into the six inches of untouched snow outside the window. I took one second to ponder how completely insane this all was, and then I turned and ran.



DETOUR



The white scrap of paper was there as promised. It had been rolled into a tiny scroll. My fingers shook as I extracted it from the lock, knowing someone must be watching me, as they had been all along. I could practically feel them breathing down my neck. I clasped the note in one hand and removed my glove so I could open the note. Tilting it toward the light from my cell phone, I read the words that would hopefully lead me to Noelle.

TAKE THE PATH INTO THE WOODS. DO NOT VEER FROM THE PATH. YOU’LL SOON COME TO AN UNLOCKED SHED, AND THERE YOU WILL FIND FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.

Further instructions? Why couldn’t they just give it all to me now?

Cursing under my breath I shoved the note into my pocket and pulled the glove back on, squinting into the woods behind the gated yard. I knew it must be pitch-black under the cover of the thick trees, but what could I do? I wasn’t about to go back to ask the bad guys for a flashlight. Right now, all that mattered was finding Noelle. If she was out there, alone in the woods somewhere, she was probably terrified and about to freeze to death. There was nothing to do but go forward.

I unlatched the gate and pulled it toward me. It let out a squeal roughly the same decibel level as a sonic boom. Behind me, I heard a shout. That was when I started to run. I raced across the small space of snow between the fence and the woods and dove under the low branches crossing over the path, my foot slipping out behind me in the wet snow. My breath already came in ragged gasps, as if I had sprinted a mile in ten seconds. One glance over my shoulder told me no one was gaining on me, no one was on my tail. But then I saw the footprint I had left in the snow and realized it would only be a matter of minutes. In this terrain, they could track me anywhere. Besides, they probably knew where I was headed anyway. My only hope was to get them off my tail. To confuse them long enough that they’d give up—long enough that they’d leave me out here alone to do what I had to do.

Don’t veer off the path.

So much for that. This was a matter of survival. Mine and Noelle’s. I took an abrupt turn, and dove into the trees. Shoving aside branches and jumping over a fallen log, I tried to keep my bearings. If I could keep a straight line and remain perpendicular to the original path, then I’d be able to find my way back. I had to get to my hands and knees to crawl under the low-hanging bows of an evergreen, and when I stood up again, muddy pine needles clung to the legs of my jeans. At least Gruff’s gloves were vinyl and waterproof. Nothing could touch my fingers in those. After what felt like an hour of jogging, jumping, ducking, and the occasional scratch to the face, I glimpsed a huge oak tree looming up into the sky. The perfect hiding spot. I ducked behind it, took a deep breath, and attempted to calm my wildly beating heart. I tried my best to listen.

There was nothing. Wind swirled through the bare branches overhead, but other than that, silence. Had I just imagined that shout? Or had I gotten so far away from the path that I couldn’t even hear them coming after me?

I tugged my phone out of my pocket, cupped my fingers around it just in case, and hit the screen to light it up. The time read 9:46. And the battery indicator was seriously low. Perfect. That’s what you get for leaving your phone on twenty-four-seven waiting for psycho kidnappers to text. For a split second I thought about calling Josh. Thought about telling him everything and having him call in the cavalry. But the original instructions still applied. Tell anyone and she dies. I was on my own. I shoved aside my frustration and I told myself I would give it five minutes. Wait until 9:51. Then I would start back for the path.

Those five minutes dragged on for days. The longer I stood still, the more alone I felt, the more scared, the more frozen. I had to get moving. I took my first step the moment the clock ticked over.

Okay. All I had to do was retrace my steps. No problem whatsoever. Just keep to a straight line and I’d find myself back on the beaten path. Then all I had to do was hook a right and the path would take me to this shed, which would lead me to Noelle. I turned my phone on to the flashlight app to help guide my way.

I stepped over a thick branch I remembered vaulting over moments ago, then shuffled through a pile of wet, fallen leaves. Soon I was passing through a semi-familiar clearing. But then I paused. That evergreen I had ducked under . . . hadn’t it been right on the periphery of this clearing? Dead ahead, all I saw were white birches and elms. Not an evergreen among them.

Instantly, my heart started to panic. I turned around, looking for the evergreen. And there it was, just to my right. I took a deep breath and blew it out. I must have just gotten confused in the dark. No worries. Now I was back on the right track. This time, I walked around the tree, not feeling so daredevilish now that I wasn’t being chased, and continued on my way.

It took about five minutes for me to figure out it was the wrong way. Because I hadn’t jumped the little stream I was now standing beside. And I was sure I hadn’t come down that small hill on the other side.

Okay, Reed. Don’t panic. Do not panic. Just go back to the clearing and see if there are any other evergreens. Maybe you picked the wrong one.

But when I turned around again and retraced my steps. I couldn’t even find the clearing. It was right there a second ago. Right there. And it wasn’t small. How could I have lost an entire clearing in the space of five minutes?

Now my pulse really started to pound. I was lost. Plain and simple. Noelle was out there somewhere, counting on me, and I’d gotten myself completely lost. All I’d had to do was stay on the path. Stay on the damn path. And I would have found the shed by now. I could have outrun Gruff and Cheese Breath and Zit Lady. And if I had, I could have gotten the next instructions, found Noelle, and the two of us could have hidden in the woods together until the coast was clear.

“So stupid,” I whispered to myself, turning in a circle. “So, so stupid!”

Why didn’t I ever stop to think? Why did I have to make such rash decisions? This was a life or death situation I was in here. And I just jumped off the path? Who did I think I was anyway, some Survivor star?

“Okay, wait,” I said to myself, stopping my crazy, dizzying circle. “This is not the end of the world. You survived days alone on an island, you can survive this.”

Of course, there was a difference. At least on the island it had been warm. If I spent another hour out here I was going to freeze to death.

Then, suddenly, my phone vibrated in my hand. My heart leapt into my throat. There was one more difference. Here, I had my phone.

The vibration was a text from Portia asking where the hell I was. I yanked off my gloves and started to text back, but then paused. What was I going to say? That I was lost somewhere in Soldier Woods and to please come find me? Telling her that would mean Noelle’s death. What the hell was I supposed to do?

I looked down at the half-written text and was about to just finish it. Let her read it and call the cops. Maybe they could get here before the kidnappers figured it all out and hurt Noelle. I couldn’t do this alone anymore. I didn’t even know where I was. But then, the screen suddenly went blank.

“No,” I said, hitting the screen over and over again. “No, no, no!”

Shouting, of course, wasn’t going to do anything. The battery had died. And now I really was on my own. I stuffed the useless tech into my back pocket and told myself this was not the end of the world. Just pretty damn close.

My stomach grumbled audibly and I suddenly wished I had eaten more of that biscotti Tiffany had offered me back at the solarium. A stiff wind rattled the trees around me and I flipped up the collar of my coat, cuddling down into its warmth. It was time for me to find some kind of shelter. Someplace at least a little bit out of the elements where I could stop and think. Figure out what I was going to do next.

I kept walking in the general direction of the clearing—or at least where I thought the clearing would be—and came upon a little circle of evergreens. I stooped down to see between their trunks. Inside the circle was a bed of fallen needles, all dead and brown, and they appeared to be dry, as though the crisscrossed netting of branches above had protected them from the snow and rain. Turning to the side, I shimmied my way through the space between two trunks and sat down. I waited for wetness to seep through my jeans, but my butt stayed miraculously dry. It was far warmer inside as well, shielded as I was from the wind. I curled my dirty wet knees up under my chin, held my legs to me, and took a deep breath.

Okay, Reed. Just think, I told myself, listening to the wind above and the rhythmic creak of the branches as they swayed back and forth. Just think. There has to be a way out of here. There just has to be.



FOLLOWED



I woke up with a start and cried out in pain. My face was on fire. I yanked it away from the cold bark on which it was resting and winced as my delicate skin tore. Ripping off one glove, I reached up to touch my face. It was all mottled and dented and raw. When I pulled my hand back, there was blood on my fingertips. I had fallen asleep with my face pressed into the trunk of a tree, and now I was bleeding.

I had fallen asleep.

“Sonofa—”

I jumped up and smacked my head into a branch. At least it was a soft, bendy one and not one of the hard thick ones. But still, I momentarily saw stars. Sitting down again to take a breath and get my bearings, I heard something crinkle. There was a stark, white envelope sticking out from under my butt. It practically glowed in the dark.

Where the hell had that come from?

My frigid fingers were barely able to tear the thing open, but I managed to extract the small card inside. Unfortunately, it was still dark out, and as much as I squinted, I couldn’t make out the writing.

Letting out a string of curses that would have sent my mom sprinting for a bar of soap to shove in my mouth, I crawled out of my hiding space and into the woods. It was slightly lighter out here. The sun was starting to come up. How the hell long had I slept? Unbelievable. I couldn’t seem to pass out in my own bed no matter how hard I tried, but in the middle of the freezing cold woods? No problem. Just call me Reed Van Winkle.

I walked, squinting and feeling my way through the trees and the underbrush, until I came to a slight clearing where the dim light of morning filtered through the trees. I held the card out in front of me, angling it until I could read it.

WALK EAST SEVEN MILES. YOU WILL COME TO AN OBSERVATORY.

THERE YOU WILL FIND YOUR FRIEND.

My heart slammed into my ribcage. Finally. Finally I knew where to find Noelle. But then, just as suddenly, a realization hit me in the gut. Someone had left this note for me. Someone had crept up beside me while I was sleeping. Someone out here was following me. And they had gotten disturbingly close right when I was at my most vulnerable. Was it Officer Gruff? Zit Lady? Cheese Breath? All three of them? Were they all out there right now, watching me, ready to pounce?

Terrified, I turned around and started walking. All I wanted to do was get away from my stalkers as quickly as possible. Show these people they hadn’t gotten to me, that I wasn’t freaked. Even though I so was. Then, suddenly, I paused. There was, of course, just one small problem.

Which way was east?

I looked up at the wan sunlight. The sun rises in the east and sets in the west, right? But with all the trees surrounding me, I couldn’t tell for sure which direction the light was coming from. If I had my phone, I could probably download some compass app, but I didn’t have my phone. My phone was dead.

My phone was dead and my hands were frozen and my nose was running and my cheek was bleeding and I couldn’t feel the middle toe on either foot, which just could not be a good sign. My creaky fingers curled into fists, crumpling the card and the envelope inside my reddened palms. I’d had just about enough of this crazy-ass game of scavenger hunt.

“Hey!” I shouted, startling a few birds out of the trees overhead. A couple of squirrels skittered out from behind a tree and ran up the trunk, their little claws scraping irritatingly as they went. “Hey, you! I know you’re out there! Somebody left these instructions for me!”

I turned in a slow circle, staring into the dusky, gray forest of trees around me. Feeling as if I could rush and tackle the first person who dared step out into view. “Well, guess what, people!? I would just love to keep you entertained with my wild–goose chase abilities, but there’s the tiny issue of not having a clue which way east is!” I took a breath, gulping in the cold, dry air. “So if you want to throw me a clue here, give me some kind of sign? That would be really frickin’ great, because my feet are about to freeze off and in about five minutes I’m going to be no good to you at all!”

I stopped yelling and looked around. Listened for the sound of footsteps, laughter, breathing. But I heard nothing.

“No? You’re not gonna help me out here!?” I demanded of the forest. “Because then we’re just going to have to wait until the sun rises some more and I can tell which direction it’s coming from. Are you prepared to wait that long?”

I closed my eyes and listened. Said a little prayer. Nothing. No response. The frustration mounting inside of me was too much to bear. I leaned forward and let out a guttural scream totally worthy of some big-screen, multimillion-dollar cavewoman production. Like I was summoning my army of mastodons to come trample the enemy.

I wished.

“Fine!” I shouted when I was done. “Fine. I guess we just sit here, then.”

I turned around, sat down on the first rock I saw, and obstinately waited for the sun to guide my way.



FLAIR



Hours had passed. Days. Weeks. And I was still walking toward the sun. Shoving aside branches, tripping over stones and fallen limbs, sweating down my back and under my arms, while my cheeks and fingertips and toes froze to numbness. How far had I come? How far was seven miles? I knew I could run a mile on a wide-open track in about seven minutes. How long did it take to walk just one through underbrush and overbrush and mud and muck and ice?

My only ray of hope, the only small change in my fortunes that gave me a smidgen of optimism, was the fact that for the past half hour or so I’d been going uphill. It was murder on my thighs and glutes, and there was a lot more slipping and sliding involved than when I’d been on flat terrain, but at least it was something. Because if there was, in fact, an observatory out here somewhere, it would have to be at the top of a hill. A hill meant I was getting somewhere, that I was getting closer to Noelle.

The hill suddenly grew steeper. So steep that I found myself grabbing on to tree trunks to speed my way, hoisting myself upward with the help of a few sturdy branches. It was nice to use my arm muscles for a little while, give the legs a bit of a break, but soon I started to pant from the exertion. Then, just as suddenly as the incline had begun, it leveled out. I squinted through the trees up ahead. Was that a building in the distance? My heart skipped an excited beat. I’d found it. I’d found her.

That was when I heard the tree branch snap behind me. I whirled around, my eyes scanning the forest. I took a deep breath, waited a moment, and scanned, just to show my stalker I wasn’t afraid. Nothing. I turned and started moving again, faster this time. Better safe than sorry.

There. That crunch. That had definitely come from behind me. I upped my pace, glancing over my shoulder again. It had to be pushing noon by now, but the sun didn’t seem much stronger. The forest was still all shadowy and the shifting branches played tricks on my mind. For a second, I thought I saw someone lurking behind one of the fatter trees, but on second glance, it was only a huge knot in the trunk, protruding out from the side.

I turned around again, and started to run. At first all I could hear were my own footsteps pounding the ground beneath me, the sound of my own ragged breath. But then, I heard the unmistakable sounds of another runner. Someone else was behind me in the woods—someone who was gaining on me. An owl was frightened from its roost and took off with a series of angry hoots, its massive wings making a racket up above. My heart vaulted into my mouth, but I kept running toward the edge of the woods, just praying I’d get there before whoever was behind me caught up.

I hurtled myself out of the tree line and into the clearing surrounding the observatory, expecting to be tackled or grabbed or smothered at any moment. But when I turned around again, there was no one there. Nothing but trees and snow.

My mind was messing with me. I’d imagined the whole thing.

Maybe.

Taking as deep of a breath as I could, I faced the white dome of the observatory. All around it, the sky was brightening, the morning blue chasing away the grays and pinks and purples of dawn. For a moment, I nearly sagged with relief over having found it, over having escaped the phantom stalker in the woods. But then I remembered: My mission wasn’t complete. Noelle was somewhere inside. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been terrified. She’d had a huge gash in her cheek. What if they’d done worse to her since then? What if she was inside this place, beaten and bruised and bleeding and crying?

With one last shot of adrenaline, I raced to the nearest door, a big, blue metal one marked DELIVERIES ONLY. I yanked at it and it opened with a wail. The warmth of the indoors rushed over me. From scalp to toe I felt nothing but relief, and I gave myself a moment to relish it. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dark. When they finally did, I found myself in a long, stark hallway. I walked along quietly, unsure of which way to go, unsure of who might be waiting for me when I got there. Finally I came to a set of doors. To my left was a storage room; to my right, a lab; straight ahead, the observatory dome, which housed the massive telescope.

Well, these kidnappers certainly had a flair for the dramatic, and I had a feeling the dome would be a more dramatic setting than either of my other two choices. I took a deep breath and pulled open the door in front of me.

A rush of cool air hit me in the face. Beneath my feet, thin, dark blue carpeting covered a shallow, circular staircase leading up. Quietly, carefully, I started up the stairs, holding on to the wooden railing along the wall. The place was deathly still, but I knew that I wasn’t alone. And for the first time in all of this, I started to feel real and total fear for my own life.

What was I doing here by myself? What was I going to find when I came around this bend? What if some sadistic serial killer with a fetish for brunette, teenaged soccer players had grabbed Noelle and murdered her and I was next? What did I think I was going to do if I was faced down by the kidnappers? What if I actually had to fight to save Noelle’s life, not to mention my own? Nobody knew where I was right then. Not a soul. The kidnappers had made me keep all of this a secret, so that no one would even be suspicious if I didn’t show up for breakfast. Except, maybe, for Josh. But thanks to task number four, it wasn’t like he was going to be looking for me anyway.

All of these horrifying, unanswerable things flooded my brain as I moved forward, as I continued to climb. But I had come this far. I couldn’t turn back now. Even if I could, where would I go? How would I get there? I was injured and starving and exhausted with no phone and no idea where the hell I was. It was move forward, or just stop. And stopping was not an option.

Then, finally, breathlessly, I came to the top of the stairs. Looming high above was the most tremendous telescope I had ever seen, its tip pointing out through the massive hole in the dome ceiling high above. And sitting in a chair directly beneath the scope, her hands tied behind her back, her body drooping forward so that her hair hid her face entirely from view, was Noelle.



SISTERS



“Noelle!” I whisper-shouted, my voice hoarse. She didn’t look up. I ran across the cavernous dome and dropped down on my knees in front of her. “Noelle! Are you all right?”

My heart flooded with relief as she lifted her head. She was alive. Thank God!

“Come on! We have to get you out of—”

My words died in my throat. Wait. Noelle looked perfectly fine. She looked gorgeous, in fact. There was no cut on her cheek as there had been in the video I’d been sent. Her dark hair was glossy and freshly blown out. Her makeup had been carefully applied. She wore a dark pink silk top beneath a black cashmere cardigan, and when she removed her hands from behind her back and laid them in her lap, I saw that her fingernails were even manicured.

“Hi, Reed,” she said with a smile.

My empty, panicked stomach contracted so fast I thought I might implode. I stood up, my still frozen kneecaps creaking, and took a step back. As I did, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. There were entry doors all around the circular room, and a dozen women stepped into view, each wearing a flowing black robe, and carrying a dark purple candle. Instantly, memories of Billings House rituals past flitted through my mind. The sisters in black, the neophytes in white. The candles, the circle, the vows. Bile rose up into the back of my throat. I felt so faint, I had to reach out and touch the protective railing around the telescope. It was ice cold beneath my already chilled fingers.

“This was a setup,” I heard myself say as my eyes fluttered closed. “You did this.” I opened my eyes again and focused on Noelle. On my friend. The girl I had been terrified for—had ruined my life for. The girl who was slowly, gracefully, healthfully rising from her chair. “You did this to me,” I said, ignoring the women who had closed into a tight circle around us. They didn’t matter. Whatever they were doing there, I couldn’t have cared less. This was between me and Noelle. Me and my best friend. Me and the one friend other than Josh whom I trusted more than anyone else on the planet.

Strike that. The friend I used to trust more than anyone else on the planet. Noelle had completely screwed with my mind and my heart. Not to mention my boyfriend, my schoolwork, my criminal record, and my entire life. She was responsible for all of it.

“You set me up just like you did sophomore year,” I said, feeling exactly like I had in the moment I’d heard that stealing that test for Ariana was a joke, that all the crap I’d found in Kiran and Taylor’s room, in Noelle and Ariana’s, had been planted there for me. This is the way I felt upon learning that everything my friendships were based on had been a test.

I felt like an idiot all over again. A naive, dupable dunce. Like Noelle and everyone else in the world was laughing at me.

“You don’t understand, Reed,” Noelle said, taking a step toward me. Her eyes shone with some kind of emotion, though whether it was amusement or pride I couldn’t tell. “We had to do this to be sure. We had to know that you could handle it. We needed you to prove you are who we thought you were.”

“Oh yeah? And who do you think I am?” I spat.

Noelle smiled. “My sister.”

There was a mushy lump of disgust growing exponentially in my throat. I wanted to throw it up on her Gucci boots. Wanted to reach over and tear her hair out. Wanted to somehow make her feel like a giant pile of fetid dog crap—exactly how she was making me feel.

“Your sister? Are you insane?” I shouted. “I am so sick of this shit! This is how you treat people you supposedly love?”

I spotted a red leather bag behind Noelle’s chair, which I recognized as one of hers, and stormed past her. Dropping to my knees, I dug through her stuff and yanked out her phone.

“Reed, what’re you doing?” she asked.

“I’m getting the hell out of here.”

I scrolled through her contacts until I found Sawyer’s number, then hit dial. The phone started ringing in my ear as I stood up and walked toward the circle of middle-aged and elderly women who had surrounded me—sisters. The two ladies in front of me didn’t budge, one older, white-haired, and straight-backed, the other forty-ish, slightly pudgy, and soft-looking. They both stared at me with amused and almost wondrous expressions. So I took one of their candles and threw it on the ground in the center of the circle. Noelle jumped back. The flame hit the carpet mere inches from her feet.

Everyone gasped and the crowd parted, just as Sawyer picked up the phone. I shoved through to the other side, heading for the stairs and the door beyond.

“Hello?” He sounded groggy, like I’d woken him up. “Noelle? Is that you? Is everything okay?”

“It’s not Noelle, Sawyer, it’s Reed,” I said. “I’m so sorry for waking you up.”

“Reed?” He was fully awake now. “What’s going on? Are you all right?”

“No, not really,” I said, gunning for the door. I could hear the commotion behind me as the women attempted to put out the fire. Noelle shouted my name, but I didn’t turn around. “I’m at an observatory somewhere in Soldier Woods. Can you Google map it and come get me?”

“Of course.” I could hear the sounds of rustling sheets, of him grabbing clothes and getting dressed. “But how did you get—”

“It’s a long story. I’ll explain all of it when you get here,” I said, shoving through the door at the bottom of the steps and into the warm hallway. “I’ll find whatever road it’s on and start walking down the hill. Just keep an eye out for me.”

“Okay. I’ll be there as fast as I can,” Sawyer said.

“Thanks, Sawyer. You’re saving my life,” I told him. “Again.”

Then I hung up the phone, just as the door opened and slammed behind me.

“Reed! You can’t go!” Noelle shouted. “You don’t understand what’s going on.” I turned around, the fury inside of me so fierce that it took all of my strength, my control, my energy, to keep from screaming at the top of my lungs.

“I understand one thing, Noelle,” I said, getting right in her face. “Since I’ve met you, you’ve done nothing but preach to me about friendship and sisterhood. But you have no idea what either one of those things means.”

Then I lifted her phone in front of her and flung it at the cement floor as hard as I possibly could. I shoved through the door at the far end of the hall, out into the bright, cold sunshine, leaving her behind—for good.



DECISIONS, DECISIONS



“I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong,” my mom said as I held the phone between my ear and my shoulder and attempted to zip up my Croton High School duffel bag.

I’d just taken the longest shower of my life, standing under the warm spray until the feeling came back into every one of my toes and the scrape on my cheek stopped stinging. It had been just long enough to charge my phone to the point where I could make this call–the call asking my parents if they could get me excused from school for a few days so I could come home.

“There’s just a lot going on here and I feel like I need to get away to deal with it,” I told her. The zipper finally unsnagged and let out a satisfying zip to punctuate my point. “I think I need some time alone to figure out . . . I don’t know . . . why I’m really here, I guess.”

“You’re not thinking of quitting school?” my mother said, alarmed.

I sat down on my bed and sighed, closing my eyes. “Not quitting school. Just maybe . . . quitting Easton.” It was hard to even get the words out. Quitting was not usually part of my repertoire. I looked down at the maroon and gold duffel bag. “Maybe I should go back to Croton High.”

“Reed, honey. Just think about all the opportunities you’d be passing up,” my mother said.

“I know, Mom,” I said through my teeth. “But just think about all the crazy I’d be passing up too.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the line. I could hear her quietly breathing, could practically hear her thinking. “I just don’t know—”

“Neither do I,” I said as patiently as I could. “That’s why I’m coming home just to think about it.”

“Reed, there are some things you should probably—”

“Mom, can we please just talk about this when I get there?” I asked, pushing myself up to standing again. “I have to get out of here soon if I’m going to make my flight.”

When I’d returned to my room, my bag—the one the supposed cops had taken from me—and my laptop had been waiting for me on my bed. Those three goons, who must have been hired by Noelle to play their little parts in the charade, had brought my stuff back to my room. After letting another crushing wave of anger pass through me, I’d grabbed my wallet, retrieved my ATM card, and booked a one-way ticket to Pittsburgh. Turned out it was a lot cheaper than the roundtrip airfare to Paris I’d priced early last week. I hadn’t even had to empty out my bank account to buy it.

“Okay, hon. That’s probably better anyway. We can talk it all out face-to-face,” she said.

Yee-haw. I couldn’t wait. Suddenly I found myself hoping the flight was forced to circle the airport a couple dozen times before landing. I could use the extra alone time.

“I’ll call the headmaster, and your dad can fax a signed excuse note from his office,” she added. “And I’ll call your brother and tell him to drive home for dinner tonight.”

Scott. It would be so good to see him. It would be good to even get a noogie from him. At least I knew that he was one person who would never betray me, one person who actually knew what it meant to be a good friend.

“Okay. Thanks, Mom. I’ll see you guys soon.”

We hung up and I took a deep breath, glancing around to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. My laptop would be coming with me, but right now it was still open on my desk. My Easton Academy e-mail account was open on the screen. I glanced at the clock. To get my mom off the phone I’d kind of exaggerated about how little time I had before I had to leave.

I pulled the chair out gingerly, my body still recovering from its night in the woods, and sat down. A few of the e-mails were easy deletes–rehashings of lunchtime conversations from friends, a lengthy discussion about whether Lorna should date a sophomore. Then I saw a message from Portia and my heart lurched. Tiffany, Rose, and Portia had to be wondering what the hell had happened to me last night. I’d left them in the solarium doing my homework for me, promising I’d be right back, and then never returned. I quickly sent a message to the three of them, apologizing and saying a family emergency had sprung up and I’d be away for a few days. Then I sent a quick note to Mr. Barber, explaining the same and basically begging for leniency—just in case I did decide to come back here.

Back in my inbox, there was a week-old message from Ivy. Another surge of guilt constricted my lungs. I couldn’t believe I’d thought she’d kidnapped Noelle. I closed my eyes for a second and rested my head in my hands as I remembered, in vivid detail, the insane accusations I had spouted at her that night in the bathroom. She probably hated me, and with good cause.

Taking a deep breath, I opened a new message and started to type.

Dear Ivy,

I’m so sorry about the way I’ve treated you, especially that night in the bathroom. I can only say that I was under a ton of stress, and didn’t really know what I was saying. I know it’s no excuse, and I won’t blame you if you never want to speak to me again. I just wanted you to know I’m sorry.

Love,

Reed

I read it over once and, too tired to quibble with myself over grammar or eloquence, hit send.

Five minutes later I was still sitting there, contemplating a ten-minute catnap, but decided I was too wrecked to even get up the energy to drop into bed, when there was a knock on my door.

My head whipped around and I stared at it. Was it Noelle, come to try to explain again? Could it possibly be Ivy? Maybe she’d already received and read the e-mail. I got up slowly, my heart pounding, and opened the door.

It was Josh. Who should have been in poli sci right about then.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. My fingers gripped the doorknob for dear life, knowing that if I removed them, I’d probably fall right over at his feet.

“Ouch.” He winced and reached out to touch my chin with his fingertips, turning my face to the side to see my scratch. “What happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m . . . whatever,” I said, my brain all foggy. “What’re you doing here?”

“This,” he said. And then he kissed me.

That was when my knees actually did buckle. Josh held me up with both arms and kept kissing me, backing me a few steps into the room and kicking the door closed with his foot. My exhaustion forgotten, all I could do was kiss him back. I had thought I was never going to touch his lips again and now that I was, I couldn’t imagine stopping.

He was the first to pull away. His lips were completely swollen, his eyes glassy.

“What are you—”

“I thought about it and I realized . . . it made no sense, you breaking up with me,” he said, looping his arms around my waist. “I mean, we’d fought a little about Ivy and yeah, I’d seen you with Sawyer and talking to that Upton dude, and it was a little annoying, but then I realized . . . I trust you. And you trust me. So the whole thing made no sense. And then it hit me.”

“The kidnappers,” I said, the word like acid on my tongue.

“The kidnappers,” he replied with a smile. “They told you to do it, didn’t they? I was assignment number four.”

I nodded. It was all I could muster. How was I going to tell him that there were no kidnappers? That it was all just a game constructed by Noelle? He already loathed her. If I told him the truth he would go ballistic. He’d want to kill her.

But then . . . did I even care? Did I want to be friends with her anymore?

“So, Sawyer told Graham who told Gage who told Trey that he picked you up in the middle of Soldier Woods this morning,” Josh said. “What happened? Did you find Noelle?” he asked, leaning back a bit to look into my face. “Is she okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “She is.”

“Thank God,” Josh said, hugging me tightly.

“Why? You thought she wouldn’t be?” I asked. Hindsight being twenty-twenty and all, it now seemed kind of impossible to me that I’d ever thought the whole thing was for real.

“Well, this is Easton,” Josh said with a sad smirk. “So where is she? What happened?”

I swallowed hard and took a step away from him. “She’s . . . with her family,” I said, my tongue curling at the vile taste my words brought into my mouth. “They actually found her, in the end. It’s kind of a long story.”

His brow knit in confusion, but when I stepped into him again and rested my good cheek against his wool coat, he simply wrapped his arms around me and rested his chin on my shoulder.

“I’m glad it all worked out okay,” he said.

“Me too.”

“So . . . what do we do now?” he asked. “It’s already second period.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Can we just stay here for a while? Exactly like this?”

“Absolutely,” Josh said.

Then he adjusted his arms to hold me a little tighter and I sighed contentedly. He was here. He was back. He was mine.

And I didn’t want to ever let him go.



OUT OF PLACE



Sun streamed through my windows on Wednesday morning, so bright my eyes stung when I opened them after a long, deep sleep. I groaned and turned my head to face the wall, wondering why I had pulled the blinds up the day before. Right in front of me was the poster of Sydney Crosby, the greatest hockey player currently on the ice, which I’d hung on my dark blue wall during the couple of weeks I’d been home last summer. It still hadn’t flattened out completely and the paper shone like it was brand-new, even though it had been up for almost six months.

I guess that’s what happens when the blinds are drawn and a room goes unlived in for so very long. I propped myself up on my side and concentrated for a moment, trying to figure out how many days, exactly, I had been home over the past year or so. Last summer I’d spent most of my time on Martha’s Vineyard with Natasha Crenshaw and her family, only pit-stopping here quickly before school started. I’d been home for Thanksgiving, but not at all over Christmas, choosing instead to go to St. Barths with Noelle and her family, and then meeting my parents in New York for a few days before going back to Connecticut.

All told, I’d probably slept in this bed no more than seventeen times in the past year. Sadness filled my chest at the thought. Was it really so bad, being home? What was I running away from? And what the hell had I been running to all this time?

There was a light knock on my door and my dad stuck his head in my room. He’d taken the day off to hang out with me, which was just like him. Scott and I always came first.

“Oh, good,” he said. “You’re up. I made pancakes.”

“Then I’m definitely up,” I said. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and shoved them into my well-worn plaid slippers, then grabbed a Steelers sweatshirt out of my drawer and yanked it on. No point in trying to look fashionable for breakfast with the fam. Actually, this outfit would probably win best-dressed at Croton High anyway.

I padded into the kitchen, the strong scents of coffee and frying bacon leading my way. Scott was already sitting in his usual chair at the chipped Formica table, sipping coffee from a Hershey Park mug and scrolling through texts on his phone.

“Nice hair,” he said, looking up. “They let you walk around that fancy school of yours like that?”

“Nice face,” I replied. “The biology department at Penn State offered to study you yet?”

We grinned at each other. It was good to be home.

“OJ, anyone?” my mom asked, emerging from behind the open door of the fridge. I actually did a double take as I sat down at the table. My mom was already showered and dressed, her light brown hair grazing her shoulders in a perfectly chic cut. She was wearing low-rise jeans and a turtleneck and looked relaxed and happy. And beautiful. For so long she had been sick and depressed and self-medicated, some days never even managing to get out of bed, that I was still stunned to see her healthy and awake.

“I’ll have some,” I said.

“Please,” she corrected, rolling her eyes. She poured the juice into my glass, running her free hand over my hair. “It’s nice to have my kids home. Even if they are rotten.”

“So, Scotty, when do you have to get back?” my dad asked, dropping a plate of steaming pancakes in front of me. He was still wearing his flannel pajama pants and a sweatshirt, milking his day off for all it was worth. Brownish-gray stubble peppered his chin and his dark hair was slightly mussed. “’Cause it’s free puck night at the Igloo.”

Scott and I exchanged an intrigued look. The Igloo was the fans’ nickname for Mellon Arena, where the Penguins played.

“Seriously? You got tickets?” Scott asked, lowering his phone.

“We can buy them there. What do you guys say? Hot dogs, ice cream, maybe a good on-ice fight or two?” my dad said, wagging his eyebrows.

“I’m in,” Scott said. “Who needs a college education anyway?”

“Me too,” I said with a grin.

“Sweet,” my dad said. “If you’re good I’ll even buy you guys some cotton candy.”

I laughed and cut into my pancakes. Sometimes my dad still talked to us like we were kids. But I didn’t mind. Especially not today. This was exactly why I’d wanted to come home so badly. Things were just simpler here. Especially since my mom had gotten sober. As I looked around at my family, everyone but Mom in motley states of dress, all of us chowing down off time-worn ceramic plates, with a plastic bottle of syrup in the center of the table and a scorched coffee pot on a macramé place mat, I just wanted to laugh. Noelle and the rest of my friends would have probably been disgusted, or at the very least amused, if they could see me now. But this was home. This was where I belonged.

“Okay, okay. But it’s back to school tomorrow with you,” my mom said to Scott as she sat down next to him.

“Me? What about her?” he asked, pointing at me with his knife. “She’s the delinquent. I’m only missing one class today.”

“Shut up and eat your pancakes,” my dad said, smacking the back of Scott’s head as he sat. “Your sister’s going through a rough time.”

I smiled my thanks.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve been going through a rough time since the day she was born,” Scott joked, grinning at me as he chewed.

“Ha-ha,” I replied happily.

And then the doorbell rang.

Everyone sort of froze. My mom looked at the clock. “Who’s ringing the doorbell at eight thirty on a Wednesday?” she asked.

“Meter reader?” my dad ventured.

“I’ll get it,” I said, pushing myself back from the table. I walked down the short hall, past the staircase to the front door, and glanced out the skinny window.

Time stopped. The entire world turned inside out.

Noelle Lange was standing on the cement step in front of my house in Croton, Pennsylvania, along with some elegant, aged woman in a fur coat. A black limousine idled behind them at the curb. I narrowed my eyes at Noelle’s companion, feeling a thump of recognition somewhere deep in the back of my brain. I knew this woman. But why?

And then, ever so suddenly, it hit me. She’d been in the circle at the observatory. I’d taken a candle right out of her hands and tossed it on the floor.



OVERWHELMING



For a long moment, I thought about not opening the door. Let them stand there in the cold. Let them stand there long enough to figure out they weren’t wanted and then get back in their luxury vehicle and leave. Then Noelle reached out to touch the bell again, and I yanked the door open before she could hit the button.

Noelle started. The older woman, however, didn’t move a muscle. It was as if nothing could shake her.

“Hey,” Noelle said.

I just looked at her. If I’d been wondering whether my anger had abated, I now had my answer. I was still pissed. If anything, I was even more pissed.

“Hello, Reed. I’m Lenora Lange,” the elderly woman said. Her white hair was cut into a soft bob that grazed her sharp cheekbones. “Noelle’s grandmother.”

“Hello,” I said suspiciously.

“May we come in?” she asked patiently.

“I don’t know,” I replied. I really didn’t. I still couldn’t imagine what the hell they were doing there.

“Reed? Who is it?” My mother came up behind me, all smiles. She was about two steps from me and the door, when she locked eyes with Mrs. Lange and all the color drained out of her face. Noelle looked at her grandmother warily. I looked at my mom. But then, as if nothing odd had happened, my mom closed the distance to the door and smiled.

“Hello, Noelle,” she said.

“Hi, Mrs. Brennan,” Noelle replied. “May I introduce my grandmother, Lenora Lange?”

“Yes, of course,” my mother said. “It’s good to . . . see you.” She reached out to shake Mrs. Lange’s hand. Mrs. Lange hesitated just a moment then took it.

“Charmed,” she said.

They both withdrew their hands. I felt apprehension skitter down my back as the four of us stood there in silence, two on the inside, two on the out. There was something going on here, I just had no clue what it was.

“Well, come in,” my mother said finally. Her voice was loud and strained, as if someone had pinched her and she was trying to bite back the pain.

Mrs. Lange crossed into our tiny front hall first, followed by Noelle. She gave me this look that was like an apology crossed with curiosity and giddiness. I got the distinct impression that whatever was happening, all three of them knew about it. But how could my mom have a secret with Noelle and her grandmother?

Once again, I was the naive one. In the dark, as usual.

“Come in, come in,” my mom said, heading back to the kitchen. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Breakfast? We have plenty of pancakes.”

I almost laughed. Somehow I didn’t see Lenora Lange pulling up one of our rickety extra chairs and tucking in for some Aunt Jemima and Log Cabin.

“No, no. We won’t be staying long,” Mrs. Lange said.

She paused at the threshold to the kitchen, probably realizing that she and her expensive fur wouldn’t quite fit inside the small space along with the rest of us. As soon as my dad saw the woman’s face, he paled and looked up at my mom warily. But it was as if my mother couldn’t meet his eye.

“Hello,” he said to Mrs. Lange.

“Mr. Brennan,” she replied with a sniff.

Noelle and Scott looked each other up and down.

“’Sup, Noelle?” he asked, slurping some OJ.

“Scott,” she replied.

They had met only once before, on our brief stopover in New York after Christmas, and each had kept a respectful distance. It looked like they’d made some kind of silent agreement to keep it that way.

“Mr. and Mrs. Brennan . . . would you mind if Noelle and I had a private chat with your daughter?” Mrs. Lange asked. Her nose wrinkled a bit on the word “daughter.” As if it felt funny to say.

“Uh, sure,” my father said, looking over at my mom.

“Actually, I think I’d like to be in that conversation,” my mother said shakily.

“Suit yourself,” Mrs. Lange said.

“I believe I will.” My mom stood up straight and set her jaw. “This is, after all, my house.” She stepped past Mrs. Lange and her huge fur, leading us all into the living room. “Shall we?”

As soon as we were all inside, my mom yanked the accordion door between the kitchen and the living room closed. Then she stood in front of it with her arms crossed over her chest, like a sentry. Like she was going to keep us all from bolting. Or keep my dad and Scott from getting in.

“Okay, what is going on?” I asked, walking to the far side of the coffee table. “You guys are freaking me out.”

My mom looked at Mrs. Lange and said, “If we’re going to do this, let’s just do it.”

I felt like she was speaking in tongues. Why was she talking to Mrs. Lange like that? Like she knew her? Like she was mad at her?

Mrs. Lange looked at Noelle. Noelle cleared her throat. She unbuttoned her black wool coat, took it off, and slowly folded it over the back of my dad’s lounge chair. Then she leaned her hands into it, and looked me in the eye.

“Reed, back at the observatory, when I said we were sisters, I meant it,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. “Not this again.”

“No, I mean . . . I didn’t mean Billings sisterhood, blah, blah, blah,” she said, shaking her head. “I meant, we’re sisters. Like, real sisters.”

“Blood relations,” Mrs. Lange supplied. “The two of you . . . share the same father. My son.”

I couldn’t have been more stunned if she’d reached out and picked my nose.

“What?” I blurted. “No. No. I know who my father is. You people are cracked. I can’t—”

“Reed,” my mother said quietly. “It’s true.”

“What?” I practically screamed, backing away from her. Backing away from all of them. “How is that even possible? You don’t even know Noelle’s dad. He lives in Manhattan! He’s, like, a gazillionaire! Where the hell could you two have possibly met and—” My throat closed over, choking me before I could complete the thought. “You were married to Dad. You were . . . ”

I sat down on the couch and bent in half, my arms around my waist, my head between my knees. Dad. Dad was not my dad. My mother was married to my dad who was not my dad when she’d been with Noelle’s dad somehow and made me. This was too surreal. Too much for me to process. Way too much for me to believe.

But then, in the whirl of screaming protestations, a few bits of fact came screeching through. Like the fact that I looked nothing like my father. The fact that I looked a lot like Noelle. The fact that Upton said Lenora Lange reminded him of me. The fact that, in St. Barths, Mr. Lange had been insanely protective of me, had given me the same gift he’d given Noelle on Christmas morning. The fact that her mother had avoided me like the plague.

I looked up, tears streaming down my face, and the three of them looked down at me. My mother looked scared. Noelle looked hopeful. Mrs. Lange, sympathetic.

“We know it’s overwhelming,” she said.

“No,” I replied. “You have no idea.”

I looked at my mom. “Does Dad know?”

“He does,” she replied.

“Does Scott?” I asked.

“No.”

My parents had been lying to me my entire life. Lying to both of us.

“So when I went away to Easton last year . . . did you know that Noelle was there? Did you know we were going to meet?” I demanded.

My mother’s face rushed with color. “I wasn’t aware of much at that time, sweetie,” she said. “But later . . . yes. I did, I did realize that the girl you were always talking about . . . that Noelle . . . was Wallace’s other daughter.”

“How could you never have said anything? How could you not tell me?!” I blurted.

“Reed, you don’t understand. I—”

But I didn’t want to hear it. I pushed myself off the couch. “I have to go.”

“Reed, come on,” Noelle said, grabbing my arm as I tried to get past her. “You can’t just keep running away.” I looked her in the eye and she tilted her head. “I know this sucks on some level, but think about it for a second. We’re sisters.”

I felt a pang in my heart, but it was quickly extinguished by the deluge of horrifying emotions.

“I don’t care,” I told her.

Then I turned and ran out into the cold.



MY GIRL



I didn’t come back for a long time. I rode my bike to McDonald’s, scored a free coffee from Big Ted behind the counter, and then just sat there, not even drinking it, waiting for Target to open. When it finally did, I crossed the street and went inside and spent at least an hour walking up and down the brightly lit aisles over and over, seeing nothing. Considering I was in mismatched sweats and slippers, I caught surprisingly few disturbed looks.

Finally I realized it was well past time to go home. I didn’t want to see my mother or Mrs. Lange or Noelle, but I really wanted to see my dad. I needed to see him. I needed to talk to him and find out what he thought of all this. Why he’d stayed with my mom after she’d cheated on him and produced a baby with another man. Why he’d raised me like I was his own. Why he loved me so much. Mostly I just wanted him to hug me and tell me it was all a big joke.

So when I came around the bend onto my street and the limo was gone and my dad was sitting on the front step, I pedaled all the harder. He stood up when I got to the end of the walk. I dropped my bike on the asphalt and ran into his arms. It was the first time I let myself cry. I just pressed my face into his sweatshirt and cried and cried and cried.

“It’s okay, Reed. It’s all gonna be okay,” he said, kissing the top of my head.

I really, really wanted to believe him. Finally, we both sat down on the step and stared across the street at the Romolos’ house.

“What happened, Dad?” I said. “I don’t understand how this could’ve happened.”

He took a deep breath and blew it out, making a huge steam cloud in the air. Then he looped his arm around me, warming me from head to toe, and I cuddled into his side.

“You know your mom and I were high school sweethearts,” he said. “And you know we moved to New York after I graduated college.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Well, after about a year of trying to pretend I was made to be a stockbroker, I wanted to move back here,” he said. “As it turned out, I didn’t want that life. But your mom, she still did. She was working as an assistant at this big financial firm and she liked going to work every day and getting dressed up and all that stuff. After she had Scott, it was three months at home and then right back to work. For two years we argued about where to live and what to do and then one day we just couldn’t argue anymore. We separated.”

“You guys got separated?” I asked. “I never knew that.”

My father lifted his shoulders. “We never really had a reason to tell you guys. Till now.”

I swallowed hard and looked down at my slippers. “So then she—”

“She had an affair. With her boss,” he said, nodding. “Right after it happened she came back to me, so upset. She told me everything and said she realized she wanted me. She was just hoping I’d take her back after what she’d done.”

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I told her I’d take her back no matter what. I’d just been waiting there for her,” he said with a small smile. “Your mom’s the one, bud. She just is.”

I instantly thought of Josh and felt an ache that almost leveled me.

“We decided to move back here and it wasn’t until three months later we realized she was pregnant,” he said. “We both knew there was no way it . . . no way you could be mine, but I didn’t care. I loved you from the second I felt you kick inside her belly.”

I laughed and a new wave of tears rolled down my face. My dad turned slightly and hugged me again.

“You’re mine, Reed. No matter what,” he said. “You’re my girl. You know that, right?”

“I know,” I said, my words muffled by my tears.

We stayed out there for a while until my breathing returned to normal. Until I could think again. Until I felt like I’d cried every damn tear I’d ever have.

“Mrs. Lange wants to see you in the morning,” my father said finally.

“Yeah? Why? Is she gonna give me my inheritance early?” I joked.

“You wish,” he said, giving me a squeeze. “Nah. I think she just wants to know you. And who could blame her?”

I smirked. “Yeah. I’m a real catch. It’s, like, one o’clock and I’m still in my pj’s with snot and tears all over me.”

“Good enough for a hockey game,” my dad said.

“We’re still going?” I asked, brightening.

“Of course we’re still going,” he said. “You can’t promise your brother an Igloo hot dog and then take that away. He’ll kill us both on the spot.”

“Good point,” I said. I looked over my shoulder at the house where I knew my mother was waiting to talk to me. Waiting for some big, emotional encounter. I dreaded it with every fiber of my being. “Can we just hang out here a while longer?”

“We can,” my dad said. “But sooner or later you’re going to have to go inside. You know that, right?”

“I know,” I said, leaning my head on his shoulder. “Just not yet.”



ANSWERS



I guess the Croton Comfort Suites hotel wasn’t good enough for Lenora Lange, because Thursday morning my mom had to drive me all the way to Pittsburgh and the luxury hotel room the old lady had booked for herself and Noelle. Scratch that. It couldn’t be called a hotel room. It was, in fact, a presidential suite on the top floor of a luxury hotel, the square footage of which, my mom couldn’t help noting with awe, was larger than the square footage of our entire house.

“Welcome to my world, Mom,” I said as we waited for Mrs. Lange in the opulent parlor area, complete with crystal chandelier, brocade couches, and a continental breakfast spread fit for a queen.

My mother gave me a wan smile. Our relationship over the past twenty-four hours had devolved into a kind of polite silence. We’d barely spoken on the two-hour drive to Pittsburgh, other than to comment on the weather and talk about the game last night. Just as we’d pulled up to the valet at the hotel, my mom finally asked me the one question that had probably been on her mind for two days straight. Was I, or was I not, going back to Easton?

I told her I still didn’t know.

“Good morning, ladies,” Mrs. Lange said, stepping into the room with Noelle on her heels. She wore a chic black dress with a boat neck and straight skirt, a double strand of pearls decorating her collarbones. Noelle was far more casual in slim jeans and a cowl–neck cashmere sweater. They both stood before us, much like they had the day before at my house. Only they were farther away this time, what with all the space.

“I trust your drive was pleasant,” Lenora said.

“It was fine, thanks,” my mom replied.

“Good,” Lenora said. “So, Mrs. Brennan, if you don’t mind, we’d like to speak to Reed alone. Just for a few minutes.”

My mother’s face turned red, but she didn’t respond. She simply looked at me.

“It’s okay, Mom. I’ll be fine,” I said.

“Okay, then,” she replied. “I’ll wait for you down in the lobby.”

All was silent as my mom walked out and stepped into the private elevator. Mrs. Lange was staring at me like, well, like I was her long-lost granddaughter. When the doors slid shut and we heard the ping that told us my mom was on her way, she finally made a move.

“Have a seat,” she said, extending a hand toward the formal-looking sofa behind me. “Would you like something to eat?”

I backed up and sat down. My stomach was grumbling and I would have killed to tear into one of those yummy, buttery-smelling croissants, but I had a feeling that eating during this conversation might present a choking hazard.

“No, thank you,” I said.

“All right, then, we’ll just get right to it,” she said.

I expected her to sit down in one of the wing-backed chairs on the other side of the coffee table and maybe whip out some blue-backed legal documents for me to sign, swearing that I’d never lay claim to any of the Lange fortune. Instead, she sat down next to me on the couch. So close, our knees were touching.

“Reed, I want you to know I am so sorry about everything I put you through over the last several days,” she said, reaching out and placing her hand over mine. Her fingers were surprisingly warm, and she had the hands of a much younger woman. Not frail in the slightest.

“Wait a minute, what you put me through?” I said, glancing at Noelle. “I thought—”

“None of this was Noelle’s idea,” Mrs. Lange said, looking at Noelle as well. “Please don’t blame her. She was merely doing what was asked of her.”

My brain felt unsteady, like it was resting on a plate of Jell-O. “I don’t understand. Why?”

“We needed to make sure that you were ready,” she replied. “That you were strong enough for what’s to come.”

“What’s to come? What are you talking about?” I said, my eyes flicking from her face to Noelle’s. “How long have you guys known about me? That I was your sister?” I said to Noelle.

“I only just found out, Reed, I swear,” Noelle said.

“What does ‘only just’ mean?” I asked. “Like yesterday or last week or—”

“Right after you started up the BLS,” Noelle said.

My heart turned inside out. “That was more than a month ago! Funny definition of ‘just,’” I spat. This infraction I could blame her for. “How could you not tell me?”

“I didn’t know how to!” Noelle replied, throwing up her hands. “I know how much you worship your dad and I didn’t want you to think my dad was some kind of philandering man whore. He’s not—”

Mrs. Lange held up a hand and Noelle stopped talking instantly. The older woman pursed her lips. I guess it wasn’t every day she heard her son referred to as a philandering man whore.

“Who knew what when is not important,” she said firmly.

Hell if it wasn’t. My blood started to boil in my veins.

“What’s important is what the two of you do with this information,” she added, looking at the both of us. “What’s important is what happens next.”

“Okay, Grandmother. You’ve been talking around this for days. What happens next?” Noelle demanded, ducking her chin as she faced off with her grandma. Our grandma.

“Noelle, come here, please,” Mrs. Lange said, shifting to make some room on her other side.

Noelle rolled her eyes and sighed, but sat down. Mrs. Lange grasped Noelle’s hand atop her leg. Suddenly, my chest was filled with this overwhelming and unexpected lightness. Seeing this woman’s hands clasping Noelle’s and mine in the exact same way made me suddenly feel like Noelle and I were perfectly and totally equal. For the first time ever. And then, another wave of headiness hit me even harder.

Noelle and I were sisters. Sisters. I had an actual sister. Who just happened to be the person who had alternately tortured and protected me during the past two years. Which, actually, kind of made sense. Wasn’t that the way sisters treated each other?

“Haven’t the two of you ever wondered what makes you so special? What makes Billings so special? Why you were both chosen to become Billings sisters?” Mrs. Lange asked.

“I thought she got in because you were in, and I got in because psycho Ariana Osgood wanted me in,” I said acerbically.

She pursed her lips once more. “Ah, Miss Osgood. So much misplaced potential.”

My brow knit at her nostalgic tone. Ariana had turned into a coldblooded murderer. How could anyone talk about her like she was missed?

“I can see why you might think that, Reed,” she said, squeezing my hand, “but it’s more than that. Everything happens for a reason.”

I felt a chill of recognition go down my spine as Mrs. Lange released our hands and stood. Noelle and I looked at each other with a sort of wary excitement. We both felt that something monumental was about to happen. Something huge.

Mrs. Lange walked over to a small, ornately carved wooden box sitting on a table in front of the window. When she opened it, I could see the dark purple velvet lining the inside. She removed an old-fashioned key, long and gold with a delicately scrolled knob, attached to a purple cord.

“Go to the chapel,” Mrs. Lange said quietly, her eyes shining as she dangled the key in front of us. It caught the sun streaming through the window, glinting in the light. “You must go tonight and you must go together. Everything depends on this, girls.” She stepped forward and placed the key in my hand, then placed Noelle’s hand over it, so that it was nestled between both our palms. Then she looked into our eyes and smiled. “Go to the chapel, my sisters. All the answers are there.”



SPECIAL



It was a clear, frosty night, the stars out by the thousands overhead as Noelle and I trudged up the hill on the outskirts of campus and ducked into the woods. Neither one of us spoke, the crunching of the snow beneath our feet, the rhythmic bursts of our breath the only sounds around us. I tried not to think about the night I’d so recently spent alone in the woods, scared for her life, scared for my own. Tried not to think about how it was all a joke, a test of some kind. All I wanted to know right now was what lay ahead.

We arrived at the old Billings Chapel, its spire rising up against the stars, and we both paused for a moment to take in its stark, white beauty.

“Do you think it’s possible that the old bat is just off her rocker and we’re doing all of this for no reason?” Noelle said suddenly.

“You tell me. She’s your grandmother,” I said sarcastically.

“And yours,” she replied.

“Right. But you’ve known her slightly longer.”

Noelle smirked. “Come on. Let’s get inside.”

We shoved open the heavy door of the chapel and it let out its now familiar creak. Moonlight streamed in through the stained-glass windows, casting colorful shadows all over the room. I smiled, noting for the millionth time how the Billings Literary Society had taken the once dirty, abandoned space and made it cozy and welcoming. The floors had been swept clean, there were fresh candles in the many sconces lining the walls, and up on the platform around the pulpit was a collection of colorful silk pillows, plush chenille throws, and even a fur blanket Vienna had left behind after our last meeting.

I walked over to the first sconce and lit the two taper candles with a match. Then I took them both down and handed one to Noelle.

“Have you ever seen any lock this key would fit?” Noelle asked, tugging the key out of her coat pocket and holding it up.

“No. But I haven’t been looking for one before now.”

I turned around and started along the right side of the chapel. Noelle took the left. I passed through the first arch in the wall, into the storage area with all the old wicker collection baskets, the shelves full of dusty old hymnals. Nothing. Through the next arch was a tall bookshelf, packed from top to bottom with bibles, more hymnals, and a stack of ceramic bowls and cups. Again, nothing. As I stepped out of the archway, Noelle emerged from the one across the chapel. I raised my eyebrows. She shook her head.

I crossed the room to her and together we walked into the old chaplain’s office. There were more bookshelves in here, these mostly bare, and a rickety old desk and chair.

“What about the drawers?” I asked.

Noelle placed her candle into an ancient, brass candleholder atop the wooden surface and tried the drawers. The first two slid open with no problem. The third she had to struggle with since it was welded shut from years of moisture and warping, but it finally flew open.

“Nothing but crumbling paper,” Noelle said, throwing her hands up and letting them slap down at her sides.

Holding my candle aloft, I carefully moved around the small room. We hadn’t cleaned up in here, so there was still a thick layer of dust on every surface. I saw a small box on one of the bookcase shelves and moved in to take a closer look. As I did, something on the floor caught my eye and I froze.

It was a scratch—a deep, arcing scratch in the wooden floor. It extended out perfectly from the edge of the bookcase, out into the room. Suddenly my heart was in my throat.

“Noelle, come here,” I whispered.

“What? What did you find?” she asked, lifting her eyes from the book she was perusing.

“I’m not sure. Just come here.”

Noelle dropped the book on the desk and walked over. “Okay, but why are you whispering?”

I paused. “I don’t know.”

I took the candle and walked around the side of the bookcase. “I think maybe this bookcase swings out,” I said, nodding at the floor. Then I walked around the other side and blinked. “Oh my God. Hinges.”

Noelle’s eyes widened. “No way. A secret passageway?”

I grinned. “Let’s find out.”

I placed my candle into an empty sconce on the wall and slipped my fingers into the small space between the wall and the bookcase. Noelle did the same, our arms interlacing.

“One, two, three,” she said.

We pulled, and the bookcase swung open like a door. Behind it was another door, small and white, with a keyhole just above the doorknob.

My mouth was completely dry. “Try it,” I said.

Noelle whipped out the key again and shoved it into the lock. She looked me in the eye and turned. The click was so loud we both jumped. She turned the doorknob and the small, wooden door swung open with an eerie, groaning wail. I’d never seen Noelle look so scared in my life.

“Get the candles,” she said, her breath short and shallow.

I did as I was told and handed her one. We held them both out in the doorway. Their flames danced as they illuminated the top of a slim, winding staircase.

“Okay. So maybe the old bat’s not entirely off her rocker,” Noelle said.

“Unless we’re about to walk into a tomb full of dead bodies,” I replied.

Noelle narrowed her eyes at me. “Thanks for that image. That’s exactly what I needed right now.”

Then she took a deep breath and stepped onto the staircase. It creaked beneath her weight, and she pressed her free hand into the wall to steady herself.

“Wait,” I said. “Are you sure you want to go down there?”

“All that matters is what lies ahead, right?” she said over her shoulder. “What’s the matter, Glass-Licker? Ya scared?”

I rolled my eyes. “Lead the way.”

So she did. Slowly, carefully holding on to the wall all the way, we descended the winding staircase into the ice-cold basement of the Billings Chapel. At the base of the stairs, we each held our candles out in front of us, the flames flickering like wild now, since our arms were trembling.

The room was a perfect circle. Tapestries decorated the walls, and a set of chairs stood in a smaller circle, all facing a thick, wooden book stand that was directly at the center of the room. I took a breath and counted. There were exactly eleven chairs.

“Maybe the BLS didn’t hold their meetings upstairs in the actual chapel,” I said quietly, staring at the bookstand. I could just imagine Elizabeth Williams standing behind it, the Billings Literary Society book open in front of her. “Maybe they held them here.”

“This is it?” Noelle asked. “This is what she sent us here to find? A basement and some old chairs?”

“Wait a second.” I took a couple of steps into the room, reaching my candle out in front of me. “There’s a book on there.”

Noelle and I glanced at each other. That same sizzle of anticipation I’d felt back in the presidential suite went through me now. Together we walked forward, sliding a pair of chairs aside to enter the circle. We parted at the bookstand and walked around it, coming together again in front of the open book.

The pages were yellow with age and covered in dust. I reached out one hand and swept it across the pages, clearing an arc of the tiny script. My heart caught as I recognized the handwriting.

“Elizabeth,” I breathed. “This is Elizabeth Williams’s book.”

Noelle reached out and closed it, kicking up a huge cloud of dust. The silt filled my nostrils and mouth and we both coughed, waving our hands in front of our faces as the air cleared. When it did, we stared down at the inscription in the center of the leather cover, the words as clear as day. Whatever I’d been expecting, whatever I had thought Mrs. Lange was talking about when she’d told us we were special, that Billings was special—when she’d asked us if we’d ever wondered why—it had not been this.

The inscription read: THE BOOK OF SPELLS.
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Changes



Even at the tender age of sixteen, Elizabeth Williams was the rare girl who knew her mind. She knew she preferred summer to all other seasons. She knew she couldn’t stand the pink-and-yellow floral wallpaper the decorator had chosen for her room. She knew that she would much rather spend time with her blustery, good-natured father than her ever-critical, humorless mother—though the company of either was difficult to come by. And she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that going away to the Billings School for Girls was going to be the best thing that ever happened to her.

As she sat in the cushioned seat of her bay window overlooking sun-streaked Beacon Hill, she folded her dog-eared copy of The Jungle in her lap, making sure to keep her finger inside to hold her place. She placed her feet, new buckled shoes and all, up on the pink cushions and pressed her temple against the warm glass with a wistful sigh. It was September 1915, and Boston was experiencing an Indian summer, with temperatures scorching the sidewalks and causing the new automobiles to sputter and die along the side of the roads. Eliza would have given anything to be back at the Cape Cod house, running along the shoreline in her bathing clothes, splashing in the waves, her swim cap forgotten and her dark hair tickling her shoulders. But instead, here she was, buttoned into a stiff green cotton dress her mother had picked out for her, the wide white collar itching her neck.

Any minute now, Maurice would bring the coach around and squire her off to the train station, where she and her maid, Renee, would board a train for Easton, Connecticut, and the Billings School. The moment she got to her room in Crenshaw House, she was going to change into her most comfortable linen dress, jam her floppy brown hat over her hair, and set out in search of the library. Because living at a school more than two hours away from home meant that her mother couldn’t control her. Couldn’t criticize her. Couldn’t nitpick every little thing she wore, every book she read, every choice she made. Being away at school meant freedom.

Of course, Eliza’s mother had other ideas. If her wishes came true, Billings would turn Eliza into a true lady. Eliza would catch herself a worthy husband, and she would return home by Christmas triumphantly engaged, just as her sister, May, had.

After two years at Billings, eighteen-year-old May was now an engaged woman—and to a Thackery, no less: George Thackery III, of the Thackery tanning fortune. She’d come home in June, diamond ring and all, and was now officially their mother’s favorite—though truly, she had been that all along.

Suddenly, the thick oak door of Eliza’s private bedroom opened and in walked her mother, Rebecca Cornwall Williams. Her blond hair billowed like a cloud around her head, and her stylish, ankle-length gray skirt tightened her steps. She wore a matching tassel-trimmed jacket over her dress, even in this ridiculous heat. The Williams pearls were, as always, clasped around her throat. As she entered, her eyes flicked over Eliza and her casual posture and flashed with exasperation. Eliza quickly sat up, smoothed her skirt, straightened her back, and attempted to tuck her book behind her.

“Hello, Mother,” she said with the polished politeness that usually won over the elder Williams. “How are you this morning?”

Her mother’s discerning blue eyes narrowed as she walked toward her daughter.

“Your sister and I are going to shop for wedding clothes. We’ve come to say our good-byes,” she said formally.

Out in the hallway, May hovered, holding her tan leather gloves and new brimless hat at her waist. May’s blond hair was pulled back in a stylish chignon, which complemented her milky skin and round, rosy cheeks. Garnets dangled from her delicate earlobes. She always looked elegant, even when she was destined only for a simple day of shopping.

Standing over Eliza, her mother leaned down and snatched the book right out from under Eliza’s skirt.

“The Jungle?” she said, holding the book between her thumb and forefinger. “Elizabeth, you cannot be seen at Billings reading this sort of rot. Modern novels are not proper for a young lady. Especially not a Williams.”

Eliza’s gaze flicked to her sister, who quickly looked away. A few years ago, May would have defended Eliza’s literary choices, but not anymore. For the millionth time Eliza wondered how May could have changed so much. When she’d gone away to school, she’d been adventurous, tomboyish, sometimes even brash. It was as if falling in love had turned her sister into a different person. If winning a diamond ring from a boy meant forgetting who she was, then Eliza was determined to die an old maid.

“Headmistress Almay has turned out some of the finest ladies of society, and I intend for you to be one of them,” Eliza’s mother continued.

What about what I intend? Eliza thought.

“And you won’t be bringing this. I don’t want the headmistress thinking she’s got a daydreamer on her hands.” Her mother turned and tossed Eliza’s book into the crate near the door—the one piled with old toys and dresses meant for the hospital bazaar her mother was helping to plan.

Eliza looked down at the floor, her eyes aflame and full of tears. Then her mother did something quite unexpected. She clucked her tongue and ran her hands from Eliza’s shoulders down her arms until they were firmly holding her hands. Eliza couldn’t remember the last time her mother had touched her.

“Come, now. Let me look at you,” her mother said.

Eliza raised her chin and looked her mother in the eye. The older woman tilted her head and looked Eliza over. She nudged a stray hair behind her daughter’s ear, tucking it deftly into her updo. Then she straightened the starched white collar on Eliza’s traveling dress.

“This green really does bring out your eyes,” she mused. “You are a true beauty, Eliza. Never underestimate yourself.”

An unbearable thickness filled Eliza’s throat. Part of her wanted to thank her mother for saying something so very kind, while another part of her wanted to shout that her entire life was not going to be built around her beauty—that she hoped to be known for something more. But neither sentiment left her tongue, and silence reigned in the warm pink room.

“May. The book,” her mother said suddenly, snapping her fingers.

Startled, May slipped a book from the hall table, where it had been hidden from view, and, taking a step into the room, handed it to her mother.

“This is for you, Eliza,” her mother said, holding the book out. “A going-away gift.”

Silently, Eliza accepted the gorgeous sandalwood leather book with both hands, relishing the weight of it. She opened the cover, her eyes falling on the thick parchment pages. They were blank. She looked up at her mother questioningly.

“Today is the beginning of a whole new life, Eliza,” her mother said. “You’re going to want to remember every moment . . . and I hope you’ll remember home as well when you write in it.”

Eliza hugged the book to her chest. “Thank you, Mother,” she said.

“Now remember, May is one of Billings’s most revered graduates,” her mother said, her tone clipped once again. “You have a lot to live up to, Elizabeth. Don’t disappoint me.”

Then she leaned in and gave Eliza a brief, dry kiss on the forehead.

Eliza rolled her blue eyes as her mother shuffled back down the hall. Then she bent to pluck her book from the box but froze as something caught her eye: May was still hovering in the hallway.

“May?” Eliza said. Usually her sister trailed her mother like the tail of a comet.

May looked furtively down the hall after their mother, then took a step toward Eliza’s open door. There was something about her manner that set the tiny hairs on Eliza’s neck on end.

“May, what is it?” Eliza asked, her pulse beginning to race.

“I just wanted to tell you . . . about Billings . . . about Crenshaw House,” May whispered, leaning into the doorjamb. “Eliza . . . there’s something you need to know.”

“What?” Eliza asked, breathless. “What is it?”

“May Williams! I’m waiting!” their mother called from the foot of the stairs.

May started backward. “Oh, I must go.”

Eliza grabbed her sister’s wrist.

“May, please. I’m your sister. If there’s something you need to tell me—”

May covered Eliza’s hand with her own and looked up into her eyes. “Just promise me you’ll be careful,” she said earnestly, her blue eyes shining. “Promise me, Eliza, that you’ll be safe.”

Eliza blinked. “Of course, May. Of course I’ll be safe. What could possibly harm me at a place like Billings?”

The sound of hurried footsteps on the stairs stopped them both. Renee rushed into view, holding her skirts up, her eyes wide with terror—the sort of terror only Rebecca Williams could inspire in her servants.

“May! Your mother is fit to burst,” she said through her teeth. “Mind your manners and get downstairs now.”

A tortured noise sounded from the back of May’s throat. Then she quickly gave Eliza a kiss on the cheek, squeezing her hands tightly. “I love you, Eliza. Always remember that. No matter what happens.”

Then she released Eliza and was gone.



Sisters



“Elizabeth Williams?”

Eliza’s foot had barely touched the platform at the Easton train station when she heard her name. A broad, straight-backed woman with a wide nose and sharp eyes approached Eliza, her outmoded black feathered cap perched firmly atop her head. Flanking her, but staying a few steps behind, were two girls about Eliza’s age. The first had auburn ringlets, blue eyes, and a bright smile. She was dressed in the latest fashion, though perhaps a bit overdone for daytime, with the elaborate lace trim of her full yellow skirt perfectly matching that of the collar and sleeves of her short jacket. She wore white-and-brown buttoned shoes and a hat with a turned-down brim, just like the one May had purchased last weekend on her trip to New York with their mother. The second girl was far more understated. Her modest blue-and-white striped dress was similar to Eliza’s, with a wide white collar and gathered waist. She wore sensible brown shoes and a plain blue cap over her golden blond hair. Her clear blue eyes met Eliza’s, and she smiled.

Renee alit next to Eliza. “I am Elizabeth’s escort.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” the woman said with a nod. “I am Mrs. Hodge, head maid of the Billings School for Girls. This is Alice Ainsworth, and this is Catherine White.” Stylish Alice twittered her fingers in greeting, while Catherine gave a polite nod.

“Hello.” Eliza lifted her chin, rounded her shoulders, and clasped her traveling bag with both hands.

“Our man has already been sent round to gather your things and bring them back to the school.” Mrs. Hodge reached out a thick arm toward Eliza and flicked her fingers in the direction of a busy thoroughfare.

Eliza’s heart began to pound with anticipation. This was it. She was about to say good-bye to Renee and the life she’d always known. Excited as she was, tears sprang to her eyes when she turned to the maid who had taken care of her every day since her birth.

“Good luck, Eliza,” Renee said, clasping her hands.

Eliza wrested her hands from Renee’s and pulled her into a hug. She inhaled her maid’s familiar, comforting scent of lilac and lemon.

“Thank you, Renee,” she said, her voice shaking.

Renee touched Eliza’s cheek with her palm as she pulled back. “I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.”

Eliza nodded. As her maid walked off, she wiped the tears from her lashes and took a deep breath, her chest puffing up as she filled her lungs with the sooty air of the train station. She was free. She was really and truly free. A wide grin spread across her face, and it was all

she could do to keep from spinning in a gleeful, wide-armed circle.

“You look like the cat that just swallowed the canary,” Alice commented, her tone sly.

“Do I? I suppose I can’t quite believe I’m actually here,” Eliza said, falling into step with the two girls as they trailed behind Mrs. Hodge.

“Where are you from?” Alice asked.

“Boston,” Eliza said. “And you?”

“Philadelphia,” Alice replied, swinging her bag in a girlish way as she walked. Catherine opened her mouth to respond, but was cut off. “The most tedious place on Earth. Catherine here is from Georgia. She’s quite quiet. Then again, my mother says I am not quiet enough, so perhaps we will balance each other out.”

Alice laughed, while Catherine met Eliza’s gaze and shook her head slightly. Eliza had a feeling that Catherine would have spoken if she were given the chance.

“Are you both returning students?” Eliza asked, wondering if either of them had known May last year.

“Not me,” Alice said. “I spent last year at a school near home, but this year I begged to be sent away.”

“I’m new as well,” Eliza stated.

“Well, then, I’ll have to help you two navigate the school,” Catherine said, finally able to chime in. “I’ve been here three years. Billings is my home away from home.”

Then she definitely knows May, Eliza realized, a twist of disappointment in her chest. But there was nothing she could do to change the fact that May had attended Billings first. All she could do was make sure to make her own impression. One that showed everyone she wasn’t just a mini May.

Outside the station, the sidewalk bustled with travelers. A young woman took her two children by the hand as a dusty motorcar sputtered past. A few boys Eliza’s age joked around next to a pile of trunks and cases, clearly waiting for their own transportation to arrive. Nearby, a couple of men in open-collared shirts and dirt-caked pants loaded up an open wagon with huge sacks of grain. One of them caught Eliza watching and gave her a wink before grabbing another bag. Eliza blushed and rushed to catch up with the others.

“Here we are, ladies,” Mrs. Hodge said, pausing next to a large black coach outside. “Our driver, Lawrence, will help you in.”

“She should say adorable Lawrence,” Alice commented, quiet enough to seem as though she was trying to go unheard, but still loud enough that Lawrence did a double take. Eliza raised an eyebrow. Flirting with the help had never been an accepted practice in her world, and most servants were overlooked as if they were invisible. Eliza decided she liked Alice for noticing Lawrence’s doelike brown eyes—even if the attention had clearly made the now-blushing boy uncomfortable.

Alice placed her hand eagerly inside young Lawrence’s as he helped her into the carriage, grinning right at him until he looked away. Catherine was next. When Lawrence held out his hand to Eliza, though, she waved it away.

“I’m fine,” she told him, grabbing the handles on either side of the door and hauling herself up under her own strength. As Eliza dropped ungracefully into the seat next to Alice, Mrs. Hodge shot her a disapproving look. But Eliza didn’t care. She didn’t need a man’s help just to get into a coach, and now that her mother wasn’t around to criticize, she wasn’t about to accept it.

After Mrs. Hodge was situated up front, next to the driver’s seat, Lawrence closed the door and latched it, and soon they were off, rumbling away from the train station and through the small town of Easton. The main street was flat and well kept, with new buildings in brick and wood cropping up on either side. A large general store sat at the very center of town, a mannequin in a silk, slim-bodiced evening dress in one window and a wheelbarrow in the other. Across the street, the Easton Police Station looked as if it had just been built, its redbrick façade practically gleaming in the sun.

“Oh, I’m so excited,” Alice said, clapping her gloved hands as she looked out the window. “I know it’s wicked of me to say, but I’m so glad to be rid of my family, especially my brothers.”

“I have a brother,” Catherine said. She opened a silver, oval-shaped locket around her neck and held it out for the girls to see. Eliza and Alice leaned in. The sepia photo was of a towheaded boy who looked to be about ten, grinning from ear to ear. “I miss Lincoln already.”

“Pssssh,” Alice said, leaning back again. “I don’t believe that for a moment. I have five of those little urchins in my life, and each is more fiendish than the last. What about you, Eliza?”

“No. No brothers,” Eliza replied. She didn’t want to bring up her sister just yet. If she did, Catherine would undoubtedly spend the rest of the ride regaling them with a glowing account of May’s illustrious tenure at Billings.

“Well, count yourself lucky,” Alice said, spreading her fingers. “I am just so sick of boys and their grubby hands and their jam-covered faces and their awful habit of bringing spiders and frogs and all manner of creepy crawlies into the house.”

Eliza and Catherine laughed as the carriage came to a stop at an intersection at the end of the main street.

“But I am looking forward to meeting the Easton Academy boys,” Alice went on slyly, giving Eliza a nudge with her elbow. “I plan to have a new beau by the night of the welcome dance next week. Do either of you girls have admirers back home pining over you?”

Eliza had a feeling Alice would be shocked by the lack of romance in Eliza’s past. Most of the boys in her social circle had been falling all over themselves for May since she could remember. Two summers back, Eliza had fancied herself in love with Charles Morris, a boy who summered on the Cape. But after two full months of trying to get his attention—challenging him to swim races, digging for clams and checking his crab traps with him—he hadn’t even bothered to say good-bye when his family packed up their Victorian home and went back to Baltimore. When she’d complained to May, her sister had told her that acting like a boy was no way to win one.

“What about you, Cat?” Alice asked. “You seem to be quite the blushing Southern belle. I’ll wager the boys are lined up for you.”

“I’ve never had much interest in romance, to be honest,” Catherine said, lifting a shoulder. “My mother calls me a late bloomer.”

“So no beaux at all?” Alice exclaimed. “Well, then we’ll have to get you one.”

Catherine blushed and shifted in her seat, clearly discomfited by the subject.

“I’m sure if Catherine wanted a beau, she could get one for herself,” Eliza said.

Catherine shot Eliza a grateful look. “Thank you, Eliza, I appreciate the confidence.”

The coach turned up a steep hill, and Eliza spied a modest sign near the sign of the road that read the billings school for girls.

“Look! We’re here!” she said, sitting forward.

The three girls crowded the small square window on the left side of the coach, looking out at the sun-dappled campus. The buildings were large and imposing, constructed of gray brick and ornate moldings. Stone pathways wound through the neatly clipped grass, and the air smelled of musky lavender, probably from the field of wildflowers just north of campus. Eliza breathed in the heady scent, knowing she would forever associate it with the feeling of possibility.

“That tall building right there is the McKinley building,” Catherine said, pointing to a structure with an arched doorway and several slim French windows, all of them gleaming in the sunlight. “All the classes are held on the second and third floors, except for etiquette, which we have in the parlor at Crenshaw House.”

A shiver of apprehension went through Eliza at the mention of Crenshaw. What was it that May had wanted to tell her about her new home? But she quickly shoved her worry aside. The buildings may have been a tad austere, but on a gorgeous day like this, it was difficult to imagine anything sinister happening at Billings.

“The instructors’ offices are there, as well as the library,” Catherine continued. “It’s that smaller wing off to the side.”

Eliza eyed the squat annex on the McKinley building. It was obviously a new addition, its gray bricks a darker shade than those of the original structure. The library was unimpressive and nearly windowless, but still she couldn’t wait to peruse the aisles. She hoped they contained all the books she had never been allowed to read inside her mother’s house.

“That long, rectangular building is Prescott,” Catherine continued as the coach drove on. “To the right of the main entrance is the gymnasium, and to the left is the dining hall.”

Alice wrinkled her nose. “Gymnasium? What’s that for?”

“Physical fitness, I believe,” Catherine joked.

“But I hate exercise,” Alice pouted.

“Really? I love it,” Eliza said. “Especially anything played in the outdoors.”

“Ugh,” Alice groaned, rolling her eyes as she leaned into Eliza from behind. “But don’t you hate to perspire? It’s so unladylike.”

“A necessary evil, I’m afraid,” Eliza said, pleased when Catherine laughed.

“Up the hill at the center of the woods is Billings Chapel. You can’t see it from here. But you can see Crenshaw House,” Catherine said, pointing a finger out the opposite window. “That’s where all the students’ quarters are. It used to be an orphanage, but the school bought it a few years back.”

A lump formed in Eliza’s throat, and she slid to the right side of the coach for a better look. Crenshaw loomed at the top of a grassy hill bordered by the woods, its walls an unattractive brown brick, its façade blunt and flat. It had a foreboding presence; the two large windows just above the door were positioned like glaring eyes.

Suddenly, from the corner of her eye, Eliza saw a flicker of movement in one of the first-floor windows. She looked over just in time to see a shock of blond hair, and then the curtain fell back into place. A shiver of fear ran through her heart, and she hugged her arms to her chest.

“We’re separated by class on each floor, with fourth-years on the top floor and so on down,” Catherine went on. “The headmistress and staff have apartments on the first floor, to keep an eye on us.”

Eliza blinked. “So you can’t come or go without them hearing you?”

“Exactly,” Catherine replied. Then she glanced toward the driver’s bench, as if Mrs. Hodge could hear their voices over the pounding of the hooves and through the thick ceiling of the coach. “But some people find ways,” she added with a mischievous smile.

As the coach turned again, working its way down a slim country lane leading to the base of Crenshaw’s hill, Eliza heard a distinctly male shout. Alice squealed.

“There they are! Eliza! Come see! The Easton boys!” She gasped.

Obligingly, Eliza slid back to the other side of the coach. Several boys in shirtwaists, vests, and ties were horsing around on a green lawn, their sleeves rolled up, their caps tossed on the ground.

“I knew Easton Academy was close to Billings, but I didn’t realize how close,” Alice said excitedly, clasping her hands together under her chin.

“The woods around Billings Chapel border both the Easton campus and the Billings campus,” Catherine explained. “On weekends we’re allowed to visit the Easton grounds, and the boys are allowed to visit the Billings grounds. They often come over here to play games, because we have more open space on this side of the woods.”

“I say we get out and say hello,” Alice suggested.

Eliza laughed.

“It’s a good thing Miss Almay isn’t here right now. She’d mark you for a troublemaker,” Catherine warned.

Alice giggled, but Catherine didn’t crack a smile. “I’m serious, Alice. Don’t let her catch you mooning over the boys. My roommate was expelled last year for sneaking around with an Easton student.”

“Well, she can’t see me now,” Alice said. Then she leaned out the open window and lifted her hand in a wave. “Hello, boys!” she called out merrily.

“Alice!” Catherine scolded, but she couldn’t help laughing anyway.

Eliza leaned forward to get a better look. In the center of the group on the lawn was a tall boy with tanned skin, his dark blond hair gleaming in the sun. He grappled with a couple of other boys and managed to get the tie off one of them, then laughed as his victim gave chase. As he turned around, he looked up and his eyes met Eliza’s. He stopped running and simply stared.

Eliza suddenly felt warm from her toes all the way up to the tips of her ears. Her heart pounded in a way it never had before. She knew that it was wrong to stare so boldly at a boy, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away. And neither, it seemed, could he.

The owner of the stolen tie rushed him and tackled him right to the ground.

“Oof! Did you see that?” Alice giggled, covering her mouth.

Eliza sat back, her breath coming short and shallow. She had seen. In fact, she could have kept staring all day long.



New Friends



“Eliza, Catherine, this will be your room.”

Mrs. Hodge opened the door to a bright, sunlit chamber on the fourth floor of Crenshaw House, directly above the entry. They had already dropped off Alice on the floor below, which was reserved for second-years, but Alice’s view had been nothing like Eliza’s and Catherine’s. The windows on the far side of the room looked out over the entire Billings campus and the tree-covered hills beyond. It was the sort of view that was perfect for daydreaming.

“We’re roommates, then,” Catherine said with a smile as Mrs. Hodge bustled away.

“Looks that way,” Eliza said. “And I promise I won’t be getting expelled for looking at boys.”

Even as she said it, though, Eliza recalled the gaze of the boy out on the field, and she warmed from head to toe all over again. But she rolled her shoulders back and resolved not to think about him. She was not here to meet a boy. She was here to read forbidden books and be free of her mother’s watchful eye.

Catherine unlatched a large wooden trunk near the wall. Down the hall girls called out to one another, chatting about their summer vacations and their day’s journey. Their obvious familiarity made Eliza feel suddenly nervous. What if everyone in her class had been here all along, like Catherine? Would it be difficult to make friends?

Eliza stepped inside the room that was to be her new home. She took a deep breath and looked around, trying to keep her fears at bay. The walls were painted a lovely light blue—no pink in sight, she noted gratefully—and the lace curtains billowed in the warm breeze. Her trunk had already been placed at the foot of the bed nearest the door, and she was happy to see that her father had included a bookshelf among the furniture he had sent ahead for her. She walked over and ran her fingers along the top shelf, thinking of her father with a pang. He was currently off on a business trip in Washington, D.C., but this bookcase proved that he was thinking of her. At least someone in her family endeavored to understand her. She couldn’t wait to dig to the bottom of her trunk and free her novels. They wouldn’t come close to filling the shelves, but that simply meant she had room to acquire more.

“Oh, good. There’s already a hook here,” Catherine said from the other side of the room.

She opened her trunk and took out a wooden carving of a fleurde-lis, which she hung on the nail above her headboard. Eliza envied Catherine’s ability to feel so at home and relaxed. But then, Catherine had been coming here for years. In a few days’ time, Eliza was sure she would feel just as comfortable. The key was to make the room feel like her own. She, too, had a hook above her bed. Opening her trunk, she took out the framed photograph that had hung in her room since she was little. It was a picture of her and May, taken at the farm the summer of 1907, one of the happiest weeks they had ever spent there. Neither of the girls smiled in this particular photo, as their mother forbade smiling in any pictures or portraits. “It’s unbearably common,” she always said. But Eliza’s feet were bare in the grass beneath her formal dress, and May’s blond hair stuck up a bit in back, from rolling around in the field of daisies just behind the barn. Eliza placed the photo on the wall above her own bed, happy she’d been able to bring the best part of home along with her.

Just to the left of the photograph, she noticed a small carving in the wall. “Was this your room last year as well?” Eliza asked Catherine.

“No, why?”

“Someone carved the initials CW into the wall,” Eliza said, tracing the letters with her finger. “I wondered if it was you.”

“There was a girl who went here a few years ago—Caroline Westwick. Perhaps this was her room.” Catherine shrugged, then removed a few other things from her trunk: a long, flat wooden box, which she slipped under her bed, followed by a stack of hardcover books. Eliza peeked over Catherine’s shoulder to get a glimpse at the titles: Wuthering Heights. Jane Eyre. Mansfield Park. Evelina.

“I love Mansfield Park,” Eliza exclaimed. “Don’t you think it’s one of Miss Austen’s best, yet least appreciated, novels?”

“Oh, yes!” Catherine replied, holding the book to her chest. “I’ve read it at least five times, and each time I applaud Fanny Price’s strength even more.”

Eliza felt as if she had woken under a lucky star. Almost half of Catherine’s large trunk was taken up by books. Mrs. White, it seemed, had no objection to her daughter’s enjoyment of novels.

“I’m so glad you’re a reader,” Catherine said as she began to unpack her things. “Theresa hates when I try to talk to her about books.”

“Theresa?” Eliza asked.

“Theresa Billings,” Catherine replied. “My best friend.”

Eliza felt a fresh twinge of envy. She had never had a best friend before, aside from May. “Billings?” she asked. “As in . . . ?”

“Yes, as in Billings School for Girls,” Catherine replied, rolling her eyes slightly. “She has a single room on the top floor, even though she’s only a third-year like us. She’s always had a single room on the top floor.”

“I see,” Eliza said with a small smile.

“You’ll meet her at the welcome,” Catherine said, placing a few books near the end of her bed. She looked around at her plain bed and dresser. “Unfortunately, my books always end up spending the school year at the bottom of my trunk.”

“That is simply unacceptable,” Eliza said. “Use my bookcase.”

Catherine looked at the large case on Eliza’s side of the room. “I couldn’t.”

“You can and you will. Until I get some new books of my own, it’s going to look far too lonely and sad anyway.” Eliza plucked the heavy copy of Mansfield Park from Catherine’s bed and placed it on the top shelf. “There. Much better.”

“Thank you, Eliza,” Catherine said, looking Eliza in the eye. “That’s very kind of you.”

“It’s nothing,” Eliza replied. “In return, you can grant me permission to read them when the whim strikes.”

“Permission granted,” Catherine said, with a joking bow of her head.

The two girls glanced at the open doorway as a few of their classmates traipsed by, laughing and talking of upcoming classes.

“How many students live in Crenshaw?” Eliza asked, detesting the uncertain tone in her voice.

“There are forty of us altogether,” Catherine said. “Ten in each class.” She glanced at Eliza, and her expression turned sympathetic. She placed a stack of books atop Eliza’s bookcase and took her roommate’s arm in a companionable way. “Let’s walk over to the chapel together, and I’ll introduce you to as many of them as we meet along the way.”

Eliza grinned, relief flooding her veins. “Thank you,” she said happily. “I’m glad the headmistress matched us up as roommates, Catherine White.”

“As am I,” Catherine replied, holding her close. “I have a feeling, Eliza Williams, that you and I are going to be great friends.”



The Chapel



“Oh! How beautiful!” Eliza said breathlessly as she and Catherine emerged from the canopy of trees behind Crenshaw House.

The Billings chapel stood in a clearing at the center of the woods, its bell tower gleaming white against the stark blue sky. The stained glass windows were the most intricate and colorful Eliza had seen apart from the Mission Church in Boston. Flowering shrubs bloomed along the base of the structure, their fat pink petals bobbing in the breeze.

Catherine tilted her head as she looked the structure over as if for the first time. “It is rather lovely, isn’t it?”

“Catherine!”

A pretty girl with dark black ringlets and a perfectly pressed green-and-white striped dress approached Catherine, holding a matching parasol to shade her milky white skin. She held the hand of another girl, who was clearly her twin, except that the other girl wore a lavender version of the same dress and kept her eyes trained shyly on the ground.

“Viola! Bia!” Catherine greeted them. “How was your summer?”

Viola kissed Catherine on the cheek and grasped her hand. “Just amazing,” she said. “All we did was travel and shop.”

Catherine laughed. “Sounds like a dream,” she said. “Viola and Bia Hirsch, meet Eliza Williams.”

“Williams?” Viola said, her dark eyes wide. “As in May Williams?”

Catherine turned to look at Eliza as Bia glanced up with interest. Eliza blushed slightly, feeling somehow ashamed that she hadn’t mentioned May to Catherine before.

“Yes, May is my older sister,” Eliza said.

“Really? But the two of you look nothing alike!” Viola exclaimed.

Eliza’s blush deepened. May was a renowned beauty. It wasn’t the first time Eliza had been told how different she looked from her sister.

“Oh, I just adored May!” Bia said, her voice breathy and weak as she clasped her hands under her chin. “Is she well? And how is George? Oh, I’m sure she’s going to make the loveliest bride!”

“Bia, you’re rambling again,” Viola said harshly. Bia fell silent and looked at the ground once more, while Viola moved forward and slipped her arm around Eliza’s. Her grip was surprisingly tight as she tugged Eliza up the stone chapel steps. “You must tell me all about your sister’s wedding clothes.”

“Certainly.” Eliza sighed.

“May’s sister,” Catherine said as they entered the chapel. “Well. This is going to be interesting.”

Eliza eyed Catherine curiously. But before she had a chance to ask what that meant, a girl with plain brown hair rushed forward to greet Viola. She wore an expensive-looking gray plaid dress, which didn’t entirely suit her. With her scrubbed face and her unkempt hair, she had the look of a tomboy who’d been shoved into her mother’s frock.

“That’s Jane Barton,” Catherine said. “She, Theresa, Viola, and Bia are friends from Manhattan.”

“Please find a seat, girls,” Mrs. Hodge instructed from her place at the door, ushering them farther inside. “The headmistress will be here soon.”

Eliza scanned the room. The air inside the chapel was at least ten degrees cooler than it was outside. Two dozen gleaming oak pews flanked either side of the long aisle, which was crowded with students. As everyone settled in, Eliza spotted Alice toward the front, gabbing away with a large girl who seemed to be eyeing Alice in a confused and apprehensive way.

Catherine beckoned for Eliza to follow her. “As third-years, we sit toward the back of the middle section.”

Smiling politely at her unfamiliar classmates, Eliza trailed Catherine down the aisle. A willowy girl with milk-white skin and blond hair cut into a chic, short style approached Mrs. Hodge. She clasped the hand of a shorter, somewhat rotund girl as if desperate to keep hold of her.

“Excusez moi, s’il vous plaît,” the girl said to the head maid. “Petit Peu, my dog . . . he has not arrived yet?”

“Not that I know of, Miss DeMeers,” Mrs. Hodge replied. “Lawrence is under strict orders to bring him here as soon as the manager at the station locates him.”

“I cannot bear to think of him all alone in that crate,” the girl replied in heavily accented English, looking at her friend. “He does not even understand the language!”

“Did that girl just ask about her dog?” Catherine whispered to Eliza as they lowered themselves into a pew.

“I believe she did,” Eliza replied, intrigued. She kept one eye on the French girl as she sat, resolving to introduce herself as soon as this welcoming presentation was over. If Catherine didn’t know her, then she must be a new student, just like Eliza.

Viola and Jane settled in behind Eliza as a hush fell over the crowd. Eliza turned in her seat as an imperious-looking woman walked into the room.

“That’s Miss Almay,” Catherine hissed, elbowing Eliza lightly.

The headmistress wore a slim burgundy dress with a high collar and held her long nose so high in the air, she could have caught a flock of birds inside her nostrils. Eliza couldn’t help noting that she was old for an unmarried woman, in her fifties at least. It struck Eliza as ironic, considering how many families sent their girls here to learn how to catch a husband.

By the time she arrived at the front of the chapel and took her place at the pulpit, every single girl had found herself a seat. Everyone, that was, except for a slim, raven-haired girl who slipped in late, shedding her seersucker cape and tossing it carelessly to Mrs. Hodge, who stood next to the door. Underneath the cape, the girl wore a matching seersucker dress with a square collar and slim-cut skirt. A set of long necklaces dangled over her bosom, the kind a married sophisticate in her twenties might wear. Her eyes darted around the room until she saw Catherine, and her face lit up with a smile.

“Catherine! There you are!”

Eliza was stunned at the girl’s audacity in breaking the silence in such a bold way. She walked over and sat down next to Catherine, giving her a tight squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. A huge diamond ring sparkled on her left hand. It caught the light from the nearest stained glass window and glittered spectacularly.

“Hello, Theresa!” Jane said eagerly, leaning over the back of the pew.

Theresa, noted Eliza. So this was Theresa Billings. Catherine’s best friend and, apparently, an engaged woman. Interesting.

“Hello, Jane,” Theresa said in a dismissive way before returning her attention to Catherine. “Why didn’t you wait for me?” she demanded.

Catherine rolled her eyes toward Miss Almay, who was glaring at them with fire in her eyes.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Almay. You may proceed,” Theresa said, earning a round of gasps and giggles from the pews.

“Well, thank you, Theresa, but rest assured I was not awaiting your cue,” Miss Almay replied.

Eliza leaned forward casually, trying to get a better look at her roommate’s friend.

“Who’s that?” the girl asked Catherine in a loud whisper, looking appraisingly at Eliza.

“Theresa Billings, meet Eliza Williams, my new roommate,” Catherine said, so quietly that she could barely be heard. She leaned back slightly so the two could see each other better.

“Eliza Williams?” Theresa said in a sour tone. “As in . . . ?”

“Yes,” Catherine confirmed lightly.

Eliza was at a loss. She’d thought May was beloved everywhere she went, but Catherine had sounded wary when she’d learned that May and Eliza were sisters, and now Theresa seemed disgusted.

Up at the pulpit, Miss Almay cleared her throat and signaled to Mrs. Hodge.

Theresa turned away from Eliza. “I’m so sorry they stuck you with another roommate,” she whispered loudly. “I told Mother to make sure you had a private room this year.”

Eliza’s skin burned from head to toe. Had Catherine been counting on a single? Was she bothered by Eliza’s presence? Her throat tightened just as Mrs. Hodge closed the double doors with a bang. Eliza started. Theresa rolled her eyes and snickered softly.

“Welcome, ladies, to a new term at the Billings School for Girls,” Miss Almay began. “I am Headmistress Almay. I trust you are all well rested after your summer vacations and ready to get down to work.”

“My summer vacation was far more exhausting than any school year,” Theresa whispered, leaning toward Catherine. “Don’t you find parties to be so draining?”

Catherine kept her expression blank as Miss Almay shot her and Theresa a scathing look.

“Billings girls are the finest, most elegant, best-educated girls in the country,” Miss Almay continued. “You are expected to conduct yourself with decorum at all times, and that includes when you are in the company of students of Easton Academy.”

Whispers and giggles greeted this directive. As Headmistress Almay pursed her lips, clearly waiting for the noise to die down, Eliza studied her peers. All of them were perched on the edges of their pews. Alice was gripping the bench in front of her, as if to keep from running over to the Easton campus that very moment. Eliza couldn’t help wondering if all the girls were here only to find a husband.

“As you all undoubtedly know, there will be a welcome dance on the third Saturday of the term, a mixer of sorts between Easton Academy and the Billings School,” Headmistress Almay announced.

Alice clapped her hands together lightly at this announcement. A tingling excitement skittered over Eliza’s skin at the thought of the blue-eyed boy from that morning. She shook her head. What was going on with her? Two hours ago she couldn’t have cared less about boys or the dance. Now, one look at a handsome boy and her feelings were almost Alice-like.

“But remember: This dance is a privilege, not a right,” Miss Almay continued sternly. “Any Billings girl who steps out of line will have this privilege revoked. Do I make myself clear?”

“We understand, Miss Almay. You hold all the power,” Theresa groused under her breath.

Eliza’s heart stopped as Miss Almay cast an admonishing look in Theresa’s direction, but the girl didn’t seem to notice. Then, out of the corner of her eye, Eliza noticed a girl creep through the double doors, closing them silently behind her. She had long, straight blond hair plaited down her back and wore a modest dress of gray muslin. Despite her plain appearance, there was something almost regal about her, about the confidence with which she held her head, about the knowing look in her eyes.

Mrs. Hodge hurried up behind the blonde and whispered something in her ear. The girl nodded and immediately set about opening the lower windows in the chapel.

Eliza widened her eyes in surprise. So she was not a student but a maid.

“Now, on to this year’s curriculum,” Miss Almay continued. “As always, you will be expected to complete academic courses in poetry, art, French, and classic literature, as well as practical classes in etiquette, housekeeping, and gardening. There is one change this year, however. The hours at Billings have been extended, so that you will be expected to attend six classes each day rather than five.”

Viola and Jane gasped. “Whose idea was this?” Theresa demanded at full voice.

“Your father’s, actually,” Miss Almay shot back.

Theresa clucked her tongue, her eyes ablaze. Eliza glanced at her roommate. How could Catherine be friends with this girl? Clearly she was nothing but a self-centered, spoiled troublemaker.

Miss Almay sighed. “Are there any questions?”

Eliza’s hand shot up. Catherine and Theresa looked at her in surprise, as did Miss Almay.

“Yes, Miss . . . ?”

“Williams.” Eliza had the sudden, sinking feeling that she wasn’t actually supposed to ask a question. “Eliza Williams, Miss Almay.”

Every face turned toward her. Eliza’s shoulders tensed.

“Yes, Miss Williams?” Miss Almay said.

“I was wondering . . . will we have any free time during the day?” Eliza asked.

Miss Almay leaned over the pulpit, her frown lines deepening. “Free time for what purpose?”

“For reading,” Eliza replied. “Is the library open all day?”

Miss Almay narrowed her eyes, her broad shoulders squared. Eliza’s heart pounded with fear. An ominous silence filled the room.

“You’re May Williams’s sister, are you not?” Miss Almay asked.

Eliza cleared her throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Then I suggest you attempt to be more like her and not ask impertinent questions,” Miss Almay said.

Theresa laughed. Eliza’s jaw dropped slightly as humiliation poured through her, white-hot and acidic. How could asking about the library be considered impertinent? Catherine laid a comforting hand atop Eliza’s, but there was no soothing this feeling away.

“May was like a goddess around here,” Theresa whispered. “I suppose we don’t have to worry about her second coming.”

Eliza looked down at her lap, her eyes burning. She refused to cry. But inside, her heart welled with disappointment. It seemed that the Billings School for Girls wasn’t going to afford her quite the measure of freedom she had dreamed of. Just like that, all her dreams went up in a puff of smoke.

“Remember, girls—wherever you go, you are a representative of this school, and your behavior is a direct reflection on me,” Miss Almay said, still hovering over her. Eliza could feel the headmistress’s gaze boring into the back of her burning neck. “So rest assured that wherever you go, I’ll be watching you.”



Adventure



That evening, Eliza sat at the card table in the center of the parlor, playing Hearts with Alice, Catherine, and Alice’s roommate, Lavender Lewis-Tarrington—the stout girl from the chapel, whose quiet personality couldn’t be more the opposite of Alice’s. Eliza’s attention, however, was not on the game. She couldn’t stop replaying the incident from the chapel in her mind. Miss Almay had humiliated her in front of the entire student body on her very first day. Every time Eliza recalled Miss Almay’s imperious glare, her stern words, Eliza’s heart sunk a bit further toward her toes. It seemed Billings would prove to be as stifling as her home had been.

Eliza sighed, both annoyed and bored as she took in her surroundings. The large brick fireplace at the top of the room was bare, and the windows along either wall had been thrown open to afford the girls some fresh air. Small tables dotted the wood floor, and wing-backed chairs lined the walls where Jane, Viola, Bia, and some of the younger girls had gathered to pore over the latest issue of Harper’s Bazaar. A second-year named Clarissa Pommer sat with her chair turned toward the wall, engrossed in a science book she’d brought from home. Eliza had approached her earlier and introduced herself, but Clarissa hadn’t been much for conversation. In fact, she put forth a rather forbidding air altogether, with her sharp features, her two long braids pinned behind her head, and her high-necked floral dress buttoned all the way up to her chin.

In the corner, at the grand piano, Genevieve LeFranc played a classical tune, pausing every now and then to pluck a chocolate from the box she’d brought down from her room. Marilyn DeMeers sat beside her on the bench, cooing at Petit Peu, a Yorkie who’d been recently rescued from his cage. Mrs. Hodge had retired to the kitchen a few minutes earlier, leaving Helen Jennings, the young maid from the morning, sitting in a chair near the door, her hands folded primly in her lap as she kept a watchful eye on her charges.

Catherine laid down the two of clubs, so Alice laid down her ten of clubs.

“Eliza?” Alice said. “It’s your turn.”

Eliza blinked. She looked down at her cards, groaned, and tossed them down on the table.

“Eliza! You’ll ruin the game,” Lavender said, straightening her run.

“I’m sorry, but I came here to get away from the same old thing,” Eliza said, pushing away from the table and standing. “And yet here we are, playing cards, just as we might do on any other night of our lives.”

“What should we do? Go to the library?” Jane Barton joked, looking up from her magazine.

“Jane!” Catherine scolded, as some of the other girls laughed.

Eliza’s face burned, but she ignored the girl’s barb. “It’s our first night here together. Shouldn’t we do something . . . exciting?”

Across the room, Marilyn stopped cooing and Genevieve stopped playing the piano. Bia and Viola leaned forward with interest.

Lavender eyed Eliza timidly. Helen frowned. Only Clarissa didn’t move. She simply turned the page in her book, her brow knit, the picture of concentration.

“Like what?” Catherine asked, folding her cards on the table.

“Isn’t there a phonograph here? Maybe we could dance,” Alice suggested excitedly.

“Or we could go visit the boys,” Theresa said, walking in through the open parlor door. She wore a formfitting deep red dress with a matching cape. Her thick black hair hung loosely down her back, and she’d changed her necklaces to a set of crimson beads. Eliza fought the urge to scowl at the girl’s arrival.

“I’m listening,” Alice said.

“Helen. We’d like some water,” Theresa said without even looking at the young maid.

The girl sighed, but dutifully got up from her chair. “Yes, Miss Billings,” she said, and left the room.

“Jane, Viola, Bia, and I know some of the boys at Easton from back home,” Theresa said as soon as Helen was gone. “And I happen to know that they’re all going to be gathering at Gwendolyn Hall tonight. They do it every year on the first night at school.”

“Ooooohh!” Alice cried, jumping up and down and clapping her hands. “Then what are we waiting for?”

“I’ll go get my wrap!” Jane offered, dropping her needlepoint in her chair.

“How would we get there?” Viola asked.

“There’s a tunnel not far from Crenshaw, at the edge of the woods. It will take us right there,” Theresa said, her dark eyes gleaming as she placed both hands on the back of Eliza’s vacated chair. “I overheard my father and his friends talking about it at cards. It’s amazing the things you learn about men when they think they’re on their own.”

“So you want us to sneak out of here in the dark and take some tunnel to Gwendolyn Hall to meet the boys?” Eliza asked skeptically.

“Precisely.”

“Are you sure about this?” Catherine asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “If we get caught, we’ll be forbidden from the welcome dance. And that’s the best-case scenario.”

“Helen already overheard your plan,” Clarissa pointed out from her chair.

“Helen just heard me suggest it,” Theresa replied. “She won’t report us unless she sees us leave.”

“But I do not wish to be kept from the dance,” Genevieve said. She placed the top on her box of chocolates and tucked them away into a quilted bag she had slung over her shoulder.

“Nor do I,” Marilyn added, her accent even thicker than Genevieve’s. According to Alice, the two of them had grown up together in Paris. Eliza hadn’t seen them leave each other’s side all day.

“Oh, come on, girls. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt us,” Theresa said, waving a hand. “Besides, I own this place, remember? If she threatens us, I’ll just telephone Father. He owes me after insisting on that change to our curriculum.” She walked to the door and grasped the brass doorknob. “Now, do you want to stay in here under lock and key all night, or would you rather go on a little adventure?”

Though she hated to admit it, excitement pounded through Eliza’s heart at the word adventure.

“Is the tunnel safe?” Lavender asked.

“Of course it is,” Theresa replied, rolling her eyes. “My grandparents and the Eastons had it built as a hiding place for runaway slaves back in the day.”

“The Underground Railroad?” Eliza asked.

Theresa nodded. A few of the other girls wrinkled their noses and shuddered, but Eliza was intrigued.

“Not that you’ll be coming along, Eliza,” Theresa said, looking her up and down.

Eliza blinked. “Why ever not?”

“Why, you’re a Williams,” Theresa said with a snort, looping her arm through Catherine’s. “The faculty might have revered your sister, but that girl wouldn’t know an adventure if it jumped out of a bush and bit her. Given your love of libraries, I have to assume you’re cut from the same bland cloth.”

Eliza’s jaw dropped, and Theresa turned to face the room. “The rest of you, go get ready. I’ll wait for you outside. But hurry. Helen will be back soon. Perhaps Eliza can tell her we all went up to bed.”

Catherine eyed Eliza sympathetically. Eliza felt as if her insides were about to burst.

“I’m coming with you,” she said in a determined voice.

Theresa paused. She turned around and raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” Eliza said firmly. “I am not my sister. I’m always up for an adventure.”

“We’ll see about that,” Theresa said.



Agreed



Runaway slaves walked these steps, Eliza thought excitedly. They touched these walls. Of course, the runaway slaves probably didn’t have Petit Peu barking nonstop behind them, his high-pitched yap echoing off the walls. Genevieve and Marilyn had finally agreed to meet the boys, while Clarissa had stayed behind, listlessly promising to tell Helen that the others had gone to bed.

“Theresa Billings, if this tunnel doesn’t end soon, I’m going to go right back to Headmistress Almay and have her telephone your father,” Viola said, her voice tremulous. She gripped Eliza’s arm tightly.

“She can telephone all she wants. My father’s currently on a steamer bound for Portugal,” Theresa said, holding her lantern aloft.

“But didn’t you say that if we got into trouble, you’d phone him?” Lavender asked. She had insisted on bringing up the rear so she could keep an eye on everyone.

“I say a lot of things,” Theresa replied under her breath.

Suddenly Eliza heard a scrabbling sound, as if claws were scraping against the stone floor. She froze.

“Turn back,” a voice whispered in her ear, so close that a shiver raced down her spine.

“We can’t turn back now, Viola,” Eliza said. “I’m sure we’re almost there.”

“Huh?” Viola said with a confused look. “Why are you telling me?”

“You just said ‘Turn back,’” Eliza replied.

“No, I didn’t,” Viola said.

“Yes, you did. You whispered it right in my ear.”

Viola’s face paled. “I didn’t say anything. Did you say anything?” she asked her sister.

“No,” Bia whimpered.

Suddenly everyone was whispering in a panic. “It’s a ghost. A slave ghost,” Viola said, grasping her sister even tighter as her eyes rolled around wildly, looking for the ghoul. “Oh, Bia. We have to get out of here.”

“Yes. Let’s turn back,” Genevieve said. “I did not come all this way from Paris to be murdered by a ghost.”

“There are no ghosts down here!” Theresa blurted in frustration, waving her lantern around. “Look what you’ve started, Eliza!”

“But I’m sure I heard something,” Eliza replied, her pulse racing. “Somebody said ‘Turn back.’”

Theresa clucked her tongue impatiently. “You just want to be the center of attention. Just like the mighty May.”

Eliza felt as if she’d been slapped. She had just opened her mouth to defend herself when Catherine stepped forward and took the lantern from Theresa.

“Girls, we’re almost there,” she said firmly. “Follow me.”

To Eliza’s shock, the girls fell almost entirely silent and did as they were told.

After several long minutes, Catherine paused. “I’ve found a door!”

She held the lantern up. Sure enough, it illuminated the grainy wood surface of a slated door set into the stone wall just ahead.

“Welcome to Gwendolyn Hall, ladies,” Theresa said.

Alice let out a squeal and rushed forward, shoving a few girls aside in order to be the first through the door. Theresa, however, had other ideas. She blocked Alice’s forward motion with one arm, then reached past Catherine to open the door herself. Instantly, warm light and the sound of deep voices filled the tunnel. Despite herself, Eliza’s heart took a few extra spins as she recalled their true reason for being here. She couldn’t help but hope to see the blond-haired boy from the great lawn.

“Hello, gentlemen,” Theresa said. “Do you have room for a few more?”

Whoops filled the air. Alice, Theresa, and Catherine stepped inside. Viola lifted her skirts up a good foot from the ground to keep them clean, dragging her sister and Eliza inside with her.

They emerged in the basement of Gwendolyn Hall, a wide, lowceilinged room that was nevertheless spotlessly clean and bright. Its walls were made of white plaster, its floor of dark gray cement. The boys had lit several lanterns and candles, all of which were set on a high shelf that ran clear around the room, their flames flickering jovially. Most of the boys were still in their formal day attire, but a few had tossed their jackets aside and undone their collars, taking on a far more casual appearance.

One of these was the boy from that morning.

As soon as Eliza saw him, she found she couldn’t move. He was laughing uninhibitedly with a group of his friends, and she had a moment to enjoy the sound, to let it fill her from the tips of her ears to the tips of her toes. Then he turned from his companion and found her with his eyes. His laughter stopped. Eliza’s knees all but gave out on her at that moment, and she was grateful to have Catherine at her side to support her.

“Eliza, do you feel faint?” Catherine shot her a worried look.

“No, no, Catherine. I’m fine,” Eliza said, blushing furiously.

At that moment, the boy’s companion turned around. His entire face brightened.

“Eliza Williams!” he said in a booming voice.

It took Eliza a moment to focus on this person who’d said her name. His pinstriped shirt barely contained his broad shoulders, and he wore a formfitting tweed vest. His tie was loosened, his sleeves buttoned at the wrist. His face seemed slightly square, which might have been due to an obviously fresh haircut that left him nearly shaven around the ears, but his smile was kind and his brown eyes warm.

“It’s Jonathan Thackery,” he said, bringing a large hand to his own chest. “We are to be brother and sister, once May and George wed.”

“Mr. Thackery, of course!” Eliza stepped forward and extended a hand, which he clasped in both of his. She had met Jonathan at the engagement party his parents had thrown for May and George over the summer, and they had spent nearly the entire next day sunbathing with their siblings on the lake near the Thackerys’ summer home.

“Allow me to introduce you to my friend here,” Jonathan said, slapping his hand on the blond boy’s back. “Eliza Williams of Beacon Hill, Boston, this is Harrison Knox of Manhattan, New York.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Williams,” he said, looking her in the eye. “Welcome to Easton Academy.”

Eliza opened her mouth to reply, though she wasn’t certain she would be able to get any words past the sudden tightness in her throat. “Thank you,” she finally managed. “Do you two know my friend Cath—” She turned to introduce Catherine, but the girl had slipped away. Eliza’s brow knit as she turned back to the boys. “Perhaps she was an imaginary friend,” she said, joking over her embarrassment.

Both Jonathan and Harrison laughed.

“Well, how did you find our tunnel, Miss Williams?” Harrison said, turning to the side slightly and, in effect, edging Jonathan out of the conversation. Jonathan joined a much more raucous group of boys who had formed a loose circle around a grinning Alice. “I hope the spiders and mice weren’t too unpleasant for you.”

“It takes more than mice and spiders to intimidate me,” Eliza replied. Feeling warm, she wished she had a fan of some sort, although such an item might have seemed out of place in a damp, windowless basement. “On the contrary, I enjoyed it. It reminded me of something out of an adventure novel.”

Although I could have done without the eerie whispers, she thought with a shiver.

Harrison’s handsome jaw dropped slightly. “You read adventure novels?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” Eliza asked.

Harrison considered this. “Everyone worth talking to, I suppose.”

Eliza smiled as he held out a hand toward a pair of chairs near the wall. She sat down, tucking her skirt beneath her legs. Her heart fluttered like mad as he sat next to her.

“What have you read?” he asked with genuine interest.

Eliza hesitated. Her mother would have a fit worthy of Marie Antoinette if she knew that Eliza was even considering telling him about the novel she had smuggled to school in her travel bag. She sat up a bit straighter and looked Harrison in the eye.

“I’m in the middle of The Jungle by Upton Sinclair,” she replied.

His eyebrows shot up and he turned fully sideways in his chair, the soles of his shoes scratching against the cement floor. “I’ve just finished that one. What do you think of it?”

“I adore it,” Eliza gushed. “It’s horrifying in its vivid details, and the tragedy just mounts from page to page.”

Harrison smirked. “You enjoy tragedy, do you?”

“Of course not. But when Mr. Sinclair wishes to make a point, he’s certainly deft at making it.”

“Has he turned you socialist, then?” Harrison asked, a bit of a challenge in his voice.

“Hasn’t he turned you?” Eliza asked.

“Not I,” Harrison said with a laugh, shaking his head.

“But I’m glad his work caused the government to start regulating the working conditions in our factories.”

“But do you really think it’s enough?” Eliza asked. “What about the monopolies and the gang-run city governments? Just regulating wages and hours and cleanliness isn’t going to solve all the evils brought about by big business!”

“My word, Eliza Williams. You’ve certainly thought a lot on this subject,” Harrison said.

Eliza’s heart skipped an awful beat. “You’re teasing me,” she said, turning to face forward. The rest of her friends were just starting to feel comfortable enough to insert themselves among the boys.

“No, I’m not,” Harrison said, holding his hands up in surrender. “I’m just . . . impressed.”

She dared a sideways glance at him. He nodded toward the rest of the party. “How many of them do you think are discussing politics and literature right now?”

Eliza scanned the basement. Alice was batting her eyes at no fewer than four boys, while Theresa and Jane were listening to two others in the corner. Lavender and Catherine sat alone together, conversing in low tones. The rest of the girls were giggling and casting glances at the various groups of boys.

“My guess would be none,” she said, smiling and looking down at her hands. “My mother would tell me to turn the topic toward the weather, or ask you about your family or your aspirations.”

“The weather is fine, thank you. My family is boring, and I aspire to keep talking to you for as long as possible, if you’ll agree to not mention any of those dull topics again,” Harrison said lightly, looking intently at her.

Eliza grinned. “Agreed.” For a long moment she held his gaze.

“Miss Williams, would it be too bold of me if I said that you have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen?” he said quietly.

Eliza couldn’t breathe. She could barely even think. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard her mother teaching her the proper way in which to react to a compliment: Cast her gaze down, blush, and either thank the boy politely or protest. But as Eliza looked into Harrison’s dark blue eyes, another answer came to her.

“Likewise, Mr. Knox,” she said.

He grinned.

“There you are, Harry! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

Harrison nearly jumped out of his chair. Theresa was cutting across the basement purposefully, a hand outstretched toward Harrison, the engagement ring upon it twinkling in the candlelight.

“Theresa. You look lovely as always,” he said. He took her offered hand and kissed it, an everyday gesture that nevertheless made Eliza’s stomach twist into knots.

Theresa chuckled and slipped her arm through his, pulling him proprietarily to her side. Together they faced Eliza, who rose belatedly from her own chair.

“You’re ever the gentleman.” Theresa reached up and brushed an errant lock of blond hair off his forehead. The knots in Eliza’s stomach tightened. “I see you’ve met Billings’s newest student, Eliza Williams.”

“Yes. We’ve just been discussing our aspirations,” Harrison said, his tone suddenly formal.

Eliza stared at Theresa’s hand on Harrison’s arm. “How do you two know each other?”

“Oh, Harry didn’t tell you? He and I are engaged to be married,” Theresa said, thrusting her ring toward Eliza’s nose.

The entire world dropped out from beneath Eliza’s feet. She tore her eyes from the diamond long enough to glance at Harrison. He looked away sheepishly.

Engaged. He’s engaged. And to Theresa? How could he be engaged to someone so awful?

A sour desperation spread through Eliza’s gut. She knew she was to congratulate the pair and ask what season they planned to wed. But her mouth felt glued shut, and her thoughts were a confused tangle. Harrison had complimented her taste in books, her thoughtfulness, and her eyes. Was that standard behavior from an engaged man? Obviously she had misinterpreted his interest in her. Suddenly Eliza felt awkward, naïve, and pathetic.

“We’re thinking a spring wedding, right, Harry?” Theresa said, smiling up at him.

“Spring, yes. Spring would be . . . fine,” he said in a strangled voice.

And just like that, something snapped inside of Eliza. Anger crowded out her desperation—anger not at Harrison nor at Theresa, but at herself. She had promised herself she wouldn’t turn into May and sell her soul for a boy, yet here she was, on her first night, ready to cry over the first one she’d met. What had gotten into her?

She drew herself up and lifted her chin. “Congratulations,” she said. “I’m sure the two of you will be very happy together.”

Then she turned and strode over to join Jonathan, Alice, and two tall boys, resolving to put Harrison Knox and Theresa Billings entirely out of her mind. He was a flirt, and she was a witch. As far as Eliza Williams was concerned, they deserved each other.



My Harrison



“Everyone, stop here,” Theresa said as they emerged from the tunnel. She paused at the edge of the woods and glanced up at Crenshaw House, which stood just across an open expanse of the hill. The rest of the girls crowded behind her, camouflaged by the trees. Eliza stood at the back of the pack with Alice, her pulse pounding in her temples. She couldn’t stand how Theresa kept taking charge of every situation, how everyone looked to her as though she was some sort of messiah. All Eliza wanted to do was get inside her room, pull the covers over her head, and pretend this night had never happened.

“We’ll go across in twos,” Theresa said. “When you get there, keep to the wall and out of sight. I’ll go last and let you all in.”

Everyone nodded their agreement.

“Viola, Bia, you go first.”

As the two sisters sprinted off across the grass, grasping each other’s hands, Alice leaned in toward Eliza’s ear.

“I need your opinion on the boys,” she whispered.

“What boys?” Eliza asked, keeping one eye on Theresa. She was walking along the line of girls like some sort of army general.

“Jeff Whittaker and Christopher Renaud!” Alice said, wide-eyed. “You met them.”

“Right. Of course,” Eliza said, remembering the names of Jonathan’s other friends. Theresa glanced in her direction, then turned and walked back to the front, urging Genevieve and Marilyn to go next. A cool breeze rustled the leaves overhead, stirring up the scent of freshly fallen pine needles. In any other circumstances Eliza would have been taking in the scenery, enjoying the rare treat of being outdoors at night, but thanks to Theresa—and Harrison—she just couldn’t seem to relax.

“I’m deciding which one of them I’m going to allow to escort me to the welcome dance,” Alice said breathlessly. “You seem like a levelheaded girl, Eliza. Whom do you think I should choose?”

Alice grasped Eliza’s hand, and Eliza felt a rush of sudden and unexpected affection. Alice was almost like a little girl—a little sister, which was something Eliza had never had.

“Well, Jeff might be better for conversation, with his recent travels to talk about, but you and Christopher have similar coloring, so . . .”

“Oh my goodness, I hadn’t thought of that! We would make a handsome pair, wouldn’t we?” Alice gasped. “But Jeff is so attentive. He actually noticed my shoe had come undone and risked his pant leg on that musty floor in order to refasten it for me! Oh, why does this have to be so hard?”

She looked up into the boughs overhead as if the trees would offer some sort of answer. Nearby, Catherine stifled a laugh.

“I’m sure you’ll make the right decision in the end,” Eliza said, squeezing Alice’s hand. “Perhaps you should go see Christopher at Easton tomorrow and ask where he summers. That may help tip the scales.”

Alice nodded solemnly. “Of course. Thank you, Eliza. I knew you were the right person to talk to.”

Catherine turned around then, clearly unable to stay away any longer. “She’s right, you know, Eliza. You may claim to have had no beaux, but clearly you understand the perils of romance,” she teased.

“Thank you, Catherine. I do consider myself a student of the human condition,” Eliza replied, feeling Theresa’s eyes on her as she sent Jane and Lavender off into the night.

Catherine laughed quietly. “That reminds me! I wanted to ask you, have you read The Canterbury Tales?”

“Oh, it’s one of my favorites!” Eliza held a hand over her heart. “The language, the imagery, the dialogue! Don’t you feel as if you’re right there with the characters?”

Suddenly, Theresa cleared her throat. She eyed Catherine and Eliza, her hands behind her back. “Catherine, Alice, you may go.”

“What?” Catherine said. “But I—”

“I know we always stick together, Catherine,” Theresa said as if humoring her, yet in a somehow condescending tone. “But I’d like to get to know our new charge a bit better.” She looked Eliza up and down in a way that made Eliza’s blood curdle.

Catherine gazed at them for a moment, then shrugged.

“All right, then. But play nice,” she added, giving Theresa a shrewd look. She took Alice’s arm and turned around. “Shall we?”

“We shall!” Alice said.

Theresa watched the two girls race off into the night, then turned toward Eliza. She placed the lantern down on the dirt path. The flame cast dancing shadows along the ground, but Theresa’s face was shrouded in darkness. Eliza’s pulse began to pound with apprehension.

“You and Catherine seem to be getting along,” Theresa stated.

“We’re roommates. I should think getting along would be a good thing,” Eliza replied, casting a glare at Theresa. She refused to appear intimidated.

“Of course it is,” Theresa shot back. “There’s no need to be so defensive.” She took a step toward the lantern—toward Eliza. “So, what did you think of my Harrison?”

Eliza clenched her teeth, the words my Harrison ringing in her ears. “It looks as though Alice and Catherine have arrived at Crenshaw,” she said coolly. “Shall we?”

Theresa took another step. A shock of fear went through Eliza’s veins. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I found him to be quite . . . polite.” Eliza held perfectly still.

“And handsome, of course. You found him handsome,” Theresa prodded, moving closer still. So close that Eliza could now make out every feature of her beautiful face—every suspicious feature.

Eliza’s face burned and she could only hope that, in the darkness, Theresa couldn’t tell. She cast a glance over the girl’s shoulder at Crenshaw, where all their friends waited impatiently.

“I suppose,” Eliza replied finally. “Shouldn’t we go? We don’t want to get caught.”

“I think he’s the most handsome boy in all of New York,” Theresa said in a wistful tone, gazing off toward the towering shadow of Crenshaw House. “He’s been promised to me since we were children—just a silly agreement between our parents, who are lifelong friends. But over the summer he made it official.” Theresa lifted her hand to gaze admiringly at her ring. “He went down on one knee and everything. The boy, I’m afraid, is completely in love with me.”

Eliza stared at Theresa. If the girl was expecting Eliza to break down crying and confess that she was pining for Harrison—well, that was not going to happen. Eliza had just met the boy.

“I’m so happy for you, Theresa, really,” Eliza said firmly, putting on a huge smile. She reached out and squeezed Theresa’s hands for good measure, even though the gesture made her own skin crawl. “I wish you and Harrison years of marital bliss. Now, can we please go?”

Theresa tightened her grip until she was squeezing so hard, Eliza feared for her fingers. “Of course!” Theresa said with wide-eyed innocence. “Why have you kept me out here so long? Our friends must be dying of fright.”

With that, she dropped Eliza’s fingers, grabbed the lantern, and sprinted across the grass. Eliza’s jaw dropped. For a moment she was stunned over Theresa’s accusation that she’d been the one to stall them. But as the pitch darkness closed in around her, Eliza recovered herself and ran. Theresa was at least ten paces ahead. Eliza lowered her head and sprinted as hard as she could, determined to catch up with her rival before they reached the dormitory. Determined to win. At least at this.

Theresa let out a yelp of surprise as Eliza drew up even, then passed her. Eliza drove her hands into the rough brick wall of Crenshaw at least three yards ahead of Theresa. She turned around, leaned back, and smiled over her triumph.

“Congratulations, Eliza,” Theresa said slyly, her chest heaving as she arrived. “You must be very proud.”

Eliza opened her mouth to respond that yes, she was very proud, but at that moment, the double doors at the front of Crenshaw House swung open, letting out a loud, ominous squeal. Lavender instantly stepped in front of the other girls as if she was readying herself to protect them.

“Hello, ladies,” the headmistress said, staring down her nose at Lavender. She smiled grimly at the collective gasp that met her greeting. “Kindly come inside so that I may take down your names.” She stepped aside to let them all through the double doors, but for a long moment, no one moved. Eliza looked at Catherine, whose face was deathly pale, her mouth set in a pained line.

“Good evening, Miss Almay,” Theresa said confidently. “And might I say, you look lovely in your dressing gown. Is that silk?”

Some of the girls laughed halfheartedly, but Miss Almay’s frown lines only grew deeper.

“Inside, Theresa. Now.”

Theresa strode through the door, her head held high. Slowly, the other girls followed, their eyes trained on the ground. Eliza brought up the rear, right behind Catherine, her heart heavy as she imagined her mother’s reaction upon hearing that her younger daughter had been expelled from the Billings School for Girls on her very first day.

Just as the door slammed shut behind her, a breeze curled around Eliza and tickled her ear. “I told you that you should have turned back,” the same low voice from the tunnel whispered. Eliza’s breath caught and she whirled around. But no one was there.



Treasure



“Miss Almay is simply evil for making us toil in this heat,” Theresa groused, shoving her spade into the dirt in the garden behind Crenshaw House. She pried out a dandelion by the roots and tossed it aside, then wiped the back of her hand along her perspiring brow. Even Eliza had found herself close to complaining as she worked under the relentless sun, but each time she’d held back. She didn’t want to sound as petulant as Theresa had sounded all morning long. Eliza could tell that Catherine, who was weeding a row of carrots a few feet away, was also biting her tongue.

Theresa tossed another dandelion. “And do you know that Viola and Bia haven’t spoken to me at all since last night? As if it’s somehow my fault we were caught.”

Viola, Bia, and Jane were gathering apples under the watchful eye of Mrs. Hodge; the cook was to use the fruit in her fritters and pies. Helen, meanwhile, had been charged with keeping an eye on the garden workers. The young maid sat nearby in the shade of an elm tree, her gaze trained on Eliza and her friends like a hawk stalking its prey. Eliza wondered if she’d been scolded for allowing the girls to sneak out on her watch.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Alice said, sitting back to fan her face under the wide brim of her straw hat. “We all wanted to go. I just can’t believe she’s also forbidden us from attending the dance. Isn’t it punishment enough that we’re being forced to weed the gardens and sweep the walks like common servants?”

“I rather enjoy this.” Eliza grabbed a weed at its base, yanked it out, and tossed it into the basket, which was rapidly growing full. “Being out in the sun, getting some exercise.”

“But don’t you care that we’re not going to get to go to the dance? All the other girls will get to talk and dance with the boys,” Alice said, her shoulders curling forward as she gazed longingly toward the woods that separated them from the Easton campus. “We’re going to be at such a disadvantage.”

“It’s not a contest,” Eliza said lightly.

“Not for me at least,” Theresa said. “I’ve already won the most worthy boy.”

Swallowing a groan, Eliza took hold of a large weed with both hands and tore it fiercely from the ground. The sound of male laughter caught the girls’ attention.

“There are some of your conquests now,” Catherine said, nodding in that direction.

Sure enough, off in the distance, Eliza could see Jonathan and Harrison walking along with Jeff and Christopher, their confident strides a measure of their assured place in the world. Alice scrambled to her knees, soiling the skirt of her pink dress as she angled for a better look. Theresa shielded her eyes and smiled.

“Forget spring. I think we’ll have an autumn wedding,” she mused, her eyes on Harrison. “This would be a beautiful sort of day to exchange vows, don’t you think?”

Eliza took up Theresa’s forgotten spade and drove it into the earth, ignoring the question.

“I rather think not,” Catherine said.

All three girls glanced at Catherine, surprised.

“You said it yourself. It’s too hot,” Catherine continued, looking, for some reason, at Eliza. “Your wedding cake would melt into a puddle of sugar and eggs.”

“In your opinion,” Theresa said, sitting back down on her gardening stool.

“Which, if I’m not mistaken, you asked for,” Catherine replied.

Stifling a laugh, Eliza drove the trowel into the dirt again. It slammed into something hard, making a loud scraping noise that set her teeth on edge.

“What was that?” Alice asked, peering over Eliza’s shoulder.

“Probably a rock,” Eliza replied.

She dug up a few shovelfuls of dirt, expecting to see another of the small, fist-size rocks they’d found so many of during their past hour of gardening. But instead, the surface of whatever she had found just seemed to grow on either side of her shovel. Eliza dug and dug until she’d uncovered what appeared to be a long wooden box. Some kind of metal band was wrapped around it, clasped with an ornately carved latch.

Eliza stole a quick glance at Helen. The girl was standing now, and Eliza’s heart skipped a nervous beat. She positioned herself so that her back was to the maid, entirely shielding the hole and its contents from view.

“Girls! Don’t look now, but I’ve found something,” Eliza whispered.

Catherine abandoned the carrots and moved closer to Eliza, starting to dig casually just a foot away. Alice and Theresa angled themselves so they could see inside the hole as well.

“What is it?” Alice asked, looking over her shoulder at Helen.

“I don’t know,” Eliza replied. “Who would bury something here?”

“Who cares? Just dig it up,” Theresa ordered.

It was an order Eliza didn’t mind taking. After using her trowel to clear away some more of the dirt, she dug in with her fingers. Finally she was able to pry the box from the ground. The case was about a foot long and flat, only two inches in height. Eliza whipped a handkerchief from the pocket of her apron and dusted the dirt from the grooves and crevices of the carved latch. It was some sort of symbol, with circles swirling together to make an exotic design, but there were no letters or words to identify the owner.

“Let’s see what’s inside!” Alice whispered fervently.

Eliza laid the box on the ground next to the hole and glanced over at Helen again. The girl was walking toward them. Eliza’s heart all but stopped.

“She’s coming,” she whispered, turning around again.

“Oh, Lord,” Theresa said.

“Theresa! Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain!” Alice scolded.

Everyone looked at her, surprised.

“Forgive me, Sister Alice,” Theresa said sarcastically. Then she sat up and called out, “Helen! Would you mind getting us some water? We’re parched, and I’m certain Headmistress Almay wouldn’t appreciate it if we all ended up dehydrated in the infirmary.”

Helen stopped in her tracks. She looked at Crenshaw House, then back at the girls, an almost desperate look on her face. “Of course, Miss Billings,” she said finally. But she cast a furtive look over her shoulder as she went inside, as if her conscience was telling her to stay.

As soon as the door had banged shut behind the maid, Eliza opened the box, her hands shaking with excitement. Inside was a folded piece of dusty, frayed velvet. Quickly Eliza removed her gardening gloves and unfolded the scrap of cloth. Tucked within was a large, perfectly round gold locket. Etched into its face was the same swirling circle design as on the box’s lid.

“A buried treasure!” Alice announced excitedly.

Theresa and Eliza reached for the locket at the same time, but Catherine grabbed Theresa’s hand.

“It’s Eliza’s. She found it,” Catherine said.

Theresa clucked her tongue. “What’s gotten into you today? You’d think she’d been your best friend for the past two years.” Eliza half expected Theresa to walk away for a pout, as many girls in Eliza’s and May’s small circle back home would have done, but surprisingly, she stayed put.

Eliza scanned the hillside leading down to the campus lawn. Helen’s empty chair sat beneath the huge elm. Down the hill, Mrs. Hodge was busy yelling at Bia for eating one of the apples. A hawk swirled overhead. No one was paying the four girls in the garden any heed.

Eagerly, Eliza lifted the necklace and opened the locket. A piece of parchment paper, creased into a tiny square, dropped to the ground. Theresa seized upon it hungrily. She dusted the dirt off the square and unfolded it.

“It’s all in Latin,” she said, frustrated. “Does anyone read Latin?”

“I do.” Catherine reached for the parchment, but stopped. “Wait. There’s something else in the box.”

Eliza looked down. A warm breeze tickled the back of her neck, and even in the heat, she shivered. Sure enough, another piece of parchment peeked out from beneath the velvet covering. She tugged it out and opened it. The other girls leaned in around her shoulders, and Eliza felt the same rush of anticipation she’d had as a child whenever May had proposed a new scheme.

“What is it?” Catherine asked.

Crude illustrations of structures, streets, and bodies of water covered the page. There were also short lines of handwritten text indicating paths to a series of various destinations. Right near the center of the page was a big, dark X.

“It’s a treasure map,” Eliza said.

The four girls looked at one another, a sizzle of excitement rushing between them.

“Look. This must be Crenshaw,” Theresa said, grabbing the map out of Eliza’s hands. She pointed at a drawing of a square building at the top of a hill.

Suddenly Eliza wished Theresa had been anywhere but here when she’d found the box. Clearly the girl was going to try to dictate this situation, just as she did all others.

“X marks the spot,” Catherine said, pointing to the middle of the page.

Theresa opened her mouth as if to speak.

“I say we follow it. Tonight,” Eliza announced quickly.

Theresa shot her an annoyed look, and it was all Eliza could do to keep from preening. Clearly she’d stolen the words out of Theresa Billings’s mouth.

“But we’re already under probation,” Catherine said, glancing over her shoulder at Crenshaw House, as if she expected Miss Almay to be standing in the doorway.

“But we must,” Eliza said. “Imagine what we might find!”

Theresa’s eyes shone. “It could be gold or diamonds or—”

“I don’t know. What if we get caught?” Alice said fretfully.

“Oh, grow up, Alice. We’re going,” Theresa said, folding up the map. “Besides, Miss Almay can’t forbid you from the dance again.”

Just then, the front door to Crenshaw House slammed, and out walked Helen with a tray of water glasses, the ice cubes clinking together loudly in the stillness of the afternoon.

“Hide it!” Theresa instructed, lifting up Alice’s wide skirt. Eliza stuffed the locket and map back into the box and shoved the whole thing toward Alice’s feet. Alice dropped her skirts down to cover the box, then sat on her gardening stool again and grabbed her trowel. Catherine, meanwhile, folded the small parchment inside her fist.

“If you two won’t go, Eliza and I will go without you,” Theresa hissed.

Eliza clenched her jaw at Theresa taking charge once again—and so offhandedly ostracizing not only Alice but also Catherine.

“No. We were all here when we found it. Either all four of us go or none of us go,” Eliza said. Helen was only fifty feet away now.

Theresa scowled, but Catherine seemed moved. “All right. If it means so much to you two, I’ll go.”

Alice let out a whimper, bouncing her knees up and down as she looked from Helen to Eliza and back again.

“Your water, girls,” Helen announced, standing on her toes as she called to the girls. “I don’t believe Miss Almay would object to you all taking a slight break.”

“We’ll be right there,” Theresa yelled back.

“Alice! It’s to you,” Eliza whispered.

“All right, fine. But only because you mentioned diamonds,” Alice said.

“We meet at midnight underneath the old elm,” Theresa said, nodding toward the tree under which Helen was now placing the tray. “Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Eliza said, placing her hand in the center of their circle. Catherine immediately clasped it, and Theresa did the same.

Reluctantly, Alice reached up from her seated position and placed her hand atop the others. “Agreed,” she repeated.



Late



That night Eliza and Catherine were silent as they dressed for the treasure hunt. Eliza donned her drabbest dress—a black, shapeless, long-sleeved frock her mother had bought her for her elderly neighbor’s funeral—and her fingers quaked as she fastened the buttons. Somehow she managed to clasp the gold locket around her neck, but not before dropping it four times.

Get a hold of yourself, Eliza. This is exactly the type of adventure you crave, she told herself.

A sudden rap on the door startled her out of her wits, and Catherine actually yelped. They looked at each other and then laughed.

“I suppose I’m a bit on edge,” Catherine said, blushing.

“As am I,” Eliza admitted. “Come in!”

Helen opened the door, holding a package wrapped in plain brown paper. “This came for you, Miss Williams,” she said.

“For me?” Eliza asked with surprise as she accepted the package. She could tell by its weight that it was a book.

“Who’s it from?” Catherine asked, tilting her head to see the package.

“It doesn’t say,” Eliza replied. “But if it’s a book, it’s probably from my father.”

Helen hovered in the door, eyeing Eliza’s and Catherine’s dark dresses with suspicion. Eliza’s heart gave an extra thump. “Thank you, Helen,” she said firmly.

Helen flinched, then quickly curtsied. “You’re welcome, miss.” Then she was gone.

“You don’t think she’ll tell Miss Almay we were dressed this way at this hour, do you?” Catherine asked.

“Your friend Theresa seems to trust her,” Eliza said as she sat on her bed. “Isn’t that enough?”

“You don’t like Theresa much, do you?” Catherine asked. There was no trace of an accusation in her tone. She simply sounded curious. “Not that I’m surprised, considering.”

“Considering what?” Eliza asked, tearing the brown paper from the book.

Catherine hesitated. “Nothing. Just . . . nothing.”

“Oh my goodness!” Eliza exclaimed. All thoughts of Theresa Billings vanished from her mind the second her eyes landed on the book’s title. “A Tale of Two Cities! I took this book out of the library last year, but my mother found it and made me return it. She said the contents were far too scandalous for a young girl.”

“Oh, it’s an incredible story,” Catherine said, “I like your father already.”

Then Eliza noticed something odd. The book, it appeared, was used. The corners were frayed, and one of the pages near the front had been bent down. It looked as if it had been read several times over. But it was not at all like her father to buy her a used book. She opened the cover to see if he had enclosed a note, and her heart stopped, for the bookplate secured inside the cover read PROPERTY OF HARRISON B. KNOX.

Instantly, Eliza tilted the book so that Catherine would be able to see only the cover. She turned the page and once again, her heart caught. Harrison had written her a message near the top left corner of the cover page.

For my favorite tragedy lover. There will be something to interest you on every page. Enjoy it. Harrison Knox.

My favorite tragedy lover, thought Eliza. He used the word my. He implied that I am his! Harrison touched this book. He read these very pages.

Eliza was nearly breathless with bliss. She could think of no gesture more romantic. Then, suddenly, she felt foolish. Harrison was in love with Theresa; they were engaged to be married. He couldn’t have realized what this book would mean to Eliza. He was probably just passing along a favorite story to another book lover.

“What is it, Eliza? You look positively feverish,” Catherine said, rushing to her friend’s side.

“It’s nothing,” Eliza said, slamming the book closed. “Just a note inside from my father.”

Catherine nibbled on her pinky finger for a moment, looking as if she was on the verge of saying something. Then she turned away and grabbed her black felt hat.

“Shall we be off, then? You can only imagine what a bear Theresa can be when people are late,” she said.

“But she was late to the welcome,” Eliza said, placing the book on the top shelf of her bookcase as she stood.

“Yes. It’s perfectly fine for her to keep others waiting, but heaven forbid the rest of us should attempt it,” Catherine said with a fond smile.

“Are you sure about this, Catherine?” Eliza asked, reaching for her new friend’s hand. “You were the first to protest the plan this morning. I didn’t intend to force you into it.”

Catherine shifted her feet nervously. “It’s all right. No one forced me. I’m going of my own accord.” She looked Eliza in the eye steadily.

“All right, then,” Eliza said with a resolute nod. “How are we to get out of here without being noticed?”

“We must take the servants’ stairs at the back,” Catherine replied as she reached for the door. “They go right by the kitchen, where Mrs. Hodge and Helen spend most of their time, but it’s the only way. If we walk out the front, Miss Almay will surely spot us. She spends most of her time at the window.”

“But won’t the maids hear us?” Eliza asked.

“We’ll just have to hope they’re washing dishes or scrubbing the floor,” Catherine said. “Theresa does this all the time.”

That was all the motivation Eliza needed. If Theresa could do it, so could she. “Then we’ll just be as quiet as mice.”

Eliza took the door handle and slowly opened it. The hallway was empty. She slipped out of the room, gesturing for Catherine to follow. Catherine closed the door with the faintest of clicks, but still winced at the sound.

“Which way?” Eliza whispered.

Catherine gave a nod to the right, and Eliza tiptoed down the hallway, past the closed doors of her slumbering classmates. Around the corner at the end of the hall was a slim door. It let out a loud creak as Eliza opened it.

“Shhh!” Catherine said automatically.

Eliza slipped inside and found herself on the wooden landing of a rickety set of stairs. Catherine tumbled in behind her and closed the door.

Catherine, to Eliza’s surprise, was giggling. “I can’t believe I just shushed a door.”

Suddenly Eliza’s nerves took over and she couldn’t help laughing as well. She covered her mouth to stifle the noise, but then a sudden creak down below stopped her cold. She grabbed Catherine’s arm.

“What was that?” she whispered.

Catherine shook her head mutely, her eyes wide.

Then came a whisper. “Eliza? Is that you?”

Eliza breathed a sigh of relief. It was just Alice. Eliza looked over the railing and saw the younger girl staring up at her, holding a candle in her tremulous hand.

“We’re coming!” Eliza whispered. Catherine grabbed Eliza’s hand as they started down the stairs.

“I nearly died of fright when I heard someone on the stairs,” Alice said when they reached her. She clutched Eliza’s other hand.

“It’s all right. We’re together now,” Eliza assured them, feeling a rush of pride over their confidence in her. “Let’s just get out of here as quickly as we can.”

Catherine and Alice nodded. Hand in hand, the three girls tiptoed to the foot of the stairs, where there were two doors. One undoubtedly led to the kitchen, the other outside. But Eliza was so nervous and turned around, she couldn’t tell which was which. If she chose wrong, they were as good as expelled. She looked up at Catherine, but before she could pose the question, there was a huge clatter from behind the door to her right.

Eliza’s heart hit her throat.

“Mary and Joseph!” Mrs. Hodge shouted from behind the door. “These hooks are about as useful as two left shoes!”

She began to bang pots and pans around, making enough racket to wake the dead. Eliza grabbed the doorknob on the opposite door and shoved it open.

“Go! Go now!” she whispered to her friends.

The two girls raced past her, now holding each other’s hands. Eliza stepped out after them, closing the door as quietly as she could before running blindly into the night. Alice extinguished her candle, but the moon was bright and Eliza was able to see her friends’ shadows as they made for the elm tree. She ran after them, ducking under the lowest branches just in their wake.

“Oh my goodness!” Eliza exclaimed, hand to her heart. “I was sure she was going to catch us.”

“I think I’m going to faint,” Alice said, clinging to a branch.

“We made it,” Catherine said, breathless. “That’s all that matters. But where’s Theresa?”

“Right here.” Theresa stepped out from behind the thick trunk of the tree, dressed head to toe in black, holding a candle in front of her face. Alice screamed, and Eliza slapped her hand over the girl’s mouth.

“Theresa!” Catherine scolded, hand to her forehead. “Are you trying to scare us to death?”

Theresa narrowed her eyes. “You’re late.” Then she blew out her candle, plunging the girls into darkness.



Treasure Hunt



“I don’t like this. I don’t like this,” Alice repeated, holding on to Eliza’s arm.

Cicadas hummed in the grass. A cloud passed over the moon, casting jagged shadows over the Billings campus. And as the four girls approached McKinley Hall—Theresa leading the way, of course—a stiff wind whipped through the building’s eaves, creating an unsettling howl.

Eliza gripped Alice right back and could only hope the girl thought she was trying to be comforting. “It’s all right, Alice. Look how well we’re doing,” she said. “We’ve already solved two clues. There are only two more to go.”

“But are you sure that last rhyme was intended to lead us here?” Alice whispered. “It could have meant Prescott.”

“No,” Catherine replied from behind them. “It said ‘due west.’ McKinley is directly west of the old oak.”

Up ahead, Theresa pressed her back against the side of the steep stairway leading up to the front door to McKinley. She motioned for the other girls to follow her. Catherine glanced over her shoulder as if she’d heard something, and for a moment Eliza stopped breathing, but Catherine said nothing and they all ducked down together.

“Eliza. The map,” Theresa whispered.

Eliza bit her tongue as she unfolded the map and held it in front of them. Theresa’s bossy manner was beginning to grate on her very last nerve. She ran her finger over the page until she found the McKinley building.

“‘At my base a malignant weed keeps away the flowering seed,’” Eliza read. “‘Find the stone marked by decay, its etching sends you on your way.’”

“Malignant weed?” Alice said, shivering. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“It probably just means poison ivy,” Catherine said. “Theresa, remember last year when Glenda Pearson fell off her bicycle at the back of McKinley and ended up with that awful case of poison ivy?”

“That’s right! Ugh. That awful sycophant deserved it,” Theresa said, rolling her eyes.

“Who’s Glenda Pearson?” Eliza asked.

“She’s in my year,” Alice replied, scrunching her nose. “I try to find something to like in everyone, but even I can’t find anything to like in her. She’s already tattled on me three times in class for doodling in my notebook.”

“Well, at least she’s good for something. Thank you, Glenda, for falling in the poison ivy!” Catherine said with a laugh. “Come. Let’s go around back.”

The girls pushed themselves to their feet and crept around the base of the building. Theresa held the lamp low at the back of the structure, but the ground around it was bare. There wasn’t a weed to be found.

“They must have torn it all out,” Catherine whispered.

“All the better for us,” Theresa said. “I was going to make one of you girls walk through it to find this decaying stone.”

“Why not you?” Eliza demanded.

“I’m highly allergic,” Theresa snapped in reply, as if Eliza shouldn’t have even asked. “If I get poison ivy, I could die. Do you want me to die, Eliza?”

Maybe, Eliza thought, then immediately admonished herself. She didn’t want anyone to die. Not really. But she wouldn’t have minded seeing Theresa covered in poison ivy welts, scratching her skin like mad.

“There!” Catherine gasped. “That stone near the drain. It’s far more decayed than the others.”

Eliza dropped to her knees to get a better look, swiping away some of the grime from the rotted brick. Her fingertips grazed several indentations. They felt like numbers or letters, but she couldn’t quite make them out. Overhead, the wind whistled again, and for a moment all four girls froze. When the noise finally died down, Eliza spoke again. “Theresa! The candle!”

“Well, look who’s suddenly issuing demands,” Theresa said, pulling a matchbook from her pocket and lighting the candle.

Eliza rolled her eyes, then held the candle right up against the brick wall of the building. Squinting, she could just make out an uppercase E. She used her fingernail to scratch the dirt out of the next few numbers and letters, then leaned back to read what she’d found.

“E 150 p. N 100 p.,” Eliza read. “What could that possibly mean?”

Catherine swung around and looked back in the direction from which they had come. “East and north! The E and the N probably mean east and north.”

“You’re right! And the numbers must be paces. That’s what the p stands for,” Eliza said, feeling an exhilarating tingle as the answer dawned on her. “It means we are to walk one hundred fifty paces to the east, then one hundred paces to the north.”

“It can’t be,” Theresa said. “Everyone’s paces are different. What kind of direction is that?”

Clenching her jaw in frustration, Eliza was about to protest. But then, suddenly, she heard a window slamming, and the sound obliterated every thought in her mind. Someone had seen them. Someone was coming. She looked up into the terrified eyes of her friends and could think of only one word.

“Run!”



God’s House



Eliza pumped her arms as she ran. Her breath was so loud that, combined with the ridiculous pounding of her heart, she could hear nothing else. As she raced up the steep hill, the locket bounced against her chest. All she could think about was making it to the tree line through which her friends had just disappeared. She felt that if she could only get there, somehow she would be safe.

Pressing her lips together against a panicked sob, Eliza hurtled herself into the woods and right into Catherine’s waiting arms.

“It’s okay,” Catherine said in her ear as Eliza’s chest heaved. “It’s okay. No one’s there.”

Alice, meanwhile, leaned back against a tree trunk, sobbing softly. Clearly she had reached her limit.

“No one’s there?” Eliza repeated, relief flooding through her. She turned around to look back toward McKinley. The moonlight bathed the entire campus in a white glow, and she could see now that the campus was deserted. “Thank God,” she said, leaning into Catherine’s side. “I thought we were done for.”

“So you doused us in darkness?” Theresa demanded, ripping the candle out of Eliza’s hand. “That was my last match.”

“I didn’t want us to be seen!” Eliza replied, stung.

“And now we can’t see anything,” Theresa shot back.

“I did what I thought I had to do, Theresa!” Eliza half whispered, half shouted. “Why are you the one who always decides what is right and what is wrong?”

“Girls,” Catherine said.

“I get to decide because I know best,” Theresa replied.

Eliza blinked. She couldn’t be serious. “And who decided that you know better than everyone else?”

“Girls!” Catherine shouted.

“What?” they both demanded, whipping around to face her.

“I just thought you might want to know we just ran one hundred and fifty paces east,” Catherine said with a smile. “Approximately, of course.”

Eliza’s jaw dropped. “How do you know that?”

“I counted while I was running,” Catherine said. “Just in case.”

Theresa and Eliza looked at each other, for a moment united in their awe. “Well, then,” Theresa said. “I suppose we should walk one hundred paces north and see where that gets us.”

“We’re still doing this?” Alice wailed.

“Oh, hush,” Theresa told her. “Follow me.”

She counted the paces quietly as they made their way along a makeshift path through the woods. Eliza breathed in and out slowly, trying to regain her normal pattern after the terror of her run. She couldn’t help wondering who had closed that window back at McKinley. Whoever it was, what was the person doing there so late at night? And if he or she had seen Eliza and her friends, why not come after them?

“That’s fifty,” Theresa said as they came to the edge of the woods.

“Oh, no,” Alice intoned.

Eliza joined the other three girls on the grass just beyond the tree line and stared up at the stark white façade of the Billings Chapel.

“Another fifty paces will take us right to the door of the chapel,” Catherine stated.

“This isn’t happening,” Alice whined, leaning into Eliza’s side.

The wind kicked up, swirling around the four girls and lifting their skirts. Eliza clung to the map with one hand and held her hat to her head with the other.

“What does it say after that?” Theresa asked. “Once we walk the hundred paces north, where do we go next?”

Eliza looked at the map but couldn’t make it out in the darkness. “I can’t tell,” she admitted. “The moon is strong, but not strong enough to make it out.”

“Perhaps if we still had the light . . .,” Theresa said sarcastically.

“Theresa, please,” Catherine said.

Theresa clucked her tongue but said no more.

Catherine took a step forward and looked up at the spire of the chapel. “Perhaps there are matches inside.”

“Then let’s go inside,” Theresa said, starting ahead.

Alice grabbed her arm. “No! You can’t!” she pleaded. “That’s a sacred space! You can’t just traipse through there alone in the dead of night!”

Theresa glared down at Alice’s hand until the girl finally released her. “Control yourself, Alice Ainsworth,” she said, her tone clipped and impatient. “It’s just a building.”

Alice’s skin was so pale, Eliza feared her friend might faint. She forgot about her hat and reached around Alice’s slim waist, holding on to the girl in case she crumbled. The proximity to another warm body helped calm Eliza’s own nerves a bit.

“It’s not just a building,” Alice said, her voice low and firm. “It’s the house of God.”

Theresa rolled her eyes. “Well, my pastor is always saying that we’re welcome in God’s house anytime.”

And with that, she turned on her heel and walked purposefully toward the chapel, hitching up the skirt of her black dress and taking the lantern with her. Catherine stepped closer to Eliza, but other than that, none of the remaining three girls moved. Alice let out a quiet wail as Theresa shoved open the gleaming, arched door. The motion produced a loud, ominous creak that could just be heard over the whistling winds.

“Girls! Where’s your sense of adventure?” Theresa shouted from the open doorway. Then she disappeared inside, letting the heavy door slam behind her.

An owl hooted nearby, and Alice mewed pitifully. But Eliza swallowed back her fear. “I’m going in,” she said, stepping away from the others. She didn’t want Theresa to think she was afraid.

“No! Eliza!” Alice attempted to cling to her, but Eliza shook off her grasping fingers.

“Would you rather leave Theresa in there alone?” Eliza asked, the wind tugging her hair out from under her hat.

Alice hugged herself, her bottom lip trembling. Eliza looked to Catherine, pleading with her eyes.

“She’s right, Alice,” Catherine said. She took Eliza’s arm and started for the chapel.

“So now you’re leaving me out here alone?” Alice wailed.

“Come with us!” Eliza hissed. Alice clasped and unclasped her hands, looking from the chapel back toward campus—gauging, it seemed, whether going inside with her friends or walking back alone was the worse of the two evils. The very idea of Alice trying to get back to Crenshaw House by herself without fainting or going into hysterics seemed impossible.

“Wait here,” Eliza said to Catherine.

The wind was growing fierce now, forcing tears from her eyes as she hastened back toward Alice. “Look at me, Alice,” Eliza demanded, taking her friend’s hands. The wind tore through the trees around them, creating a vortex of green and brown leaves.

Alice took in a shaky breath, glancing about warily as a gust pushed her forward.

“If you come inside with us, I promise to not let anything bad happen to you,” Eliza said.

“But . . . how can you promise that?” Alice asked, her bottom lip quivering.

“Because I’m your friend and I would never put you in harm’s way.” Eliza had to shout now to be heard over the whistling wind. “I would never put anyone I loved in harm’s way.”

Alice’s expression softened slightly, the creases of anxiety disappearing from her forehead. She looked at the chapel again uncertainly. The wind shoved her forward once more, and she staggered into Eliza. Eliza wrapped her arms around the girl, holding her steady.

“Come along. Theresa is waiting for us,” Eliza said.

She breathed a sigh of relief when Alice’s feet finally started moving. They rejoined Catherine, and the three of them walked with the wind at their backs. Eliza shoved open the door to the chapel, and together they tumbled inside.

“What took you so long?” Theresa asked.

Standing at the center of the aisle, between the two rows of polished oak pews, and framed by the gorgeous stained glass windows above the pulpit, Theresa held two lit candles that she had no doubt taken from the wall sconces.

“Bring the map here,” she instructed.

Eliza did. Theresa handed the candles to Catherine, then bent toward Eliza so she too could look over the map. But there was no text left to read, just simple drawings: arrows and doors and a staircase.

“The arrows seem to be pointing down the aisle and then to the left side of the chapel, where there is to be a door,” Eliza said. “And behind the door, some sort of square room.”

“Then let’s go,” Theresa said, starting in that direction.

Eliza folded the map and followed. The chapel was all creaks and wails on such a windy night. Catherine and Alice brought up the rear, and Eliza could hear Catherine whispering soothing reassurances to Alice as they moved.

Through an arched doorway at the front of the chapel and down a short hall, Theresa and Eliza came to a solid, six-panel door.

“Shall we?” Theresa asked, shadows dancing across her face.

Before Eliza could speak, Theresa had tried the brass knob, and the door swung open to reveal a small, square office. Just like in the drawing.

“Huh. No ghosts or goblins or mummies,” Theresa joked. “I’m almost disappointed.”

Alice let out a groan as Theresa and Eliza stepped over the threshold into the chamber. The walls were a modest white, and oak beams lined the ceiling. At the center of the room was a plain wooden desk, and bookcases lined all four walls. A huge cross, whittled out of what appeared to be maple, hung on the wall behind the desk.

“This is the chaplain’s office,” Alice whispered from the doorway. “We shouldn’t be trespassing.”

“Oh, Alice, hush,” Theresa said, walking behind the desk. “He’ll never even know we were here.”

“But God will know,” Alice said.

Eliza and Theresa looked at each other and for some reason, even though Eliza knew that what they were doing could be considered blasphemy, and even though she was irritated with Theresa beyond all measure, all she wanted to do was laugh.

It’s just my nerves, Eliza told herself. I’m not a bad Christian for being here. If God didn’t want me to be an adventurer, he wouldn’t have built me this way.

“I see no other way out,” Theresa said, turning in place.

Catherine brought the lamp over and lit it from a candle, and Eliza unfurled the map once more. “It doesn’t make sense,” Eliza said. “There’s a drawing of a set of stairs on the west wall of the office.”

All three girls turned around to face the west wall and were met with an imposing bookcase full of Bibles and other religious works. Had they come all this way for nothing? Had it indeed been nothing but a grand hoax?

“Let’s get out of here,” Alice whined. “Please. Let’s just go.”

Eliza moved around to the side of the bookcase and ran her hand along the corner between case and wall. Her fingertips found something metallic and grooved.

“Girls, you’ll never believe what I’ve just found,” she said. Her mouth was dry as she tried to swallow.

Catherine peeked around the bookcase, shining the lantern at the wall. Sure enough, three huge brass hinges were affixed to the bookcase and the wall.

“Does it open?” Theresa asked breathlessly.

“Let’s see!” Eliza replied.

Catherine placed the lantern on the desk, and the three of them tugged at the opposite side of the bookcase. When Eliza first felt it give, she let out a gasp of surprise. Slowly the bookcase swung free, revealing a small white door set into the wall. Sitting in its keyhole was a large brass key, with a purple ribbon dangling from it.



Full Circle



“This is just like Journey to the Center of the Earth,” Eliza said breathily, tingling from head to toe. She instantly thought of Harrison and wished for a brief moment that he could see her right then. But then she realized he’d be seeing Theresa, too, and she quickly banished him from her thoughts.

As Theresa went to open the door, Alice let out another pained wail and leaned against the doorway between the office and the chapel.

“Are you sure about this?” Catherine asked, her eyes concerned.

“We can’t stop now,” Theresa said, as though it was the most obvious argument in the world.

“She’s right,” Eliza confirmed. “We’re so close.”

“Wait,” Catherine said. Both Theresa and Eliza looked at her, exasperated. “I don’t mean to be the dull one,” Catherine continued. “I just want to make sure we’re not doing something we’re going to regret.”

Theresa reached for Catherine’s hand. “I don’t mean to offend you, Catherine, but if you live your entire life wondering what you’re going to regret later, you’ll never truly live it.”

Eliza blinked, surprised to agree so wholeheartedly with Theresa’s words. Catherine appeared taken aback as well. She knit her brow for a moment and then nodded, her chin set with determination.

“All right, then,” she said firmly. “No regrets.”

“Let me get another candle,” Eliza said. She turned and removed one from a sconce on the wall, then held the wick against Theresa’s flame to light it. “All right,” she said with her face newly aglow. “Go ahead.”

Theresa reached out and turned the key. It let out a reverberating click that brought forth another wail from Alice. Theresa tried the knob, and the door swung open easily, soundlessly. Cold air rushed up from the dank depths below, taking the breath right out of Eliza’s lungs. Eliza held her candle aloft, and Theresa and Catherine followed suit.

“What is it?” Alice whined tremulously. “What did you find?”

“It’s a staircase,” Eliza replied. “Just like the map said.”

“A staircase?” Alice managed to pry herself away from the door and join the others. She peered down into the darkness. The winding staircase disappeared around a bend after only five steps. “No,” she said. “No, no, no. You can’t be thinking of going down there. All you’re going to find down there is death and damnation, you realize that, don’t you? That staircase was not meant to be found!”

Eliza clenched her teeth. “Let’s go.”

She took the first step onto the top stair, which moaned beneath her weight. Catherine stayed close behind her and Theresa brought up the rear as they continued down the winding stairs. All three flames seemed to wax and wane as they went, disorienting Eliza. Each time the light started to dim, she clutched Catherine more tightly, terrified of falling.

Then, from out of the darkness, a voice whispered in Eliza’s ear.

“Turn back.”

Eliza stumbled. Catherine bumped into her from behind. Theresa swore under her breath.

“Eliza! You need to warn us if you’re going to do that!” Theresa admonished.

“Did you hear that?” Eliza said, her breath ragged.

“Hear what?” Catherine asked, her voice thin and high.

Eliza looked past her at Theresa, who shook her head slightly as if she thought Eliza was going insane.

Perhaps I am going insane, Eliza thought tremulously. Hearing voices that aren’t there.

“It was nothing. Probably just an odd creak,” Eliza told them, with more confidence than she felt.

“I can’t see you anymore!” Alice cried out from above. “Are you still there?”

“We’re fine, Alice!” Catherine shouted back. “Calm down!”

“I can’t calm down! What if you don’t come back?” Alice whined.

“We’re coming back,” Theresa said through her teeth. “Now kindly shut up!”

Alice let out a whimper but said nothing more. Seconds later the girls reached the bottom of the stairs.

Eliza moved aside, her shoes scratching across the floor as if it was covered in sand or grime. Theresa and Catherine joined her, holding out their candles and the lantern in front of them. With a deep breath, Eliza realized that there was nothing to be afraid of in the basement room. No devils or demons or mummies or ghosts. It was simply a small, circular room with no furniture save for a large wood trunk at its center.

Slowly Theresa walked around the trunk. After a moment, Catherine and Eliza followed. All three of them crouched in front of it, tucking their skirts around their knees. The trunk was made of a plain but sturdy wood. Its latch was simple and gold, and etched into the panel just above the latch was the intertwining circle symbol now so familiar to Eliza. She touched the locket around her neck, then reached out and traced the symbol on the trunk with her fingertips. Despite the cool air of the chamber, the wood felt warm to the touch. There was no lock.

“Whatever we find inside, it belongs to all four of us,” Eliza said, looking at her friends.

“We’re not including Alice,” Theresa said. “She’s done nothing but complain and protest.”

Eliza opened her mouth to retort, but Catherine stopped her with a hand to her arm. “She came inside with us even against her better judgment, which was very brave,” Catherine said. “This trunk belongs to her, too.”

Theresa rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

Together, the three girls lifted the heavy lid of the trunk. It opened and fell back from their hands, slamming against the bottom half so loudly, that all three jumped. Holding her breath, Eliza peered inside.

“It’s nothing but a pile of old books!” Theresa blurted.

Intrigued, Eliza reached in and took out the first hardcover tome. “The Mystical Realm,” she read from the spine.

Catherine put her candle aside and grabbed another. “The Lunar Seasons,” she read, her eyes bright with excitement.

Theresa removed the third. “Rites, Sabbats, and Festivals.”

“I’ve never seen books like these,” Eliza said, flipping through pages of diagrams and illustrations. Many of them had notes handwritten in the margins—arrows and measurements and sketches of planetary alignments. Quickly the girls removed each and every volume from the trunk, laying them in piles around their knees. Finally, Catherine reached inside and pulled out a heavy book that was bound in gray linen. When she opened the cover, Eliza saw that someone had drawn the same circular symbol on the inside. Catherine reached over and flipped to a random page. There was a list of ingredients down the center, followed by two paragraphs of directions.

“It’s a recipe book,” Theresa said, disappointed.

Catherine placed her palm reverently against the page, her middle finger just grazing the letters of the recipe’s title. She looked up at the others with an excited expression in her eyes.

“‘Potion for a Broken Heart,’” she read.

“Potion?” Eliza echoed, her brow furrowing.

“What does that mean?” Theresa asked.

“It means that this is not a recipe book,” Catherine replied. “It’s a book of spells.”



Camaraderie



“Here’s one I’d like to try,” Theresa whispered, bending over the book that sat across the girls’ laps in the center of Catherine’s bed. “‘The Swelling Tongue.’ It says it will cause the tongue to expand, filling the mouth of any boy who tries to get fresh.”

Eliza and Catherine giggled. “You wouldn’t, really,” Catherine said, her eyes dancing in the candlelight.

“Well, maybe with some boys,” Theresa said. “But I’d never have to cast it on Harrison. He’s a gentleman.”

Eliza’s happiness melted at the mention of Harrison, and her eyes flicked to the book he’d sent her earlier that evening. For a brief moment, she found herself mulling his intentions. But just as quickly, she put him out of her mind. What she was doing right now was far more interesting than anything a boy could offer.

The three girls were gathered closely together on Catherine’s mattress, their backs against the wall, legs crossed in front of them. Catherine held the book open over her lap, but it was so large that the front cover rested on Theresa’s thigh and the back cover on Eliza’s. The one candle they had lit sat on Catherine’s desktop, casting shadows that shifted across the weathered pages.

“How old do you think it is?” Eliza asked, fingering the thick parchment as she turned the page.

“Older than us,” Catherine said. “Probably even older than our parents.”

“Look, a disorientation spell!” Eliza said, scanning the page closest to her.

“And on this side is a forgetfulness spell,” Theresa put in. “Imagine what we could do with these. We could make old Britton forget all about giving us exams!”

Catherine laughed. “I’m not sure about that. You have to be careful with magic. The natural balance of things always has to be maintained.”

Eliza and Theresa both stared at her.

Catherine blushed and looked down at the page, turning to the next. “I just heard that somewhere, I think.”

Eliza’s eyes narrowed. She had a feeling there was more to what Catherine had said than she was letting on.

“But what does it mean?” Theresa asked. “If we were to make Miss Britton forget to give us a literature exam, how would the natural balance, as you call it, be affected?”

“I’m not sure. It’s just . . . I think what it means is, there are consequences to magic,” Catherine replied, the color in her cheeks deepening. “For example, perhaps if Miss Britton forgot to give us an exam in literature, we would then be given an extra one in French. Something like that.”

“Ugh. Then forget I said anything,” Theresa said, sticking her tongue between her teeth. “I’d rather take one literature exam than two French.”

“Agreed,” Eliza and Catherine said in unison.

The three girls laughed, and Eliza sat back again, pulling her side of the book back onto her thigh. For the first time, she was feeling a real camaraderie with Theresa.

“Oh, look, Eliza. Here’s one to brighten dull skin. Perhaps you should copy that one down,” Theresa said, arching an eyebrow.

And just like that, any positive feelings Eliza had toward Theresa vanished.

“Thank you, Theresa. How very thoughtful. Maybe there’s one in here for curing a permanently bad attitude,” Eliza shot back.

Theresa glowered and opened her mouth to respond, but Catherine placed her hands on their wrists.

“Girls, please. I can’t abide my two good friends fighting all the time,” she said calmly. “No more insults.”

Eliza gritted her teeth as she looked at Theresa. “Fine,” she said.

“No more insults,” Theresa agreed.

Catherine nodded and turned the page. “Thank you.”

Eliza resolved to keep her promise and say nothing else against Theresa. At least, not tonight. But she knew that she would never understand how any rational person—Harrison and Catherine included—could ever tolerate Theresa Billings, much less love her.



The Billings Literary Society



The low-ceilinged Billings School library was as charmless inside as it looked from the outside. It gave the impression that it had been built off to the side of McKinley Hall as an afterthought, as if no one had imagined in the early days that a girls’ school might be in need of an actual book collection. Although the library was architecturally bland and almost windowless, Eliza still managed to love it.

As she and Catherine slid into chairs beside Alice at one of the small wooden tables on Wednesday afternoon, she couldn’t help but breathe in the room’s musty, papery scent. Then Theresa dropped the heavy tomes from the chapel basement in the center of the table, chasing away the warm and cozy feeling.

“I cannot believe you brought those here,” Alice whispered, glancing derisively at the ancient volumes. “Not only are those books an abomination against God, but if the headmistress catches you with them, you’ll surely be expelled.”

Alice stood up, turned her back on the other three girls, and sat down at the next table. She opened her history book, tugged her kid gloves from her fingers, and directed her attention to the page before her.

“How many times do I have to tell you, I can’t be expelled?” Theresa hissed, leaning toward Alice’s table to be closer to her ear. “Besides, these are your books as well.”

“They are not my books.” Alice sniffed. “I want nothing to do with them.” She yanked her chair so close to her table, Eliza was sure she would crush her ribcage.

“Come on, Alice. It’s all in good fun,” Eliza said, removing her favorite hat—the blue one with white ribbon trim and a slight brim. She glanced surreptitiously around the library to make sure no one was listening in. A pair of girls sat nearby, taking notes from etiquette books. Clarissa was camped at a corner table, surrounded by huge books, chewing on the end of one of her golden braids as she concentrated. The elderly librarian was shelving books on the other side of the small room, seemingly unaware that there were any students present at all.

“Perhaps these books were hidden for a reason,” Alice said. “Perhaps that box was buried because it was never meant to be found.”

Theresa opened her mouth to speak, but Catherine interrupted. “Or maybe they were simply waiting for the right person to find them,” she said, her eyes sparkling.

Eliza regarded her friend. Careful Catherine seemed quite ready to throw caution to the wind all of a sudden.

“I don’t know about what’s meant to be,” Theresa said, opening to a page she had marked in one of the books. “All I know is, this whole thing sounds as though it could be the perfect antidote to this boring place.”

“Haven’t you people read the Bible?” Alice hissed under her breath from the next table. “‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live?’ Do you even realize what that means?”

“It’s not as if we’re going to be putting anyone under spells to do evil,” Theresa whispered back. “It’s like Eliza said: I’d just like to have a bit of fun.”

“From what I’ve read, hell is no fun at all,” Alice replied, looking at Theresa over her shoulder.

Theresa leveled her with a glare. “What about a potion to make a boy fall in love with you?” she asked, opening to another page and letting the book cover smack into the table’s surface as a sort of exclamation point. “Does that sound like fun?”

Eliza and Catherine looked at Alice. Alice looked at the book. She bit her lip, twiddling her pen between her fingers. Then, abruptly, she lifted her chair, turned it around, and jostled in between Catherine and Eliza.

“Fine. Tell me more,” Alice said.

Theresa grinned. Eliza hid a laugh behind her hand.

“It says here that if we can gather eleven strong women, we’ll be able to summon the power of Mother Earth,” Theresa said, running her finger across an open page. “That means we can cast spells, concoct potions. Basically, we’ll have the power to do anything we want.”

“Within reason, of course,” Catherine said.

“Of course. Within reason,” Theresa echoed, her gaze still focused on the books.

“I’m serious, Theresa,” Catherine said, leaning toward the table. “Witchcraft is not something one should trifle with or use for selfish purposes.”

“Look who’s an expert all of a sudden,” Theresa said snidely.

“It still feels wrong,” Alice said, shaking her head, her auburn ringlets bouncing against her cheeks.

“Think of it as a club,” Eliza suggested. “It’s just a club of girls, getting together to read some strange books.”

A thrill of excitement shot through Eliza’s chest. A literary club actually sounded like a fantastic idea to her—one where real books were read, not just spell books. It would give the friends time to talk about things they might not otherwise have the opportunity to talk about, like books, politics, and the world at large. Things the properly demure ladies of Billings were normally forbidden to even think of.

Slowly, a new mission started to form in Eliza’s mind, along with a list of qualities all members of the club should strive to possess: loyalty, intelligence, progressive thinking, industry, eloquence, and, without question, the ability to speak one’s own mind.

“All right, then. A club sounds harmless enough,” Alice said, looking around at the other girls. “Who would we invite?”

“We’ll need seven more to complete the circle,” Catherine said. “A coven needs eleven people.”

“A coven?” Alice asked in an alarmed tone.

Catherine rolled her eyes. “A club, I mean.”

From her bag, Eliza drew the empty journal her mother had given her and placed it on the table.

“I’ll take notes,” she said.

Alice reached around to her own bag for her fountain pen and then shook it to bring the ink into the point. As Eliza took the pen from Alice, she had to allow herself a private smile. Imagine what her mother would think if she knew what use her book was being put to.

Slowly, deliberately, Eliza wrote down the names of the four girls present: Elizabeth Williams, Catherine White, Theresa Billings, and Alice Ainsworth.

“All right. Who else, do you think?” she asked, looking up.

“Jane Barton, of course. She would never let it go if she weren’t included,” Theresa answered, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the table. “And Viola and Beatrice Hirsch.”

“Isn’t Bia a bit young?” Catherine asked.

“She’s no younger than me,” Alice pointed out.

“But she seems younger,” Eliza said, thinking of the way Bia was always following Viola around, asking about her opinions.

“Yes, but Viola is one of my closest friends. She must be invited, and Bia must do anything Viola does,” Theresa said flatly. “Besides, Bia can be quite sweet when she wants to be.”

“All right, then. That’s seven. We’ll need four more,” Eliza said, looking up from the page.

“Lavender,” Catherine said, before Theresa could answer.

“Ugh! Lavender’s awful,” Theresa groused, crossing her arms over her chest. “She’s so awkward and bland.”

“But she’s a good person to have on your side,” Catherine replied. “Did you see the way she moved to protect us that night when Miss Almay caught us? She seems the type to lay down her life for her friends.”

Eliza’s heart thumped at the sentiment.

“Why are we talking about death?” Alice asked.

“Yes. Let’s hope our club doesn’t come to that,” Eliza added. She reached up to her neck and rubbed the gold locket between her finger and thumb.

“All I’m saying is that I think she’s loyal,” Catherine replied in a soothing tone. “I’d like to invite her.”

“I agree,” Alice said. “She might not be my sort of person, but she’s nice enough. Besides, she’s my roommate, and I don’t want to have to sneak around keeping secrets from her.”

“All right, then,” Eliza replied, writing down Lavender’s name. “I nominate Marilyn DeMeers. She’s worldly.”

“Fine, but she’ll have to leave that yippy dog of hers at home. And Marilyn won’t come without Genevieve, so write her down too,” Theresa directed, looking down her nose at the page. “How many is that?” she asked.

“Ten. We need one more,” Catherine replied.

“What about Clarissa Pommer?” Eliza whispered, glancing sideways at Clarissa from across the room.

“Yes! Clarissa would be perfect,” Catherine agreed.

Theresa wrinkled her nose in Clarissa’s direction.

“But she’s so . . . uppity,” Theresa protested. “Who wants to be around someone who’s not only smart but knows it and never stops telling you about it?”

“But that’s just the thing about her,” Eliza said, glancing at Clarissa. “She’s smart. If we were ever to get into any trouble, it might be a blessing to have a quick thinker on our side.”

“I think plenty quickly,” Theresa replied.

“Not quickly enough to get us out of our punishments and back into the dance,” Alice grumbled, sitting back in her chair.

Theresa shot her a withering glance.

“Besides, Clarissa has always been willing to cover for you,” Catherine said. “Like the other night when we snuck out.”

“Yes, but that’s just because I pay her,” Theresa muttered with a huff, crossing her arms atop the table.

“You do?” all three girls asked, speaking as one. Clarissa finally looked up, but only long enough to shush them.

Theresa tilted her head and lowered her voice even further. “All right, fine. Clarissa it is.”

Eliza wrote down Clarissa’s name, then turned the book around so the others could see it.

“It looks lonely,” Alice said, sticking her bottom lip out slightly.

“She’s right. It needs some kind of title,” Catherine agreed, sliding her hand around the back of her neck to knead her muscles.

“Well, I can’t exactly write ‘Our Coven’ across the top,” Eliza whispered, placing the book down again and casting a look toward the librarian. “Imagine the inquiry if we misplaced it and one of the instructors found it.”

“It’s not a coven; it’s a club,” Alice said stubbornly.

“Oh, I’ve got it!” Eliza exclaimed. “The Billings Literary Society!” Theresa snorted, sitting back hard in her chair. “Are all the Williamses bookworms?”

Eliza’s face flushed hot. “What do you mean?”

“Your sister. The fabulous May,” Theresa said, rolling her eyes.

Eliza’s hand dropped down on the table with a bang. “What exactly is your quarrel with my sister?”

Theresa exchanged a glance with Catherine, whose cheeks flushed pink. “I have no quarrel with your sister,” she said with a sniff. “She got exactly what she wanted, and I got exactly what I wanted . . . eventually.”

“What does that mean?” Eliza demanded. “What did you both want?”

“Never mind that,” Theresa said through her teeth. “What I was trying to say was that her first year here, May actually wanted to form some kind of novel-reading club. I wasn’t a student here yet, obviously, but I overheard my parents and Miss Almay talking about it. My mother was in favor of it, but Miss Almay called it frivolous, and her word is law when it comes to student organizations.”

Eliza’s heart pounded shallowly in her chest. In all her letters, May had never mentioned a book club. She felt a sudden rush of pride, followed by a huge chasm of disappointment on her sister’s behalf. Forming a club of that sort was so like the old May. If she had been so adamant about such things when she’d first come to Billings, how had she returned home so changed?

“The Billings Literary Society it is,” Eliza said resolutely, writing the words in big, bold letters across the top of the page. “Miss Almay might not like it, but if she ever hears about it, we can defend ourselves by saying we’re simply reading the great works in order to make our conversation more interesting for the boys.”

“She’ll love that,” Alice said with a giggle.

“If only she knew what we’re really reading,” Catherine said, grinning as she opened the book of spells.

All four of the girls laughed then, earning another resounding shhh from Clarissa and a few of the other students in the room, as well as a stern glance from the librarian—which only made them laugh all the louder.



Silly Fainting Female



That Saturday morning, Eliza and Catherine set out to the stationers in town, with Mrs. Hodge in tow as their chaperone, following behind at a respectful distance. Though they had told Mrs. Hodge they wanted letterhead on which to write their families, the stationery would in fact serve as invitations to the first official meeting of the Billings Literary Society.

“I love this time of year,” Eliza said dreamily, tipping her face toward the sun and breathing in the fresh autumn air. For the first time since the term had begun, the awful humidity and heat had fallen away, leaving behind a pleasantly warm, clear day and a cool breeze.

“I could have sworn you’d told me summer was your favorite season,” Catherine teased, swinging her small silk handbag by its cord as they turned up Main Street. “Actually, I believe the words you used were ‘I want to die every year when summer turns to fall.’”

“I did say that, didn’t I?” Eliza said, kicking a pebble with her sensible, brown walking shoes—her favorites of all she owned, for their comfort. “But there is something about those few days when you can feel summer melting into fall. There’s a feeling of . . .”

“Possibility,” Catherine finished.

Eliza looked at her and grinned. “Yes. That’s it. Possibility.”

Catherine nodded as she looked around at the leaves rustling in the trees. “Seasons don’t change so drastically in Georgia. Every year when I arrive at Billings, all I can think about is that first snow.”

Eliza’s eyes widened. “There’s no snow in Georgia?”

“No.” Catherine laughed, shaking her head. “Not in southern Georgia, at least.”

The girls stepped up onto the brand-new plank sidewalk together, heading toward the Easton Police Station and its austere brick façade. Catherine glanced back at their chaperone, then took Eliza’s arm, leaning closer to her.

“There’s something I wish to tell you, and I hope you will not judge me,” she said quietly.

“I would never judge another without hearing all the facts,” she assured her friend.

A pair of gentlemen tipped their hats to the girls as they strolled by. Eliza pretended not to notice their attentions.

“The reason I knew right away what the book of spells was . . . Well . . . my mother . . . She . . .”

Catherine hesitated, bringing a gloved hand to her face for a moment.

“Is your mother a witch?” Eliza gasped. The moment the words left her lips, she realized just how judgmental they sounded. She cleared her throat and ignored her pulse, which was now fluttering ferociously in her wrists. “I’m sorry. You were saying?”

Catherine paused in front of one of the two lampposts outside the police station. She glanced back at Mrs. Hodge again. Seeing them stop, the maid took the opportunity to rest on the bench in front of the Easton Feed Store.

“My mother has always been obsessed with youth and beauty,” Catherine said, her blue eyes downcast. “She has spent much of her life in search of what you might call the fountain of youth. That one salve or elixir or . . . or potion that might keep her young.”

“I see,” Eliza said, even though she didn’t quite see at all.

“This quest of hers has taken her to some . . . unsavory places,” Catherine continued. “Including to the dens of some fairly notorious witches.”

“I see,” Eliza repeated. Suddenly her heart was in her throat. Until that moment, she had never truly considered the notion that magic was actually real. Her head felt light as she imagined the possibilities of such a thing . . . and the dangers.

“She brought me along on some of these visits, and I must say . . . I thought the whole practice was fascinating,” Catherine said, speaking more quickly and freely now, as if she felt the hard part was over. “The things these women can do, the magics they’re capable of producing . . . It’s amazing.”

Eliza glanced at Mrs. Hodge. She was eyeing the two girls suspiciously. Eliza quickly looked away. “These potions, these spells in the books . . . It’s all real?” she whispered.

“Oh, yes,” Catherine said matter-of-factly. “I’ve seen things you would scarcely believe.”

Eliza suddenly found she had to concentrate to breathe. Unbidden, the names of some of the spells flashed through her mind: the Love Spell, the Spell of Confusion, the Helen of Troy Spell, which made any girl irresistible to all men for the three nights of the full moon. Could these spells really work? And if they could, what did that mean for her . . . for Harrison . . . for Theresa? Could she ever use one to—

No, the answer came immediately. Don’t even think it, Eliza.

“Eliza? Are you all right?” Catherine asked.

“I’m not sure. Is it very hot out?” Eliza asked. She touched her gloved fingertips to her forehead, and they came away damp. Breathless, she leaned back against the lamppost, fighting for focus.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Eliza,” Catherine said, reaching for her wrist. “Witchcraft is a wonderful thing, as long as it’s used for good. And I don’t think any of us intends to use it otherwise.”

Mrs. Hodge appeared over Catherine’s right shoulder, her expression one of sheer alarm. “Miss Williams! Are you unwell?” she asked.

“I think I need some . . . some water,” Eliza managed.

Mrs. Hodge looked over her shoulder at the police station. “Stay here. Miss White, try to keep her cool. I’ll be right back.”

Then she turned, lifted her skirts, and scurried up the steps faster than Eliza would have thought possible.

“I’m so sorry, Eliza,” Catherine said, holding on to her wrist with one hand and fanning Eliza’s face with the other. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Eliza took several more deep breaths, but couldn’t seem to calm her racing heart. Suddenly, her vision slipped out of focus.

“Eliza? Eliza!”

A pair of strong arms caught her as she went down. Eliza’s eyes fluttered open, and she found herself nestled in the firm grasp of Harrison Knox.

She looked directly into his dark blue eyes and felt faint all over again.

“Miss Williams! Are you all right?” he asked.

Somehow Eliza found the strength to straighten up. She pressed her palm into the cool lamppost behind her again and cleared her throat. Before long, her mind felt solid once more and she was able to collect her thoughts. She looked up at Harrison and saw that Jonathan was with him as well, hovering with Catherine just over Harrison’s shoulder with a look of pure concern.

“Here. Come sit on the stairs,” Jonathan said, gesturing at the stone steps of the station.

“No. No, thank you. I’m fine,” Eliza replied, cursing herself silently for being so feeble.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Harrison asked, taking her hand and looking deeply into her eyes, as if he was trying to see inside her body for himself and make sure all was well.

The tenderness and concern in that glance made Eliza want to lean into him and beg him to take her home. But something moved in the corner of her vision, and she turned her head. Mrs. Hodge was on her way down the stairs with a tin mug of water. When she saw the boys, Mrs. Hodge paused, as if startled. Then her jaw set with determination and she hustled toward Eliza even faster.

Eliza glanced at Catherine, panicked. But Catherine was staring at Eliza’s and Harrison’s hands, which were still touching. As Theresa’s best friend, Catherine was surely obliged to tell her about such things. Blushing furiously, Eliza quickly withdrew her fingers.

“Here, Miss Williams,” Mrs. Hodge said, handing the mug of water to Eliza and helping cup her fingers around it. “Drink slowly.”

Eliza sipped the cool water as Mrs. Hodge shot Harrison an admonishing look. He took a step back.

“Mr. Knox, Mr. Thackery, thank you for your assistance,” Mrs. Hodge said stiffly. “You may go now.”

“Of course,” Harrison said quickly.

“Feel better, Miss Williams!” Jonathan called out as the two boys started down the sidewalk again.

Before Eliza could say anything, Mrs. Hodge swooped in, checking her pulse, feeling her forehead, and ushering her to the nearest bench. As she sat, her eyes trained on Harrison’s retreating form, Eliza felt ill all over again—but for reasons having nothing to do with her fainting.



Witches



The following evening, just before midnight, Eliza sat in the basement of the Billings Chapel along with Alice, freezing in her whisper-thin white nightgown. Alice shivered next to her, though Eliza was certain it was more out of fear than from the cold, for her gown was made of flannel. Catherine and Theresa walked over to join Eliza and Alice on the floor.

“Well, what do we think of our temple?” Theresa asked, tucking the skirt of her own white nightgown underneath her and looking around in a self-satisfied way.

“Must we call it that?” Alice asked, shivering. “It sounds so . . . satanic.”

“Covens meet in temples. That’s what the spell book says,” Catherine replied.

Eliza, Catherine, Theresa, and Alice had spent the past hour transforming the plain white room into a colorful, candlelit cavern. Catherine and Eliza had purchased dozens of candles at the general store in town yesterday, and the candles were set into holders and candelabras of various heights that stood around the periphery of the room. Alice and Catherine had gathered all the scarves the four girls owned, and Eliza had swiped a hammer and nails from the toolshed behind McKinley Hall. Now the purples, golds, reds, greens, pinks, and blues of the scarves hung about the room, forming a cozy setting. Theresa had also managed to collect dozens of strings of cheap glass beads, which she had strung from the ceiling. In the candlelight, the beads twinkled like stars, giving the basement an ethereal feel. The coziness of it all had chased out Eliza’s remaining nerves about the evening. She couldn’t wait for the other girls to arrive.

“I simply don’t feel right about this,” Alice said, her teeth chattering. “Couldn’t we have found another place to hold our meetings? This is God’s house.”

Theresa sighed, straightening the lace cuffs of her nightgown. “It’s not his house. It’s his basement.”

Eliza couldn’t help laughing, and Catherine joined in as well.

“Do you think anyone will come?” Alice asked, ignoring their laughter.

“I hope they will,” Theresa said. “My hand still hurts from addressing all those invitations last night.”

Theresa had insisted on writing out all the invitations herself, claiming that her handwriting was the most formal. Then Eliza and Catherine had been granted the distinct honor of shoving the envelopes under the girls’ doors that morning.

“I’m sure they’ll come,” Eliza said, lifting her chin. She reached up to rub the gold locket between her finger and thumb. “How could anyone not be intrigued by a midnight meeting at a chapel?”

“Intrigued? I’d be terrified,” Alice replied. “I still am. I’ll wager only half of them come here.”

“Yes, but which half?” Catherine joked.

Just then, the ceiling above them creaked and moaned. Alice grabbed Eliza’s arm, tense with fear. Whispered voices wafted down from above.

“They’re here,” Eliza whispered.

“This is where it all begins,” Catherine added, her skin glowing with excitement as she looked up at the ceiling.

The girls stood, holding their breath and clutching hands, waiting for the first of their friends to appear. Before long, Lavender arrived at the bottom of the stairs. She had a look of pure suspicion on her brow, until she caught sight of Eliza and Catherine. Then her usual just-plain-serious look returned to her face. She stepped into the room, the scalloped hem of her white nightgown grazing her ankles, and was quickly followed by Marilyn and Genevieve—Eliza was pleased to see that Marilyn had left Petit Peu behind, but Genevieve had her ever-present bag full of sweets—and Viola and Bia, who were clutching each other’s arms with both hands, as if afraid the other might blow away. Jane was right behind them, her brown hair hanging loose down her back. The moment she saw Theresa, she rushed forward and kissed her. Then each of the girls soundlessly joined the circle, as if they realized that was where they were meant to be. Viola and Bia looked around fretfully, but the others simply seemed excited. Eliza could tell that Jane was biting down on her tongue to keep from asking questions. Only Clarissa had yet to arrive.

The moments ticked by, and Eliza’s heartbeat slowed to a dull, disappointed thud. Clarissa was not coming. And without Clarissa, they would not have eleven members.

This thought had just flitted through her mind when another set of footsteps sounded hurriedly through the office above. Moments later, Clarissa alighted on the basement floor, breathless. She wore a high-necked gown, and her golden blond hair was tied back in two girlish braids, as always. Giving the room a cursory, appraising glance, she clucked her tongue and looked at Theresa.

“This does not look like a proper setting for a literary society,” she announced, breaking the silence.

“Why are we all wearing our white nightgowns, Theresa?” Jane blurted, as if Clarissa’s declaration had released her from some vow of silence.

“If it was five degrees cooler outside, we could have caught our deaths,” Lavender pointed out. “Look at Bia. She’s practically blue.”

“And I’ve torn the hem on mine,” Viola whined, tugging the skirt of her white cotton gown.

“And we have all risked expulsion again,” Marilyn pointed out. “I do not wish to be sent back to France so soon, and neither does Genevieve.”

“Ladies, ladies, please. Everything is going to be fine,” Theresa said, stepping forward. “We are not here to form a literary society.”

The seven new girls glanced around the circle in confusion. “But that’s what the invitation says,” Clarissa pointed out, removing the card from the pocket of her nightgown and holding it out helpfully.

“We know,” Eliza said patiently. “But that was just a ruse, in case any of the teachers found them.”

“Then why are we here?” Lavender asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

Eliza glanced around at Catherine, Theresa, and Alice for courage. “We’re going to form a coven,” she said simply.

Clarissa laughed through her nose. A few of the other girls gasped.

“You’re joking,” Marilyn said, reaching for Genevieve’s hand. “You are making a joke.”

“No. This is not a joke,” Eliza said firmly.

Instantly the smile fell from Clarissa’s face, and she began to chew on her hair. Both Viola’s and Bia’s faces turned ashen. Marilyn frowned thoughtfully as Genevieve plucked a chocolate from her bag and popped it into her mouth.

“You wish to make us . . . witches?” Genevieve asked, her mouth full.

“We wish to try,” Eliza said. A few of the girls glanced toward the door. Clearly they were all going to need some convincing—the quicker, the better. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Really? Then why does Alice look about ready to burst into tears?” Clarissa pointed out, removing her braid from her lips for the moment.

Eliza glanced at Theresa, but for once the girl was mute. Why was she suddenly so unwilling to speak up? Eliza took a deep breath and rounded her shoulders, stepping into the center of the room.

“We—Catherine, Theresa, Alice, and I—found this stack of old books down here the other night, and there are all these spells and potions and enchantments in them,” she said in a rush, gesturing at the trunk. She looked each girl in the eye as she talked, feeling as though it might reassure them. “It might be a lot of bunk, but we thought it could be fun to try. To see if it’s really real.”

“Why didn’t you just do it yourselves?” Clarissa asked, moving toward the trunk and peeking at the books inside. “Why make all of us traipse out here in the dead of night?”

“We need eleven women,” Catherine said.

“We chose you out of all the girls at Billings to join us,” Theresa finally chimed in.

Bia, for the first time, stopped staring at the door. Lavender straightened up slightly.

Clever, Eliza thought. Make them feel special, make this feel exclusive, and they’ll be more likely to stay.

“If you think it’s safe, Theresa, that’s all I need to hear,” Jane said.

“What about you, Alice?” Clarissa said. “You haven’t said a word.”

Alice coughed, covering her hand with her fist. She was still trembling slightly, but having the attention focused on her seemed to bring back some of her spirit. “There are spells in the book for making a boy fall in love with you, spells for beauty, spells to make you more graceful. What if . . . what if they actually work?”

“If what you say is true, I would like to try this,” Genevieve said eagerly, reaching for another chocolate. “I would like to try this very much.”

“We have to perform a ritual,” Catherine said, gathering up a set of purple candles.

“A ritual?” Bia said, backing away. “Like a sacrifice? We’re not going to kill a bunny, are we? Oh, Viola, please don’t let them kill a bunny.”

“We’re not going to kill a bunny, Bia,” Viola said. Then she looked up at Catherine as she accepted her candle. “Right?”

“We’re not going to kill anything,” Eliza assured them, touching the locket at the base of her neck. “We’re simply going to light these candles and recite a few lines together.”

Once everyone had their candles in hand, Catherine looked at Eliza and nodded. “Eliza. You’ll do the honors?”

Eliza’s knees quaked beneath her as she picked up the nearest candle at the end of the candelabra on the floor and lit her own wick with its flame. Then she went around the circle and lit the other girls’ wicks. Suddenly the uncertainty of it all was excruciating. What if something went wrong? What if something happened to her? Or to one of the other girls?

By the time she reached Alice, her right hand was trembling, and she had to use her left hand to brace it. Finally, she took her place in the circle between Alice and Catherine, looking around at the faces of their chosen ones. Lavender’s serious expression had not changed. Bia looked as if she was about to faint, but Viola seemed resolute. Jane swallowed over and over again, her eyes transfixed on Theresa, while Clarissa continually scanned the room, as if she was making mental notes. Marilyn and Genevieve simply appeared intrigued.

“Here’s what we’re going to recite,” Theresa said, her voice confident and clear. “‘We come together to form this blessed circle, pure of heart, free of mind. From this night on we are bonded, we are sisters. We swear to honor this bond above all else. Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister, we make this sacred vow.’”

Eliza clutched her candle as the group tentatively began to recite. Most of them spoke clearly and slowly, their voices mingling in the dark. Only Bia seemed to be whispering. Her eyes were closed as she furtively rushed through the words, as if she feared to speak and yet at the same time feared to stop speaking the words.

“Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister,” Eliza said, holding her breath and looking around the room in anticipation. “We make this sacred vow.”

There was a brief moment of total silence, during which Eliza was certain they were all on a fool’s errand—that nothing could possibly come of this. And then a whipping wind tore through the windowless chamber. Bia screamed. Alice grabbed Eliza’s arm and buried her face in her shoulder. A few of the other girls gasped as every last one of the candles flickered out. The tiny room was plunged into complete darkness, and without the light of the candles, it seemed even colder than before. Just as quickly as it came, the wind died, leaving behind an unnatural stillness.

Terror flooded Eliza’s veins.

“I told you I told you I told you,” Alice whimpered into Eliza’s nightgown. Somewhere in the darkness, someone wept.

“Bia! Bia, are you all right?” Viola’s voice was strained with panic.

“God has come to drag us all to hell,” Alice whispered furtively. “We’re going to burn for this, Eliza. We’re going to—”

Suddenly, Eliza’s candle flickered to life. Then, one by one, tiny pinpricks of light illuminated the room once again. With each flame, a new face glowed. Alice’s tear-streaked cheeks. Theresa’s pale skin. Viola and Lavender on the floor next to Bia, who was just coming around. Jane and Clarissa huddled near the door. Marilyn and Genevieve standing just where they’d been. Catherine seemed not to have moved a muscle in all the mayhem.

Eliza looked around in wonder and saw her sentiment reflected in the eyes of her friends. None of the other candles along the walls had been relit. There were but eleven flames in the room.

“It worked,” Catherine said breathlessly. “We’re witches.”



Basic Spells



“What do we do now?” Alice said tremulously, gathering the folds of her nightgown in her hands.

“I think we should try a spell,” Eliza said. She handed her candle to Catherine and plucked the book of spells off the top of the trunk, opening it to a page near the front. “There are some basic ones in here that seem simple enough.”

“We’ll just try something small. Something harmless. Here. Give it to me.” Theresa reached for the book, but Eliza held onto it. Theresa tugged once, then looked at Eliza with an expression of shock. Apparently no one had ever failed to yield to her before.

“Let’s all sit,” Eliza said flatly.

Her heart pounded, but she held her ground. It was as if reciting the initiation rite had imbued her with more strength than she’d had before. Theresa rolled her eyes, let go of the book, and sat down on the floor. Then all the girls sat as well, tucking the skirts of their nightgowns beneath them.

“All right, let’s see,” Eliza said, running her finger down the list of basic spells. Her gaze fell on something that seemed perfect. “Here’s one for you, Viola. To mend a torn seam.”

“Really?” Viola asked, her eyebrows raised.

“That’s what we’re going to use magic for?” Clarissa said. “Something we could do with a needle and thread?”

“Let her try it,” Lavender said forcefully.

Clarissa lifted her shoulders and let them fall.

“Fine. Here’s what you do, Viola,” Eliza said, squinting down at the page. “Hold your right palm over the tear and say, ‘Resarcio.’”

Viola glanced at Theresa and bit her lip, but did as she was told. Her hand fluttered a bit as she smoothed the torn part of her gown on the floor. She placed her palm over the long, ragged edge, then closed her eyes and said the spell.

“Resarcio.”

She said the word at a whisper, opened her eyes, and looked. Everyone in the circle leaned in. The seam was still torn.

“Nothing happened,” Viola said with a pout.

Eliza felt a swoop of disappointment.

“Try it again,” Catherine instructed calmly. “This time, stare at the back of your hand and really concentrate. Say the spell loudly and clearly. Believe that it will work.”

Marilyn and Genevieve both eyed Catherine with interest, as if they were seeing her for the first time. Eliza was impressed as well. Catherine really sounded as if she knew what she was talking about.

Viola held her hand over the tear. She closed her eyes again, then remembered Catherine’s instructions and quickly snapped them open. She stared at the back of her hand and this time said the spell in a loud voice. An odd snapping sound filled the small room. Eliza flinched. When Viola lifted her hand, the gash in the cotton had vanished. The nightgown was as good as new.

“It worked!” Bia said breathlessly.

“What else can we do? What else?” Jane blurted, clapping her hands.

Suddenly the room was filled with giggles and twitters. Genevieve pulled out her box of chocolates and passed it around. Eliza looked at Catherine, a grin lighting her face. “You did it.” Catherine blushed.

“What about this one? To change the color of a frock?” Theresa said, tugging the book off Eliza’s lap while she was distracted. “Alice? What do you say? Would you like a pink nightgown instead of white?”

Alice looked down at her flannel uncertainly. “Will it hurt?”

“Oh, please,” Theresa said. She held a flat hand out toward Alice, leaning past Eliza and Catherine. “Hubeo pink!”

Another snapping sound. Suddenly a spot of color appeared at the center of Alice’s nightgown. Alice squealed and grasped Catherine’s arm, her legs bouncing up and down beneath her.

“Get it off! Get it off!”

Eliza watched in amazement as the spot swirled and grew and swirled and grew. Clarissa got up, walked over to Alice, and touched the spot where the color had sprung to life, her brow knit with curiosity.

“It’s warm,” she said, looking at Eliza. “Very warm.”

“Make it stop!” Alice whined, squeezing her eyes shut as the color seeped across her chest and down her arms, then finally swirled to the floor-length hem. She peeked from the corner of her left eye, then squeezed it shut, holding her breath until she turned beet red. “Is it over?”

“Look!” Eliza told her.

Alice opened just one eye to a sliver, then the other. She gazed down at herself, and suddenly both eyes widened in wonder. “It’s pink!”

Just like that, every one of the girls was on her feet, gathering around Theresa for a better look at the book of spells.

“Here’s one for reviving a dying plant!” Lavender exclaimed.

“This one polishes silver,” Jane said, spinning the silver bracelet on her wrist.

“Is there anything about getting rid of freckles?” Genevieve asked, leaning so close from behind that she almost folded Theresa in half.

“I have always dreamt of having raven hair,” Marilyn said, gazing into space.

Viola reached out to touch Marilyn’s blond locks. “But your hair works so well with your coloring.”

“Vraiment? I do not think so,” Marilyn said, touching her hair as well.

“Why not just dye it?” Jane suggested.

Marilyn shook her head. “Oh, no, no, no. That would be far too gauche.” She looked at Theresa. “Is there anything for changing hair the way you changed her dress?” she said, gesturing at Alice.

“Patience, patience,” Theresa said, clearly enjoying her place at the center of attention. “We’ll get to everything in time.” She looked over at Eliza and Catherine and smiled giddily.

“This is unbelievable,” Eliza said to Catherine in awe. “We’re witches.”

“Yes,” Catherine said. “We certainly are.”



Etiquette



“Now, girls, in your role as ladies of society, you will rarely be serving tea yourselves, but you must know the proper technique so that you may instruct and correct your servants if need be.”

It was a stiflingly warm Tuesday afternoon as Miss Almay strolled around the parlor, which had been set with four round tables, each seating four girls. Gathered at the table nearest the door were Theresa, Eliza, Alice, and Catherine. Lavender, Marilyn, Jane, and Viola hovered around them. For the moment the latter girls were the servers, while the former were the guests. Marilyn had set Petit Peu on a small pillow near the door, where he was now curled up and snoring quite loudly. Helen stood in the corner, watching the girls’ every move.

“Always serve the tea from behind on the left side,” Miss Almay instructed, gesturing with her folded bifocals. Petit Peu let out a snort, and she cast a disapproving look in his direction. “The vast majority of people are right-handed, and you do not wish to accidentally bump someone’s arm with the tea kettle as you serve.”

Theresa waited until Miss Almay’s back was turned, then nudged Eliza with her elbow. She trained her eyes on Eliza’s salad fork and narrowed them into slits. “Levitas.”

Eliza’s heart nearly stopped as the fork twitched, then lifted from the lace tablecloth, floating three inches off the surface of the table. Her eyes widened and she glanced over at Alice, who lifted her lace-gloved hand to her chest.

“Fantastic,” Eliza whispered to Theresa, her pulse racing with the intoxicating mixture of wonder and fear. It wasn’t every day that she saw tableware floating about as if suspended by invisible puppet strings.

Theresa smirked. She lifted one finger and twirled it slowly in the air. Instantly, the fork began to spin lazily as well.

“You’ve been practicing, Theresa,” Catherine whispered proudly.

“I’ve always been a quick study,” Theresa said with an immodest grin. “I think we should try some of the potions next. I’ve already gotten Jane, Viola, and Bia to start collecting some of the ingredients we’ll need from the herb garden.”

“What? Without talking to us about it first?” Eliza whispered.

Theresa rolled her eyes. “I’m talking to you about it now.”

“I think it’s a fine idea,” Catherine said happily.

“I want to try,” Alice whispered. She looked down at her own silverware. “Levitas!”

Her spoon jumped off the table, then slammed right down again. Luckily, Petit Peu barked in his sleep at the same moment, so the noise was muffled. Miss Almay paused in her circuit of the room, her back to Eliza’s table, and then kept walking.

Alice leaned back in her chair and pouted. “It didn’t work,” she said, jutting out her bottom lip and glaring at the offending spoon.

“It’s just like I told Viola, Alice. You have to concentrate,” Catherine advised, laying a comforting hand on her wrist. “Try again.”

Alice took a breath, leaned forward again, and narrowed her eyes just as Theresa had.

“Levitas,” she whispered.

Both her knife and spoon floated up, clinking softly together in the air. Alice hid a squeal behind her hand, keeping her gaze squarely on the silverware. Catherine giggled, while Eliza’s heart swelled. If this was what witchcraft was about—making the most boring class of all seem tolerable—then it was the best discovery she’d ever made.

Then Miss Almay started to turn, and Eliza smacked her hand over Theresa’s fork, slamming it back in place. There was a loud clattering of silverware and china as Alice did the same. Petit Peu awakened with a start and let out a few short barks before readjusting his position and promptly starting to snore again. Behind Eliza, Marilyn and Jane just barely covered their laughter with polite coughs.

“Is there a problem, girls?” Miss Almay asked, staring down her nose at Eliza and her friends.

“No, Miss Almay,” Theresa replied sweetly, her hands folded in her lap. “No problem at all.”

“Fine, then. I’d appreciate no further interruption, Miss Williams,” Miss Almay said. “Unless you’d like me to contact your mother and let her know how very much you are not living up to May’s high standards.”

Eliza’s skin burned with anger. “No, ma’am.”

“Good. We’ll continue.” Miss Almay turned and started pacing along the west wall. Eliza concentrated on the hem of the headmistress’s dark gray skirt and narrowed her eyes.

“Levitas,” she whispered.

Suddenly Miss Almay’s skirt flew up, revealing the many old-fashioned petticoats underneath. The headmistress let out a very unladylike shriek as she whirled around, attempting to tamp it down. All the girls in the room dissolved into laughter.

“What was that?” Miss Almay demanded as soon as her clothes were set to rights.

“Did you not feel that gust of wind, Headmistress?” Catherine said, arching her brows. Eliza scarcely dared to breathe.

“Perhaps we should close the windows,” Alice offered, standing as if to help.

“Sit, Miss Ainsworth,” Miss Almay snapped, the color high in her cheeks. “Helen!” she shouted, snapping her fingers. “Close these windows.”

Helen rushed forward from her place near the door and did as she was told. As soon as the large windows were shut, the room became stiflingly hot.

“Servers! Kindly pour the tea!” Miss Almay ordered. Then, clearly flustered, she quickly sat in a wing-backed chair near the front of the room and fanned her face with her hand.

“Thanks for that, Eliza,” Viola whispered, stepping forward to serve Eliza’s tea from the left side. “I’m already starting to perspire, and this is a new blouse.”

“I’m sorry,” Eliza replied under her breath. “But she deserved it.”

As Viola poured out her tea, Eliza glanced up to find Helen staring right at her. Eliza’s heart skipped a startled beat, but she forced herself to hold the servant’s gaze. Helen’s hazel eyes narrowed. It took all of Eliza’s determination to keep from being the first to break eye contact, but the longer the two girls stared at each other, the quicker her blood rushed through her ears.

Suddenly Miss Almay stirred, and Eliza’s gaze flicked to the headmistress. She scolded herself silently for losing the challenge to the maid, but her stomach flip-flopped when she saw that Miss Almay was looking from Helen to Eliza and back again, as if she realized what was going on between them.

“Miss Williams,” Miss Almay said suddenly. “See me in my office after class.”

Eliza’s heart sunk. Theresa snorted a laugh.

“You too, Miss Billings,” Miss Almay said.

Both girls slumped down in their chairs, suddenly forgetting about etiquette entirely.



Due Respect



A cold trickle of sweat raced down the back of Eliza’s broiling-hot neck. Miss Almay had been pacing behind her and Theresa for at least five minutes, ominously silent. As each moment passed, Eliza had grown warmer and warmer, and at this point, she was actually fantasizing about tearing her dress off and diving into a pool of ice water.

Theresa sat perfectly still in the next chair, staring straight ahead at the horridly gothic portrait of the dark-haired headmistress herself, which hung behind the wide, ornately carved desk. From it, the visage of Miss Almay glared down at them, the crags of her bony face shadowed, the bend of her nose accusatory. With one Almay before her and one seething behind, Eliza felt as if she was being stalked by a pair of identical fiends.

If Miss Almay was attempting to intimidate her, it was working.

Suddenly, the pacing stopped. There was a prolonged moment of silence, and then Miss Almay brought her hands down on the backs of the girls’ chairs with a bang. Eliza jumped.

“Yesterday I caught Clarissa Pommer and Jane Barton coming out of the general store in town, toting several small bottles of oils and a jar of imported figs,” the headmistress stated, leaning down so that her face hovered just between the two girls. “And when I returned from town, I spied Viola and Bia Hirsch gathering wildflowers out on the meadow.”

Eliza dared not move a muscle, but she slid her gaze toward Theresa. Apparently the girl had assigned more errands than she’d admitted to. Theresa shook her head so slightly, the move was almost imperceptible. The headmistress stood up straight again and strode around her desk until she was standing right in front of her own image. She laced her fingers together at her waist and stared down at Eliza and Theresa.

“I know you ladies are up to something,” she said vehemently. “Tell me what it is.”

Eliza felt as if her heart was pounding inside her mouth, filling her cheeks and choking off her air supply. She was going to be sick or finally faint dead away. Miss Almay knew. She knew. Eliza reached up to tug at the gold chain holding her locket in place, feeling suddenly as if it was trying to choke her.

“If I may speak, Miss Almay?” Theresa said, in her most falsely sweet voice.

“Of course, Miss Billings,” Miss Almay replied. “It is why I’ve brought you here, after all.”

“Well, with all due respect, of course, Miss Almay,” Theresa began.

Eliza closed her eyes.

“If you would like an explanation on the activities of Clarissa, Jane, Viola, and Bia, then why are they not here?” Theresa asked, lifting her chin. “Why question the two of us?”

Miss Almay’s eyes narrowed. “Because, Miss Billings, I am not a fool,” she snapped. “Those girls look up to the two of you. You seem to have a power over them that is . . . almost unnatural.”

At this, Eliza’s throat completely closed over. She tried to hold back a cough, but found she simply could not do it. She covered her mouth with her fist and doubled over in her chair, her lungs racked.

“Eliza! Are you all right?” Theresa asked with false concern.

Miss Almay snapped her fingers at the office door. Instantly Mrs. Hodge appeared and raced to pour out a cup of water at the sideboard beneath the window.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Eliza choked out, waving away the proffered water. “It’s just a tickle.”

Mrs. Hodge placed the glass of water atop Miss Almay’s desk. The moment she stepped back, Eliza grabbed it and gulped it down, biding her time. Not until she replaced the empty glass on the desk again did Miss Almay speak.

“Ever since your stunt at the welcome, Miss Billings, lateness has been in fashion,” she said. “And you, Miss Williams, seem to have inspired an influx of patrons to our library.”

Eliza stared at the woman. It was hard to believe that as head of a school, she saw heightened interest in books as a bad thing.

“And I know you two were behind that late-night jaunt to Easton,” she continued. “I saw the two of you wait for the others to return to Crenshaw before you brought up the rear. Why would you do that unless you were the ringleaders?”

Eliza glanced at Theresa out of the corner of her eye, annoyed. Of that, she was falsely accused.

“I am certain that whatever is going on with those girls, the two of you are responsible,” Miss Almay said. “Rest assured, I will put a stop to it.”

Eliza stared up at her and a sudden hatred surged through her heart so strongly it shocked her. This was the woman who had squelched May’s spirit and sent her back to Eliza a changed, meek girl. And now here she was, accusing Eliza and Theresa of manipulating their friends, with no real evidence to support the claim.

“We are responsible for no one other than ourselves, Miss Almay,” Eliza said firmly. “I respectfully suggest that if you wish to learn more about those girls and their actions, you ask them.”

Theresa looked at Eliza, stunned. Miss Almay simply froze. She was so still, Eliza couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. Her pupils dilated with anger so that her eyes looked almost black. For a moment it looked as though she was going to reach out and strike Eliza. But then she moved to the door and opened it. “That will be all, girls,” she said.

Eliza and Theresa scrambled to their feet and were out the door so fast, they didn’t even think to bid the headmistress good day. They were mere steps into the hall when the heavy oak door slammed behind them.

“What was that?” Theresa asked Eliza as they scurried toward the main hallway. She sounded impressed. “I’ve never seen you so—”

“So like you?” Eliza shot back.

Theresa blinked. “You say it as if it’s a bad thing.”

“Good or bad, I had to get us out of there somehow,” Eliza replied.

Theresa leaned back against the wall, crossed her arms over her chest, and looked Eliza up and down. “I may have underestimated you, Eliza Williams.”

Eliza felt a surprising flutter of pride over Theresa’s approval.

“Well, Theresa Billings,” she said, lifting her chin. “You may not have noticed before now, but I am not my sister.”



Spell of Silence



The following night, at the stroke of midnight, Eliza found herself in the basement of Billings Chapel once again, but this time the mood was decidedly lighter than it had been on Sunday. Laughter and conversation filled the chamber, and candles flickered warmly over the decorated walls. Eliza and Catherine paged through the book of spells, waiting for Theresa, who was the only member of the coven yet to arrive. Eliza laughed as Alice skipped by, eating one of the pastries Genevieve had procured in town for the meeting. Powdered sugar covered her chin, and she had woven a wreath of fresh flowers into her hair.

“You suddenly seem very keen on being here,” Eliza said, stopping Alice in her tracks.

Alice tilted her head quizzically, her auburn curls grazing her shoulders. “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked without a trace of irony.

Eliza and Catherine exchanged an amused glance.

“No longer afraid of repercussions from above?” Catherine asked, holding the book open in her lap.

“Oh. That,” Alice said. She took a step closer to them and lowered her voice. “I figure that if God disapproved of what we were doing, he would have smote us all down the moment we said the incantation that made us witches. But so far, we’re all fine. So I have to believe he approves!”

With that, she skipped away.

“It must be nice living in Alice’s world,” Eliza mused.

“I wouldn’t mind paying a visit,” Catherine agreed. “But I don’t think I’d want it to be a lengthy one.” She looked down at the page she’d just turned to. “Ugh. Look at this.”

Eliza looked down at the page, and a shudder went through her. In the center was a grotesque illustration of a bare skull with roses sticking out of its eyes. Across the top, in elaborate script, were the words LIFE OUT OF DEATH SPELL. She slammed the book closed, almost flattening Catherine’s fingers.

“We won’t be needing that,” she said, standing. “Perhaps we should get this meeting started.” She spoke loudly so the other girls could hear her over their conversation and pastry munching. “Theresa will be here soon. There’s no harm in deciding on a new spell to cast before she gets here.”

She took the book from Catherine and placed it on the pedestal she and Lavender had found in the chapel’s storage closet earlier that evening. The other girls gathered around as Eliza took the position of authority.

Viola clasped her hands beneath her chin. “Are we going to make the Easton boys fall in love with us?”

Everyone laughed.

“A lofty goal, but I think we can come up with something better,” Theresa said, appearing suddenly at the bottom of the stairs. She had her hair swept up dramatically to one side, where it fell in curls along her left cheek. Her dress was jade green with a tight bodice, and she wore a black shawl with beads dangling from its ends in strands of varying length. She crossed the room and stood next to Eliza, practically pushing her out of the way. “I think I can take it from here, Eliza.”

“That’s all right, Theresa. I was just about to begin,” Eliza said, pressing the side of her foot against the side of Theresa’s, trying to regain some ground.

“I can flip through this book just as well as anyone and find us a spell,” Theresa said blithely, turning the pages. “What do we want to do? Give all the adults on campus laryngitis? Make it rain for three days? Learn how to make someone faint on cue?”

“Oh, I don’t like that one,” Bia said fretfully from her spot near the door, next to her sister.

Eliza watched the titles on the pages as Theresa hurriedly skimmed through them. Suddenly something caught her eye and she slammed her hand down on the book, stopping the incessant flipping.

“Eliza!” Theresa scolded.

“Let’s do this one,” Eliza said. “This one will get us exactly what we need.”

“Boys?” Alice asked.

Giggles ensued. Catherine rolled her eyes, but smiled.

“Freedom,” Eliza corrected, her eyes gleaming as she looked out at the other girls. “Although the company of boys could be a welcome side effect,” she added to appease her romance-hungry friends. Alice, Viola, Bia, and Genevieve squealed happily. A picture of Harrison flitted through Eliza’s own mind as well, but she shoved it aside quickly.

“What is it?” Catherine asked, stepping up to better see the page.

“It’s called the Spell of Silence,” Eliza said. Her eyes flicked over the page. “It says that if we cast it successfully, no one but us will be able to hear a sound we make. We’ll be able to shout, slam doors, laugh, scream . . . and Miss Almay will be none the wiser.”

“So we can sneak out and visit the boys!” Alice cried happily, clasping her hands together under her chin.

“For what are we waiting?” Genevieve pushed the last of her cream puff into her mouth, dusted sugar from her fingers, and chewed. “Tell us what we are to do.”

“Wait,” Theresa snapped. “There are hundreds of spells in here that we could try. I don’t see why Eliza has the last word.”

Eliza’s cheeks burned indignantly. “Fine. Then let’s take a vote.”

Theresa opened her mouth as if to retort, but Clarissa interrupted her. “All in favor of Eliza’s spell, say ‘aye,’” she said, flipping one of her braids over her shoulder.

“Aye!” the shouts filled the room. Only Theresa abstained, although Jane’s “aye” was slightly less adamant than the others, and she made sure not to look at Theresa as she cast her vote.

“Spell of Silence it is!” Eliza said triumphantly. She retook her spot at the center of the podium, bumping Theresa out of the way. “Everyone kindly form the circle.”

Theresa’s lips were set in a thin, angry line as she took her spot between Eliza and Jane. It was all Eliza could do to keep from sticking her tongue out at the girl. But she had gotten what she deserved for trying to take over so rudely, and after being more than fifteen minutes late, no less.

“Please take one another’s hands,” Eliza instructed. She reached for Theresa’s and Catherine’s hands. Theresa did not clasp her fingers in return, but left them flat. Alice swung Catherine’s and Clarissa’s hands in anticipation, swiveling her hips as well so that her voluminous skirts swished back and forth.

“I’ll recite the spell once,” Eliza said, “then we’ll all recite it together: ‘Wherever we go, wherever we might, let us walk in silence as the night,’” she intoned.

“That’s it?” Clarissa blurted.

“Sometimes the simplest spells are the most powerful,” Catherine informed her.

“At least it’s easy to remember,” Jane said.

“Shall we get this over with?” Theresa snipped.

The girls nodded and spoke as one. “Wherever we go, wherever we might, let us walk in silence as the night.”

The strange wind picked up again, and Eliza’s grip on her friends’ hands tightened. Even Theresa’s fingers now curled around hers. The wind sent chills all up and down Eliza’s arms. For a moment she thought of Catherine’s warning about upsetting the natural balance of the world. But when she glanced over at her friend, Catherine seemed perfectly at ease.

Eliza breathed out and told herself it would be all right. If Catherine—the one among them who knew more of magic than the rest—was unconcerned, so should she be. A minute later, the wind stopped. This time, the candles held strong and the light prevailed, but Eliza herself wobbled on her feet. Her vision prickled over, but the sensation quickly passed. Jane staggered forward slightly, but after a few breaths, seemed fine. As Eliza looked around, she could tell that each of the girls had felt the momentary dizziness. Was it a side effect of the spell?

Another thump of apprehension vibrated through Eliza’s chest, but she forced herself not to consider it. They were fine. Everyone was fine.

“Well? What do we do now?” Alice asked finally.

Eliza smiled, deciding to put her concerns aside and embrace the fun. “Let’s go see if it worked!”



Girls’ Night



“Who’s going first?” Eliza asked, peeking around the corner into the first-floor hallway. The door to Miss Almay’s room stood a few feet away. It was closed, but a shaft of light shone through the crack at the bottom, indicating that the headmistress was, indeed, inside and awake.

“Not so much the fearless leader now, eh, Eliza?” Theresa said, smoothing the front of her green dress as she stepped away from the corner. “You scaredy-cats stay here. I’ll be right back.”

“Theresa! Wait!” Catherine whispered, trying to grab for her skirt.

But Theresa just walked right up to Miss Almay’s door and knocked three times. Loudly. For a long moment Eliza couldn’t move or breathe or even think. All she could see in her mind’s eye was Miss Almay whipping the door open, her face purple with fury.

“Hello!?” Theresa shouted. “Anybody home?”

Then she turned, looked at Eliza and Catherine—the only two brave enough to peer around the corner—and raised her palms.

“We did it!” she said giddily. “Come on, girls! You try!”

Eliza’s heart was still pounding as she pulled Catherine out into the hall by both arms. She started to whistle a jaunty tune as she stomped past the headmistress’s room. Gathering her courage, Catherine hummed the tune as well, knocking her fist against the wall to keep the beat. When the two of them arrived at the far end of the hall without incident, they both collapsed on the floor, laughing with relief and a heady feeling of power. They had really done it.

“This is too fun!” Catherine cried, slinging her arm around Eliza’s shoulders.

“What now?” Viola asked.

“Let’s go over to the boys’ dormitories!” Alice cried.

“Not tonight,” Catherine said, stepping forward.

“What?” Alice lamented. “But Eliza, you said—”

“She’s right,” Eliza put in. “Tonight should be about us. Let’s go outside and have some fun.”

“Part of being a witch is about communing with nature,” Catherine added, taking Alice’s other hand. “I say we go out and celebrate with Mother Earth.”

Alice let out a disconsolate moan. “But boys are far more exciting than boring old Mother Earth.”

“Oh, come along, you,” Theresa said, rolling her eyes. “We’ll take some of the exercise equipment out of the shed and play in the moonlight.”

“I don’t know why we can’t celebrate just as well with the boys,” Alice pouted.

“Because this is not about the boys,” Eliza said. “This is about us.”

The eleven girls, led by Eliza, Theresa, and Catherine, marched down the hallway as loudly as they could possibly manage, talking at the top of their voices and stomping their feet all the way. Outside, Catherine opened the unlocked equipment shed, and Alice and Bia were the first inside, ransacking the shelves and hooks and emerging with armfuls of hoops. Clarissa went in after them and pulled out the badminton racquets and birdies, while Catherine and Eliza extracted a pair of bicycles with wide handlebars.

“Shall we race?” Eliza challenged her friend with a grin.

Catherine opened her mouth to respond, but Theresa came over and took the handlebars right out of her grasp.

“I’ll race you,” she announced. Then she straddled the bicycle and took off after Bia, Viola, and Jane, who shrieked as they chased the hoops down the slight grassy hill in front of Crenshaw House. Eliza’s heart dropped in response to Theresa’s rudeness, and Catherine looked stunned.

“What was that?” Eliza asked.

Catherine recovered herself. She rubbed her palms together and shrugged. “That’s Theresa. She wants what she wants.”

“Come on, Williams! Are you going to race me or not?” Theresa shouted back.

Eliza looked at Catherine uncertainly.

“Go ahead,” Catherine said. “I’ll take the next turn.”

“Are you sure?” Eliza asked, even as she straddled the bike.

“Yes. Please. Just . . . beat her,” she said with a laugh. “She’ll be insufferable if you don’t.”

Eliza took off after Theresa, letting the wind whip through her hair and blow away her irritation and surprise over the way Theresa had treated Catherine—her supposed best friend. Theresa had ridden all the way down the hill and was now racing along the tree line, and Eliza pumped her legs to catch up. Lavender, Genevieve, and Marilyn chased after them, running and chanting the Spell of Silence over and over again like a triumphant mantra. Petit Peu brought up the rear, leaping about merrily at the chance to stretch his little legs.

“You can’t catch me!” Theresa shouted over her shoulder, bending low over the handlebars.

“Watch me!” Eliza retorted. She leaned into the pedals as the tires bumped over rocks and tree roots and skidded on dusty dirt patches. Soon she had brought herself even with Theresa, and just before they hit the walkway to the McKinley building, Eliza burst ahead.

“I win!” she shouted, skidding to a stop.

Theresa slid to a halt a few feet ahead of her. Eliza heard her mutter a curse under her breath, but when she turned around, her expression was perfectly placid. “That’s twice now you’ve beat me at a race, Eliza. You’re so athletic, you’re practically a boy.” With that, she rode back past Eliza, giving her a condescending grin as she slipped by. Eliza was left with her jaw hanging open over the insult.

“Do not listen to her,” Marilyn whispered to Eliza, coming up alongside her with Petit Peu in her arms. She scratched the little dog’s head and bumped Eliza with her elbow. Together they watched Theresa as she hopped down from the bike and walked it back up the hill, toward the spot where the rest of the girls played badminton and cheered one another on. “You are prettier than half the girls in Paris.”

Eliza laughed as she dismounted, then slung one arm around Marilyn’s slim waist. “And you are lovely for saying that.”

They walked together up the hill with Lavender and Genevieve trailing behind. Up ahead, Clarissa let out a screech as the birdie sailed wide of her racquet. Then, as if from nowhere, Eliza heard a voice whisper in her ear.

“Turn back.”

Eliza whipped around suddenly, loosening herself from Marilyn’s grasp. There was no one behind her. No one anywhere in sight.

“Eliza? What is it? What is wrong?” Marilyn asked, following Eliza’s startled gaze.

Eliza swallowed a terrified lump in her throat and turned around again. “Nothing. It was nothing.”

But then, she saw something move in one of the Crenshaw windows. Her blood stopped cold. The movement had come from the window all the way at the far end of the first floor—the very same window in which she had noticed something flicker during the carriage ride from the train. This time, however, the blonde watching her didn’t duck away. Instead, she stayed and stared, her eyes as blank as stones.

It was Helen Jennings, the maid, who undoubtedly had seen everything.



Her Very Nature



“Do you think she’s tattled on us yet?” Theresa asked, running to catch up with Catherine and Eliza as they walked into the Prescott dining hall the next morning. She glared at Helen, who stood with Mrs. Hodge near the wall behind Miss Almay’s table, at the headmistress’s beck and call as always. Helen had her eyes trained on her feet. “Look at her, so smug. Doesn’t she know I could have her fired right now if I wanted to?”

“You wouldn’t,” Eliza protested.

“Wouldn’t I? I’ll wager she has told,” Theresa continued. “She has that look about her. Anything to please the headmistress. Probably went to Miss Almay with her hand out, looking for some kind of reward.”

“Theresa, please,” Catherine said as she pulled out a chair at their assigned table and seated herself.

“Helen seems like a nice girl,” Eliza said, sitting as well. “Perhaps she’s said nothing.”

Theresa laughed derisively. “She’s a servant, Eliza,” she said, opening her napkin with a snap and folding it in her lap. “They’re always looking to make an extra buck.”

Eliza cast an appalled look at Theresa. One of the servers rushed forward to fill their water glasses. As soon as the girl had scurried away again, Eliza spoke.

“Theresa. How can you lump all of the serving class together?” Eliza asked. “Everyone is different.”

“It’s not as if I’m saying it’s her fault,” Theresa replied, rolling her eyes. “It’s simply in her very nature.”

Eliza forced herself to keep her tongue. This was neither the time nor the place to debate matters of class. Soon Alice, Viola, and Bia had filled the other three seats at their table. Viola kept her hands folded in her lap. Bia’s every movement was a flinch, and she knocked her silverware from the table more than once. Alice had nary a conjecture about what the boys might be doing right then, and Catherine kept glancing up at the headmistress as if waiting for her to bring down the hatchet on all of them.

By the time the dishes were cleared, Eliza’s stomach was so knotted, she’d hardly been able to choke anything down. She reached up and rubbed her gold locket between her thumb and forefinger.

“If she’s already told, then why has the headmistress yet to say anything?” Viola said finally, looking up as the waitress whisked her dish away.

“I don’t understand it either,” Catherine whispered. “This is torture.”

“Perhaps that’s what this is meant to be,” Eliza mused, glancing sidelong at the headmistress. “Miss Almay’s own personal style of torment.”

She was just reaching for her water glass when her eyes caught Helen’s from across the room. Helen was staring right at her. Eliza felt the force of it right down to her toes. Why did it seem that Helen was always watching her?

Suddenly the maid stepped away from the wall, leaned down, and whispered something in the headmistress’s ear.

“Oh, no,” Eliza said, placing her glass back down so hastily that half the water spilled over the rim. “Don’t look, but I think she’s telling her right now.”

Alice whimpered quietly, looking up at the head table, as everyone else held their breath. Slowly Miss Almay placed her spoon on the table and rose from her chair. As she did so, Helen backed up to her spot near the wall, casting an unreadable glance at Eliza.

“Ladies, if I may have your attention,” Miss Almay said, casting a dour look at the room.

Instantly every conversation in the room came to a halt. Eliza felt her heartbeat pounding behind her very eyes. This was it. This was the end of her short tenure at the Billings School for Girls. Would any other respectable school have her once she was expelled? Would her mother even let her back into their home?

“As you all know, many of our students were put on probation on the first night of the term,” the headmistress said, her eyes sliding over those tables which were home to the offending girls, all of whose faces had drained of blood and now appeared pale and waxy. “At that time I revoked their welcome dance privileges and wrote out chores and punishments for each of them. But due to their recent ameliorated behavior, I have been forced to reconsider my decision.”

Eliza glanced at Catherine across the table. Confusion filled her friend’s eyes. “Because of their superb conduct over the past week, I have decided to allow these girls to attend the dance after all,” Miss Almay announced.

A shriek of delight emanated from the depths of Alice’s lungs, and all the girls laughed happily. Eliza was so baffled, she was not yet able to feel relieved. Why hadn’t Helen told? She looked at the maid, but the girl’s gaze was once again fixed squarely on the floor.

“Do not make me regret my decision!” Miss Almay announced loudly enough to be heard over the hubbub. But still the girls gasped and chattered and began to plan their dresses and hair. Eliza smiled slowly and turned to Theresa with muted glee.

“Well. So much for Helen’s debased nature,” she said, raising her eyebrows.

Theresa’s grin dropped from her face. “No one likes a know-it-all, Eliza.”

But Eliza was unaffected by the slight. All she could think about was the dance, and whether she’d get a chance to take a turn with Harrison Knox.



The History of Helen



“Oh, oh! What about this one? The Smitten Potion?” Alice giggled and pointed at the open page in front of her. “If a boy and a girl drink from the same draught, it’s guaranteed to make them smitten for twenty-four hours. I think we have all the ingredients for it too!”

Eliza glanced at Catherine in the three-way mirror at the dressing table they were sharing in the parlor. Three such tables had been added to the room for the night so the girls could all get ready for the dance together.

“I suppose we should have expected this,” Eliza joked. “There will probably be more spells cast tonight than any other night of the year.”

Catherine smiled slightly. “So long as no one overdoes it. There’s a fine line between good spells and bad.”

“And what do you think that line is?” Eliza asked, genuinely curious.

“Anything that alters someone’s mind or soul, anything that goes against the natural order of things,” Catherine replied, reaching for her powder compact. “I admit, it’s a fuzzy line. I suppose everyone has to define it for themselves,” she added, glancing over at Alice.

Like the rest of the girls, Alice had already changed into her dress for the dance, a peacock blue frock with a low neckline, of which Miss Almay would certainly disapprove, and a full skirt that accentuated her tiny waist. She was now seated on a parlor chair with the book of spells open across her lap and Viola and Marilyn leaning in from either side to better see the pages. Theresa stood nearby, tugging on her black gloves and admiring herself in a full-length mirror, while the other coven members helped one another with makeup and hair.

“Lavender, hold still,” Jane instructed from a settee in the corner. “It’s one of the basic spells. I’m sure it won’t hurt. And you don’t want that blemish on your chin distracting boys from your lovely eyes.”

Lavender blushed. “You think I have lovely eyes?”

“Of course you do!” Bia told her, looking up from her compact mirror. “With all those tiny gold flecks? I wish I had tiny gold flecks.”

“All right, then,” Lavender said, lifting her chin a bit higher. “Go ahead.”

Jane raised her hand and held it an inch from Lavender’s chin. Lavender squeezed her eyes closed but stayed completely still.

“Clarus!” Jane said.

The telltale snapping sound filled the room. Lavender’s eyes popped open as Jane and Bia clapped their hands.

“It’s gone!” Bia said, handing over her mirror.

Lavender’s jaw dropped as she inspected her face, turning it from left to right. “Thank you, Jane!”

The two girls hugged, and Eliza smiled. It was nice to see her friends growing closer—to see the way magic could bring them all together.

“Clarissa!” Theresa said suddenly, looking up at the door. “What are you wearing?”

Everyone turned to stare. Clarissa’s dress looked like something out of a prairie girl’s nightmare. It was green and purple gingham with frayed lace trim and a high neckline. Her braids had been pinned to the back of her head in a coil, making her appear almost like a scary old maid out of a children’s book.

“It’s the best one I have,” Clarissa lamented, her arms drooping at her sides. Eliza had never known Clarissa to be vain, so she knew right away that the frock was truly bothering her.

“Well. We can fix that, can’t we, girls?” Eliza said, standing.

“Yes, we certainly can,” Genevieve said, laying aside her finger sandwich and standing up.

All the other girls gathered around Clarissa as Catherine stood up to close the double doors leading to the front hall—an act that was strictly forbidden but necessary for the moment.

“What color dress would you like to have, Clarissa?” Eliza asked.

“I’ve always loved dark pink roses,” Clarissa said. “My grandmother grows them in her garden.”

“Pink rose it is.” Catherine held out her hand toward Clarissa’s dress. “Hubeo deep rose.”

Instantly, a swirl of color appeared in the center of Clarissa’s stomach. Just as Alice’s nightgown had changed that first night, Clarissa’s dress transformed into a lovely solid pink.

“It’s beautiful!” Clarissa exclaimed, giving a twirl.

“Not so fast!” Viola said. “We must do something about that neckline.” She held her hand out and bit her lip. “Collar exposé!”

With a snap, the fabric around Clarissa’s neck tore free and fell to the ground, leaving her collarbone exposed. Clarissa’s hands flew to her neck.

“I’ve never worn anything so revealing,” she protested with a blush.

“Trust me. I know fashion, and this is au courant,” Viola replied, taking her hand in a reassuring way. “What do you think, girls? Shall we fix the skirt next?”

“Absolument!” Marilyn said, clapping her hands.

Soon all the girls were comparing ideas, holding out their palms, and making adjustments. Scraps of fabric fell to the floor. The lace trim shot right into the fireplace. A set of ribbons lifted off Alice’s dressing table and flew over to adorn Clarissa’s bodice, and another set wove through her hair. When Eliza and her friends finally stepped back, Clarissa looked as if she’d stepped out of a magazine. Her hair was done up in a curly, chic updo with blond tendrils around her face. Her skirt was slim around the hips with a slight flare at the ankle, and the rose color was perfectly complemented by the dark purple velvet ribbon trim.

“The boys are going to fall over themselves to dance with you,” Eliza assured her.

Slowly Clarissa turned and looked into one of the mirrors. She touched her hair carefully with her fingertips, her mouth open in awe. “Thank you, girls! Thank you so much!”

Eliza hugged her as the others congratulated themselves over a job well done.

“Come on! Let’s get to work on that potion for wandering hands!” Jane suggested, grabbing Alice’s wrist.

“What does this one do, exactly?” Clarissa asked, carefully lifting her new skirt as she followed them to the far wall.

“It will give boils to any boy whose hands wander too far,” Alice said mischievously.

“Oh. I like the sound of that!” Lavender put in. They all gathered around the coffee table where Alice had already laid out the small tubs and satchels of herbs, petals, and roots they had been collecting around campus over the past few days.

“It looks as though we have everything,” Alice said. “Dandelion, mushroom, poison oak . . . But we need someone with gloves to handle it.”

“I’ll do it,” Theresa offered, holding up her gloved fingers.

Theresa’s dress was of a modern style, with sleeves that opened wide over her shoulders, exposing the sides of her arms, before the fabric came together again just above her elbow. The bodice was white, with a black bolero-style vest, and the skirt was made of several layers of black and white fabric draped one atop the other. She looked like a Harper’s Bazaar illustration come to life, and Eliza noticed more than one of the other girls eyeing her enviously.

“But what about the Smitten Potion?” Genevieve asked as Theresa got to work, measuring out the ingredients into a glass bowl. “I thought that sounded interesting.”

“Turns out, it only lasts for twenty-four hours,” Alice said dismissively.

“Good riddance, then. I have no interest in twenty-four hours,” Genevieve said with a sniff, turning toward the mirror on the east wall to add a purple feather to her hair. “What I need is a potion that will win a husband for me forever!”

Eliza laughed as she and Catherine returned to their vanity table.

“See that? That’s where I would draw the line,” Catherine said.

“You can’t make a boy fall in love with you for all eternity.”

Suddenly, the double doors opened.

“Shhhh!” Alice said, slamming the book and tucking it behind her.

Eliza turned, expecting to see the headmistress hovering at the door with a severe expression on her face. Instead, Helen hovered in the doorway, carrying a tray laden with a glass pitcher of water and a set of glasses.

“Hello, Helen,” Eliza said in a welcoming voice, even as her heart fluttered with nervousness. After having caught Helen watching her so many times, she felt constantly on edge around the maid. “How are you this evening?”

Helen placed the tray on the side table near the door and walked up to Eliza and Catherine.

“Well, thank you,” she said quietly, looking Eliza directly in the eye.

“We haven’t had a chance to properly thank you for keeping us out of trouble,” Catherine said, turning in her chair to face Helen. “You could have told on us, but you didn’t. We’re all very grateful.”

“You’re welcome, miss,” Helen said tonelessly.

Eliza wasn’t sure what to make of the girl’s complete lack of personality or inflection.

“Here. Would you help me fasten my necklace?” she asked, hoping to get the girl to warm up a bit. She sat before the vanity, placed her compact down, and lifted the gold locket from the table. Helen reached for it, but hesitated when she saw the pendant. Her skin looked almost gray.

“What? What is it?” Eliza asked, alarmed.

Helen blinked, tearing her eyes from the etching in the pendant’s surface. “It’s nothing, miss.” She took the clasp and worked it in one try. “It’s beautiful, Miss Williams,” she added politely. “Yours as well, Miss White.”

Catherine touched the gold fleur-de-lis that dangled from a simple chain around her neck. “My mother gave it to me,” she said, smiling. “And please, Helen, I must have told you a hundred times in the past, you can call me Catherine.”

“And me Eliza,” Eliza added. “We’re all the same age, aren’t we?” She turned to look up at Helen. “How old are you?” she asked when the other girl didn’t answer.

“Seventeen, miss,” Helen replied. Her eyes flicked to Eliza’s locket again, but just as quickly flicked back to her face.

“Then you are our senior and should certainly call us by our first names,” Catherine said warmly.

Helen seemed about to respond when Theresa interrupted from across the room. “Well, I look stunning tonight, if I do say so myself,” she announced turning this way and that in front of the full-length mirror. “I’m going to have a tough time keeping Harrison’s hands from wandering.”

“Would you like some of . . . what we were making?” Alice asked, glancing warily at Helen.

“No, thank you.” Theresa smirked, then looked across the room at Eliza. “I think I’ll take my chances.”

This brazen statement was met with gales of laughter. Eliza, however, saw Catherine glance sympathetically at her. Eliza immediately looked down at the surface of the table, pretending to be preoccupied with the many colors of rouge laid out before her. Did Catherine suspect something? Did she know how Eliza felt about Harrison?

But you feel nothing, remember? she told herself. He’s just another boy, and he’s engaged.

She took a deep breath and held it, driving out the awful feelings of disappointment and guilt. In the reflection of the mirror, she saw Alice slip the book of spells out from hiding again, and a few of the girls bent over its pages, whispering now so that Helen wouldn’t hear.

Avoiding Catherine’s eyes, Eliza smiled brightly at Helen. “So tell us about yourself, Helen,” she said, patting the stool next to her chair, opposite Catherine. “How did you come to be at Billings?”

Helen glanced around warily at the girls before taking the offered seat. She tucked her ankles and laced her fingers together in her lap.

“I used to live here, Miss Wil—I mean, Miss Eliza,” Helen said. “When it was an orphanage.”

Eliza felt the color rising in her cheeks. “Oh, my . . . well, then . . . your parents are not with you?”

“They were both taken by the measles. As well as my little brother, when he was just a baby,” Helen replied matter-of-factly.

“That’s horrible, Helen. I’m so sorry,” Eliza said.

“There’s no need to pity me,” Helen said, meeting Eliza’s gaze. “If there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s that. I was the lucky one. When the Billings family bought this house to turn it into a dormitory, Mr. and Mrs. Billings were kind enough to take me in and give me room, board, and wages. I owe a world of debt to them.”

“What was this place like when it was an orphanage?” Catherine asked, looking around at the plate glass windows, the scrolling wall sconces, the gleaming floors.

“Nowhere near as nice as this,” Helen said. “This room was used as our classroom, though not many learned a thing in here. It was loud and crowded, and there were too many young ones running around.”

Eliza gazed across the busy, bustling chamber—at the gloves and evening bags strewn about, the fine jewelry being exchanged and borrowed, the rouge and lipstick being applied—unable to imagine the life Helen had experienced here.

“Here, Miss Eliza,” Helen said suddenly, lifting something off the dressing table. “Don’t forget these.”

In the palm of her hand were Eliza’s garnet earrings. Eliza smiled gratefully and fastened them in her earlobes.

“My mother always says that if I keep daydreaming, I’m going to miss out on my real life,” Eliza said with a laugh. “She says May didn’t get engaged by sitting around thinking.” She looked at her reflection wistfully, imagining May seated right in the very same place the year prior. Had she been excited to see George at the welcoming dance? Had they already had some kind of understanding then, or was it just a new flirtation like the one she’d thought she had with Harrison Knox?

Instantly, Eliza’s gaze flicked to Theresa, who was busy checking her hair.

Stop thinking about him, she reminded herself. Stop, stop, stop.

“You look beautiful, Eliza,” Catherine said, startling her.

“She’s right,” Helen added. “I’m sure your dance card will be fuller than anyone’s tonight.”

Eliza laughed under her breath. “You don’t have to humor me, you two,” she said, dropping her gold compact into her evening bag. “I know I’ll never be a true beauty like my sister.”

“May?” Catherine’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh, you’re far more beautiful than May.”

Eliza was incredulous. “No one is more beautiful than May.”

Helen shook her head. “Miss Catherine is right.” She reached over and plucked a satin ribbon from the dressing table, running it through her fingers. “Your sister . . . Miss Williams’s beauty is expected,” she said, frowning thoughtfully. “Yours, Miss Eliza, is far more exotic . . . unique.”

The blush rose through Eliza’s chest, up her neck, and into her face. She gazed at her reflection in the mirror, wondering if it could possibly be true. The shape of her eyes, their deep green color, her gleaming brown hair . . . she supposed these features were rather exotic next to May’s blue eyes and blond hair.

Eliza glanced at Helen again. She was gazing, her head tilted, at Alice and Viola in the reflection of the mirror as the two of them practiced waltz steps in the center of the floor. The silk ribbon still slipped through her fingers methodically, over and over again. Eliza was clearly not the only daydreamer in the room. Perhaps she had misread Helen from the beginning. Perhaps the maid wasn’t always staring at Eliza, but merely daydreaming.

“You should come along to the dance,” Eliza offered.

“Oh, yes! I’m sure one of the girls has a dress you could borrow,” Catherine agreed enthusiastically.

Helen’s tilted head snapped upright, and she blinked down at the ribbon in her hands. “Oh, no.” She quickly replaced the ribbon and stood, smoothing the front of her plain gray skirt. “Thank you, but the headmistress would never allow it.”

“Perhaps there’s a way we could convince her,” Eliza said pointedly, looking at Catherine.

Catherine smiled, immediately understanding Eliza’s meaning.

“No,” Helen said again, more firmly this time. Eliza could have sworn the maid glanced at her necklace once again. “No, thank you, Miss Williams. Please don’t.”

Eliza’s face fell as she looked at Helen. “But you don’t understand. We may be able to—”

“No,” Helen snapped, taking a step back.

Stunned, Eliza was about to ask her what was wrong, but at that moment the headmistress walked into the room, her evening dress of old-fashioned black crepe nearly filling the doorway. Alice slammed her book shut and shoved it under her seat, perching on top of it. The room became so suddenly and deathly silent, Eliza was certain the headmistress was going to suspect something.

Quickly she stepped forward and threw her arms wide to block the view of the parlor. “Good evening, Headmistress Almay!” she said gaily. “My, how lovely you look.”

Miss Almay glared down her nose at Eliza’s sapphire blue dress. “As do you, Miss Williams.” Eliza could tell it pained her to say the words.

Eliza reached for Helen’s hand, intending to ask the headmistress if the girl could come along to the dance, but her fingers caught only air. When she glanced around, Helen was nowhere to be seen.

“Well, ladies,” Miss Almay said, lifting her chin to look past Eliza’s shoulders. “Shall we?”

Alice clapped gleefully. Eliza looked at Catherine, a sizzle of anticipation rushing right through her, pushing all thoughts of Helen out of her mind. The men of Easton Academy awaited!



Compliments



The dance was held in the solarium of Mitchell Hall on the Easton Academy campus. The marble floors had been freshly waxed, and gleaming floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the gorgeous green vistas of eastern Connecticut. The sun was just starting to set behind the trees, dyeing the sky outside a romantic shade of pink, as Eliza and her friends entered the hall. A string quartet played in the corner, and tuxedoed waiters proffered refreshments in crystal glasses.

As soon as Eliza stepped through the door, her eyes met Harrison’s. It was as if he’d been waiting for her all night long. But then Theresa emerged from the throng of girls and greeted him with a kiss on the cheek, forcing Eliza to face the awful truth that Harrison belonged to another.

“Come, Eliza,” Catherine said, slipping her arm through her friend’s. “Let’s go get some punch and watch Alice flirt.”

Eliza squeezed Catherine’s arm. The two girls helped themselves to raspberry ice punch from the tray of a passing waiter and, along with Lavender, spent the first half hour of the dance people watching, giggling, and wondering whether Miss Almay would take a turn on the floor with Headmaster Crowe of Easton.

“Theresa and Harrison make a handsome couple, don’t they?” Catherine said, eyeing Eliza in a knowing way.

Eliza blinked and blushed. She’d been caught staring.

“I don’t think so,” Lavender said baldly. “She’s very severe and dark, and he’s so boyish and blond. I don’t think they go together at all.”

Eliza pushed away from the wall and, feeling suddenly lighthearted, bestowed a quick kiss on Lavender’s soft cheek. “I knew I liked you, Lavender Lewis-Tarrington!”

Lavender touched her cheek with her gloved hand and laughed uninhibitedly for the first time since Eliza had met her. Grinning, Eliza turned around and, not caring for propriety or decorum at the moment, grabbed the arm of the first boy she could catch hold of, which turned out to be Jonathan Thackery.

“Well, Miss Williams!” he said, his eyebrows raised. “You look lovely this evening.”

“Thank you,” Eliza said. “Do you fancy a turn around the floor?”

Jonathan laid his crystal cup of punch aside and offered his arm. “We may as well start practicing. I’m sure we’ll be expected to dance together all night at the wedding.”

“How very conscientious of you, Mr. Thackery,” Catherine joked.

“I’m nothing if not conscientious,” he replied, teasing in return. “But don’t go anywhere, Miss White. You’re next.”

Catherine laughed as Jonathan squired Eliza to the center of the floor. They danced a waltz together, followed by a quickstep. Before long, Jeff Whittaker cut in, then a dark-haired boy who introduced himself as Cooper Coolidge, which, Eliza thought, was an unfortunately alliterative name. As she danced, Eliza managed to forget all about Harrison Knox. She was truly having a good time. She didn’t even look for him over the shoulders of her many partners. Not more than once or twice, anyway.

And then, just as a new waltz was beginning, a hand came down on Christopher Renaud’s shoulder. It belonged to Harrison. He glanced quickly at Eliza, giving her a private smile that she felt all the way down to her toes.

“Chris, my friend, do you mind if I cut in?” he asked.

“Not at all,” Christopher replied. He stepped away from Eliza and bowed his head. “It’s been a pleasure.”

Eliza barely managed a nod. Harrison’s closeness made her feel heady, and her skin, already warm from dancing, was now blazing hot.

He held his arms out to her and Eliza stepped into them, feeling weightless as his hand touched her waist, as his fingers curled around hers. He had a clean yet musky scent. As they started across the floor she felt that if he didn’t hold her up, she might actually faint from the giddy dizziness of it all.

“That’s a lovely locket, Miss Williams,” he said in a formal tone.

“Thank you,” Eliza said. “I’m glad you like it.”

“It’s quite unique,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes. “Much like its owner.”

Eliza blushed and looked away. “I’ve been meaning to thank you for the book,” she said quietly.

“I hope you’re enjoying it.”

“Oh, tremendously,” Eliza said, adding playfully, “You know how I feel about tragedy.”

“I do at that,” Harrison replied. They both smiled, dancing in silence for a few moments. “Tell me, Miss Williams,” he said finally. “Are you having a good time, dancing with all the men of Easton?”

Eliza looked up at him through her lashes, detecting an edge to his voice. “I’ve been having a fine time, thank you,” she replied. “Are you enjoying your many turns with Theresa?”

Harrison’s grip on her tightened. “It’s been quite pleasurable, thank you.”

Eliza gulped back a knot of envy, which in the next moment hardened in her stomach in the form of guilt. Why should she be envious? He and Theresa were engaged.

“But it would have been far more pleasurable if I could have been dancing with you,” he whispered, bringing his lips close to her ear.

Eliza’s heart skipped a beat and her foot came down atop his. The two of them tripped together sideways, bumping right into Alice and Jeff.

“My, my. Aren’t we graceful?” Alice joked before turning away.

Eliza dropped Harrison’s hand and took a step back, her face burning as she stared at the floor. But to Eliza’s surprise, he grabbed it back and pressed his thumb lightly into her palm. She looked up into his eyes.

“Eliza, I . . .”

She swallowed hard and glanced around. Miss Almay was talking to a pair of instructors near the windows, but her gaze was cast sidelong at Eliza. Theresa stood near one of the tables with Jane and Viola, and all of them were staring right at her and Harrison—staring and judging.

“Mr. Knox, we mustn’t—,” she began.

“Eliza, I just wish we could go someplace and talk,” he said quietly. “Ever since that first night . . . you’re all I can think about.”

Eliza’s heart expanded like a flower in the sun. But then she saw something move out of the corner of her eyes: Theresa, her arms crossed over her chest, was making her way toward them.

At that moment, the sound of a crystal goblet crashing against the floor cut through the room.

“Oh, my—! What . . . what’s happening?”

Everyone turned to see Cooper Coolidge, shards of broken glass at his feet, backing away from Marilyn DeMeers. He held his hands up, his eyes wide with horror. Eliza covered her mouth in surprise. Several nasty, yellow boils had popped up on Cooper’s palms.

Girls pressed themselves to the walls as one of the Easton teachers lurched forward to escort a whimpering Cooper from the room. Marilyn, however, simply stood by, a superior smirk on her face. Eliza saw her tuck a small bottle into her evening bag. It seemed Cooper had gotten a bit fresh for Marilyn’s tastes and she’d slipped the boil potion into his drink.

Once the door shut behind Cooper, the room erupted in speculative conversation. Theresa grabbed Catherine by the hands and let out a whooping laugh.

“What was that?” Harrison said, stunned.

A useful distraction, Eliza thought, resolving to thank Marilyn for saving her from Theresa’s wrath.

Headmistress Almay clapped her hands. “Students! This is no time for gossip! Mr. Coolidge will be fine. Let’s get on with our evening!” she shouted.

“We should keep dancing,” Eliza said. She stepped back into Harrison’s arms, but made sure to keep a good, respectable distance this time.

“But about . . . what I said?” Harrison asked.

Eliza pressed her lips together for a moment, her heart at war with her conscience. She hadn’t come to Billings to meet a boy. And she certainly hadn’t come to Billings to steal a boy who was betrothed to another. But somehow she couldn’t stop herself from looking deep into his eyes and saying, “We will find a way.”



The Weather



“I am going to marry Jeffrey Whittaker!” Alice announced, jogging to catch up with Eliza and Catherine, who were walking arm in arm on their way back to Crenshaw House. Marilyn and Genevieve were several paces behind, going over the events of the night in rapid French, while Jane, Lavender, and Clarissa had clumped together for some sort of intense conversation peppered with random giggles. Only Theresa walked along untouched by any of the other girls, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, her skirts whipping about her legs as she went.

“Mrs. Jeffrey Whittaker!” Alice gushed. “Doesn’t it have such a dignified air to it? ‘May I present Mr. and Mrs. Jeffrey Whittaker?’ Oh, I just adore the way it sounds.”

“Do you love him, then, Alice?” Bia asked, her wide eyes innocent as she walked alongside her sister.

“You know, Bia, I think I do!” Alice replied enthusiastically. “Even if I don’t, I know that I can. Especially if it means being called Mrs. Jeffrey Whittaker!”

The other girls laughed as Alice executed a wide-armed twirl under the stars.

“Alice Ainsworth! If you continue to conduct yourself in such a silly manner, no man will ever ask you to be his wife,” Miss Almay scolded from behind.

“Oh, larynx infectus,” Theresa muttered under her breath, holding a hand out at her side, palm toward Miss Almay.

A snapping sound filled the air. Miss Almay and Mrs. Hodge paused, looking up at the sky.

“Was that thunder?” Mrs. Hodge asked.

Miss Almay opened her mouth to reply, but all that came out was a croak. She lifted her hand to her throat, eyes bulging in surprise. “I can’t talk!” she whispered.

Eliza gaped at Theresa, who kept on walking as if nothing had happened. The other girls all looked around, stunned, unable to believe Theresa’s daring. Alice glanced at Eliza uncertainly.

“It’s all right,” Eliza whispered to her as Mrs. Hodge attempted to look down Miss Almay’s throat, holding a lantern over the headmistress’s open mouth. The girls kept walking, putting more distance between themselves and their chaperones. “Just carry on.”

“Okay . . . well . . . what about you, Eliza?” Alice asked, glancing over her shoulder at the older women. “Did you fall in love tonight?”

Eliza’s skin tingled even as her chest went hollow. Catherine’s grip on her arm tightened, and she cleared her throat. Eliza automatically touched her locket, remembering how Harrison had complimented it.

“No, Alice, I can’t say that I did,” she answered.

I believe I fell in love the day we arrived at Billings.

“What were you and Harrison talking about?” Theresa interjected, her voice a bit louder than necessary.

Eliza’s heart thumped. She exchanged a glance with Catherine. “We didn’t actually talk much,” she replied. “It was just one dance, after all.”

“Yes, but we all saw you talking. You must have been discussing something,” Theresa said. “What was it?”

Eliza’s tongue felt like a brick in her suddenly dry mouth. Theresa had just rendered Miss Almay speechless in front of everyone, simply for insulting Alice. Imagine what she might do if she discovered Eliza’s true feelings for Harrison?

“The weather,” Catherine replied suddenly. “They talked about the weather.”

Eliza’s eyebrows came together in confusion as she looked at her friend.

“You told me after the two of you danced, remember?” Catherine laughed lightly. “You see? The conversation was so dull, she doesn’t even recall.”

“He kept saying how fine the day was,” Eliza lied, casting a glance at Theresa’s narrowed eyes. “How perfectly fine the weather had been ever since we’d arrived. I could scarcely get him to say anything else.” She tilted her head to better see Theresa past Catherine’s frame. “You must have used up all his good conversation, Theresa.”

For a long moment, Theresa said nothing. But then her mouth curved into a wry grin. “Perhaps.”

As the group grew closer to Crenshaw House, Bia and Viola raced ahead, their laughter wafting back to the other girls through the balmy air. Theresa and Alice exchanged a mischievous look, then suddenly both gave chase, holding their skirts up away from their ankles. The other girls all shouted encouragement while Miss Almay grabbed Mrs. Hodge.

“Girls! Girls!” Mrs. Hodge shouted on Miss Almay’s behalf, speed-walking past Eliza and Catherine. “That is no way for young ladies to behave!” She huffed over to the door where the four offenders now waited.

“Thank you for that, Catherine,” Eliza said quietly once the two girls were alone. “I don’t know what happened. I must be overtired. I couldn’t even form a thought, which must have made me look very . . . and I didn’t mean—”

“Anytime, Eliza,” Catherine replied with a warm smile, stopping Eliza’s rambling excuses. “Anytime.”



Best Friends



All throughout services at Billings Chapel on Sunday morning, Eliza felt the pull of the temple beneath her feet. She could tell that the other girls did, too. Giggles were hidden behind hands, whispers abounded, knees jiggled impatiently, and Miss Almay grew more and more tense as the minutes ticked on. By the time the final prayers were said, Eliza felt as though she were practically suffocating.

“Oh, my!” she exclaimed as she stepped outside, unbuttoning her lace-trimmed jacket to let the air in. “I thought I was going to expire in there.”

“What a gorgeous day,” Catherine said, tilting her head back to look up at the sun. “Let’s all go for a bike ride.” She looked at Theresa and Alice. “We could even ride over to the Easton campus if you like.”

“I can imagine how you might think that would appeal to me, Cat, but I already have plans,” Alice said blithely, swinging her satin bag by her side. “I’m going into town with Jeff Whittaker!”

“You are?” Eliza asked, her eyes wide. “How ever did you get permission?”

“I telephoned my mother last night, and she spoke to Miss Almay,” Alice said, lifting one shoulder. “My parents did send me here to meet my future husband, after all. And once they heard what the Whittaker family is worth, they gave their approval posthaste!” Then her face screwed up in consternation. “Although we’re to be escorted by Mrs. Hodge, of course.”

“Well, then, what about you, Theresa? A bicycle ride?” Catherine asked.

“I am going to go back to my room to catch up on my correspondence,” Theresa replied. “Why don’t you come with me, Catherine?”

Catherine hesitated. She looked at Eliza, then back at Theresa. Eliza suddenly felt a nervous niggling in her heart on her friend’s behalf. Clearly Theresa was testing Catherine.

“Thank you, Theresa, but I’d really rather stay outside in the sunshine,” Catherine said finally.

Theresa glowered for a moment, but quickly put on a fake smile. “All right, then. Enjoy your . . . exercise,” she said, pronouncing the final word as if it tasted sour on her tongue. Then she walked off toward Crenshaw House alone, her head held high.

“Are you all right?” Eliza asked, stepping closer to Catherine as they watched Theresa stride away.

“I’m fine. Sooner or later Theresa Billings is going to have to learn how to take no for an answer,” Catherine said wryly.

Eliza laughed. Then the two of them set off at a sprint for the equipment shed.

“Slow down, girls!” Mrs. Hodge called after them. “You’ll twist your ankles in those shoes!”

But Eliza and Catherine paid her warnings no mind. Within minutes they had mounted their bikes and tossed their Sunday best jackets, hats, and bags on the grass outside the shed.

“Where shall we go?” Eliza asked.

“To Easton, of course,” Catherine responded.

“I thought that was just a suggestion for Alice’s benefit,” Eliza replied, her pulse already racing at the thought of a potential chance meeting with Harrison.

“And yours,” Catherine said.

Eliza avoided her friend’s gaze, instead setting her sights on the spire of the Easton chapel and the other side of the valley. The two girls took off down the grassy hill, bumping along the uneven terrain until they reached the trodden dirt path that ran along the tree line. Eliza slowed her pace to let Catherine fall in alongside her. “Where do you think you would have gone to school, if not here?” Catherine asked as they neared the back of Gwendolyn Hall.

“There’s a day school in Boston called Brighton,” Eliza replied, glancing toward the center of the Easton campus. A pack of boys was playing baseball, but they were too far away to identify. “It offers a better curriculum, actually—more focused on academics than on polite behavior. But my mother thought Easton men would make more suitable husbands.”

Catherine smirked. “I see.”

“What about you?” Eliza asked, swerving a bit to avoid a large rock on the pathway.

“Oh, my mother used to tutor me,” Catherine replied. She gazed off into the distance, toward the quad. “I suppose I’d still be sitting in our parlor going over the classics with her.”

“Your mother taught you the classics?” Eliza asked, feeling a twinge of envy. “I can’t even imagine my mother reading, let alone with me.”

“It’s not as cozy as it might sound,” Catherine replied with a trace of bitterness. “Or rather, you might say it’s a bit too cozy. Stifling, even.”

Eliza suddenly imagined Catherine’s mom as a stern type who never let her daughter play outdoors or leave the family property. Unless, of course, she was taking her to New Orleans in search of witch doctors.

“Parents can be strange creatures,” Catherine mused, as if reading Eliza’s mind.

“Yes, they can be,” Eliza agreed.

There was a sudden crack of the bat, and shouts of “Run!” and “Get it!” came from the boys on the quad. Eliza hit the brakes and placed her feet on the ground, lifting her hand over her eyes to better see the game. Her heart skipped when she realized it was Harrison running for the ball. His cap flew off his head as he raced into the outfield, while Cooper Coolidge—clearly recovered from his spontaneous boil outbreak—rounded the bases at a sprint.

“He’s not going to make it,” Eliza said under her breath.

Then, suddenly, Harrison flung himself forward, making a heroic dive for the ball. Eliza gasped, and her hands flew up to cover her mouth. Harrison slammed into the grass with his arms outstretched, his glove reaching . . . but the ball landed two feet from his grasp.

Half the boys on the quad groaned, while the other half cheered. Cooper rounded third and headed for home, jumping with both feet on whatever it was the boys were using as home plate.

Eliza’s spirits sunk. “He missed it.”

Catherine eyed her with a discerning glint in her eyes. “But you missed nothing,” she teased.

Eliza blushed and looked back out at the quad. Harrison was just getting up and dusting himself off. He grabbed the ball and, head hanging, loped back toward his friends.

“A valiant effort, m’boy!” Jonathan Thackery greeted him with a slap on his back.

“He likes you, you know,” Catherine said.

Eliza’s head snapped up. “What?”

“He does,” Catherine said firmly. “I saw it in the way he held you that day in town. And the way he looked at you at the dance last night. That boy is completely smitten.” She paused and smiled. “You didn’t feed him any of Alice’s potions, did you?”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Eliza took a breath and swallowed hard, her heart pounding. She knew it was wrong, and she knew that she risked everything by admitting it, but suddenly the words itched the tip of her tongue. “I think I’m in love with him.” She hazarded a glance at her friend.

“I thought as much,” Catherine said.

“Yet you haven’t told Theresa?” Eliza asked.

Catherine squinted into the sun. “What good would it do?” She placed her hand over Eliza’s on the handlebar. “Besides, I would never betray your trust, Eliza.”

Eliza gazed out at the Easton Academy campus, watching as Harrison tagged a player out. Harrison’s friends slapped his back, congratulating his effort as they left the field and headed for the plate.

“I feel awful,” she said. “Falling for an engaged man. I fear it makes me a horrid person.”

“You’re not. You can’t control who you fall in love with, Eliza,” Catherine said, giving her friend’s hand a squeeze before releasing it. “For what it’s worth, I think you should follow your heart.”

Eliza looked at her, surprised. “But Theresa’s your best friend.”

“She is,” Catherine said with a nod. “But so are you.”

Eliza’s heart warmed inside of her. No one had ever called her a best friend before. “And you’re mine,” Eliza said, meaning it.

Catherine grinned in response. “Then as your best friend, I should tell you that I don’t think Theresa is truly in love with Harrison. I’m not even sure her heart would be broken should anything, or anyone, come between them. It might even be good for her. It might help her realize her true feelings now, before it’s too late.”

“What makes you think she doesn’t love him?” Eliza asked, scarcely willing to let herself believe it—to believe that Harrison might actually one day be free.

Catherine looked down at her hands, kneading her fingers. “I’ve not told you this before, because I didn’t think it was my place, but now . . . there’s something you should know. About Theresa and May.”

Eliza blinked. She felt as if the sun had suddenly shifted on her, throwing off her entire view of the world. “Theresa and May?”

“Yes, well, I know you’ve noticed that May doesn’t exactly hold a fond place in Theresa’s heart,” Catherine said.

“I’ve noticed,” Eliza said.

“Well, there is a reason for that. The thing is . . . Theresa was in love with George Thackery,” Catherine said.

Eliza felt suddenly dizzy. “Theresa and George?”

“Yes. For years,” Catherine said, looking out across the Easton campus. “She was completely heartbroken when he proposed to May. Heartbroken and furious. She went after Harrison soon after, telling herself and everyone who would listen that he was the better catch anyway. Harrison was so stunned and taken in by her that I think he just went along with it. I don’t even know if he realized what was happening until he was so embroiled in that situation, it was too late to veer off course.”

Eliza was at a complete loss for words. May had stolen Theresa’s love out from under her? No wonder Theresa had detested Eliza from the moment she’d learned her last name.

But still—it wasn’t Eliza’s fault that George had fallen for May. The whole thing was so unfair, so petty. And to think Harrison might be tied to this person for life—this person who didn’t even care about him.

Eliza looked up to find Harrison at bat. “How could she play with his heart that way?” she asked, toying with her locket. “I understand that she was heartbroken, but why involve someone else? She altered his whole life just to suit her whim.”

“That’s Theresa,” Catherine said. “But that’s also why I’m telling you.”

Eliza nodded. There were so many thoughts swirling in her mind, she couldn’t make heads or tails of them all. The only thing she knew for sure was that Harrison shouldn’t be manipulated by Theresa Billings.

“Well, what are you going to do?” Catherine asked.

Eliza narrowed her eyes as Harrison pulled back to take a swing. “I’m going to . . . race you back to Billings,” she said.

And before her words could even sink into Catherine’s mind, she’d turned around and started back along the path.

“No fair, Eliza Williams!” Catherine shouted after her.

But Eliza just laughed, feeling the wind in her hair, not even looking back when she heard the telltale crack of the bat.



Good Memories



“Eliza! Help me!”

Eliza woke with a start, her heart pounding in her throat. She clutched her blankets to her chest in terror and looked at Catherine’s bed. It was empty.

“Eliza! Eliza! Where are you?”

Eliza flung the covers aside and raced for the door. Sleep still clung to her eyes, blurring her vision.

“Help! Help me!”

Eliza threw the door open and stepped into the woods. The dark branches tangled and wove overhead, blocking out the sky and stars. The earth beneath Eliza’s feet was soft and wet, as if it had been recently soaked by a good rain. Mud seeped between her bare toes and coated her skin, and the piney scent of wet evergreen needles was all around her.

“Help! Eliza! Help!”

Eliza crashed through the underbrush ahead of her. Her pulse raced with fear, heating her from the inside as she shoved aside brambles and branches and tripped over fallen limbs. Catherine was out here somewhere, and Eliza had to find her. She had to find her now.

“Catherine! Where are you?”

“Eliza! I’m here! Please hurry!”

The voice seemed to be coming from somewhere in the dense trees to Eliza’s right. She turned and shoved her way through the bushes. Sticks and jagged rocks cut into the bare soles of her feet, but she forged on. There was no visible path, no clear route to take, but she was headed toward Catherine now. She was certain of it.

“Eliza! Where are you? Help me!”

Eliza paused. Now the voice was coming from behind her. She turned around, and a branch snapped against her face. She felt blood trickling down her cheek, but ignored the pain and doubled back the way she’d come.

“Catherine! I’m coming! Just hold on! Please, hold on!”

Eliza stumbled. She threw her hands out just in time to keep from breaking her forehead open on a jagged stone. When she pushed herself up, her breath caught in an inaudible scream. It wasn’t a jagged stone at all, but a bone. A human bone, broken and jutting at an angle from the ground.

“Eliza!”

Tearing her eyes from the awful sight in front of her, Eliza looked up. There was a clearing in the woods dead ahead. A clearing that hadn’t been there just moments ago. And there was Catherine, clad in her white nightgown, one arm held by Theresa Billings, the other by Helen Jennings. The two girls were shoving Catherine toward a gaping hole in the ground, their teeth gritted in concentrated effort.

“Catherine!” Eliza screamed, and the scream seemed to pierce her own heart.

She shoved herself off the ground and took a step forward, but the earth fell from under her feet and her toes came down atop a bare skull. She stopped in her tracks as the mud and gunk and fallen leaves melted away before her, leaving nothing but a broken, battered terrain of human bones. Empty eye sockets stared up at her. Jagged teeth caked with grime, finger bones, toe bones, shattered ribs—they all seemed to point up at her like a ghastly, accusatory jury.

“Eliza! Help!” Catherine screamed.

Theresa and Helen had Catherine right at the edge of the hole now—a hole that seemed to extend down, down, down forever.

“Theresa! Helen! No! Stop! Stop, please!” Eliza begged.

Catherine struggled, but Theresa and Helen were too strong for her. Eliza tried to take another step, cringing as her bare sole came down on a broken skull. The skull turned to ash beneath her foot, and she fell face-first against bony terrain.

“Please. Please help me,” Catherine begged.

Eliza stared at her, tears of desperation filling her eyes. Even if she could get up, even if she could traverse the perilous landscape, the hole still separated her from Catherine. Eliza looked left and right, trying to discern a bridge, a felled tree, a rope, any means of crossing it, but there was none. There was nothing she could do but stay where she was and watch. Watch and beg for her friend’s life.

“Theresa,” she whispered. “Helen. Please.”

Helen looked up at Eliza then, peered directly into her eyes, and spoke ever so calmly.

“This is all your fault, Eliza. You should have turned back.”

Eliza’s blood went cold in her veins as Helen and Theresa flung Catherine over the edge. Her friend’s scream echoed against the never-ending walls of the hole, ricocheting back to Eliza like a reproach.

“No!” Eliza screamed.

She sat up straight in her bed, her nightgown soaked through with sweat. In the bed across from her was Catherine, her eyes wide with fright.

“Eliza? Are you all right?” Catherine asked.

Gasping for breath, Eliza pressed her hands into the mattress beneath her, touched her blankets, touched the cold wall beside her bed. She had to assure herself that she was there, that this was real, that Catherine was alive.

“I just . . . I had a nightmare,” Eliza replied, the awful images racing back into her head and swirling all around her. She reached back and lifted her hair from her neck. It was so wet, she might have just emerged from the ocean.

Catherine sat up a bit more. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

Eliza looked at her friend, but all she could see was terror—the terror Catherine had felt in her dream. The pleading way she had looked at Eliza just before she’d been tossed to her doom. Eliza’s heart pounded desperately, and she had to look away.

“No. Thank you, Catherine,” Eliza said, trying to blink the images from her mind.

“Try to get some sleep, then,” Catherine said. “Just lie back and think about a happy memory. You’ll be fine.”

Eliza settled back, grimacing as her body hit the sweaty sheets. Catherine quickly dozed off again, but Eliza knew she was done with sleep for the night. She feared that if she closed her eyes, her friend would not be there when she opened them again.



Friends and Enemies



Eliza closed her journal with a sigh on Monday afternoon. It was no use trying to make sense of her thoughts about the coven and the awful nightmare she’d had the night before. She’d pushed them from her mind as best she could. She got up to pace at the parlor windows. The roofs and spires of the Easton Academy campus were just visible behind the trees, and suddenly her heart was full of nothing but Harrison Knox.

She’d had her moments of distraction, like that morning’s impromptu fashion show after Theresa had received a trunk of new dresses from her father. But now the girls were in the midst of their free time, and while everyone else was occupied with studies or music or sewing or spells, Eliza could not stop thinking about Harrison, wondering how and where they would meet. Wondering if he was thinking of her, too.

“Eliza Williams, would you please stop that incessant pacing?” Clarissa demanded, letting her hand fall across her French text. “I’m trying to write out this translation, and I can’t concentrate with you walking back and forth like a caged animal.”

“I’m sorry, Clarissa,” Eliza replied. She turned reluctantly away from the windows and looked toward the far side of the room, where Catherine was reading the coven’s divination book, which she’d tucked inside a history text, and Theresa was scribbling out more of her correspondence. Eliza was desperate to get Catherine alone, but she couldn’t do so without enduring questions from Theresa.

Catherine lazily turned the page, and Eliza was hit with an idea. Perhaps a bit of magic could be useful here. Having long since memorized the list of basic spells, she had a few dozen tricks at her fingertips. She held out her hand discretely at her side, palm toward Catherine’s books.

“Gravity potens,” she whispered.

Both the divination and history texts flew out of Catherine’s hands and hit the floor. A few of the girls gasped at the noise, and Catherine looked up, startled, right into Eliza’s eyes.

“Catherine!” Theresa said, hand to her heart. “You just made me scribble all over this note!”

Eliza tilted her head toward the door, silently beckoning Catherine to follow her. She walked out past Helen Jennings, who was stationed near the door, and endeavored to ignore the girl’s steady stare. From the foyer, Eliza glanced back inside, hoping Catherine had understood her.

Catherine hesitated, then spoke. “I’m sorry, Theresa. I must have dozed off for a moment there.” She got up to gather the books. “I think I’ll go upstairs for a bit and lie down.”

“And I suppose I’ll just start this all over again,” Theresa groused, crumbling up her letter.

Catherine hastened out of the room to join Eliza. She took her roommate’s arm and tugged her toward the front door of Crenshaw House, as far away from the parlor as they could get.

“What is going on?” Catherine asked. “You scared me half to death!”

Eliza felt a chill at Catherine’s mention of death, but shoved it out of her mind. It had been only a dream.

“I’m sorry, it’s just . . . this is sheer torture,” Eliza replied, leaning back against the thick door.

Catherine took a deep breath and hugged her books to her chest. “What is?”

“It’s Harrison,” Eliza whispered, glancing back toward the parlor. “I’ve never felt this way before, Catherine. It’s as if my heart is trying to tear my chest open and run off to him.”

Catherine stuck out her tongue. “That’s disgusting.”

Eliza walked to the staircase and slumped against the banister in a way that would earn her a slap on the wrist if Miss Almay were to see her. “What do I do? I have to see him soon, or I’m going to go mad.”

Suddenly, Catherine’s blue eyes brightened. “Oh! We could try scrying for him.”

“What’s scrying?” Eliza asked, standing up straight.

“Basically, it’s a magical way to find out where any person is at a given moment,” Catherine replied.

“So I could know where Harrison is right now?” Eliza said.

“Exactly,” Catherine confirmed, grasping Eliza’s hand excitedly. “I think I have everything upstairs in our room.”

“Then what are we waiting for?”

Eliza and Catherine raced upstairs hand in hand. Once the door of their room was closed safely behind them, Catherine crouched on her knees next to her bed. She tugged out the long, flat box with the gold clasp that Eliza had seen her hide there on her first day.

“What’s in there?” Eliza asked, her curiosity piqued.

“A few things I brought from home,” Catherine replied. She laid the box on her bed and undid the clasp. “Can you fill the wash basin?”

Eliza used the pitcher full of cold water to fill up the ceramic bowl. Catherine, meanwhile, opened the case and began to carefully pick over its contents. Eliza was startled to see that the box was full of items mentioned in their books on witchcraft. There were several jars full of spices and herbs, a couple of white candles, a few crystals, some velvet pouches full of substances Eliza couldn’t see, and a few colorful sticks, which appeared to be made of crystal.

“What is all this?” Eliza asked.

“Some things I picked up on travels with my mother,” Catherine replied. “It’s all quite basic stuff, but you need a specific crystal for scrying.”

“Is it this one?” Eliza asked, lifting one of the sticks. It was bright yellow in color, with uneven edges, as if made by hundreds of tiny jagged rocks fused together.

“No. That’s sulfur,” Catherine replied. “You’re supposed to be able to make a spark by holding it and reciting a simple spell, but I’ve never gotten it to work.”

“That could come in handy on our midnight jaunts,” Eliza joked. “No candles needed.”

Catherine laughed. “If only we could get it to do what it’s supposed to do.”

She gently took the sulfur stick from Eliza’s hand and replaced it in the box. “Ah. Here it is.” She turned and grinned at Eliza, holding a black ribbon attached to a long, multifaceted purple crystal. “Let’s scry for your beau.”

Eliza reached up to finger her gold locket, her heart pounding with excitement at the idea of Harrison as her beau. But then a picture of Theresa appeared in her mind’s eye, and her chest flooded with guilt. She was consumed by the awful, sour, heavy sensation she felt whenever she allowed herself to recall that Theresa and Harrison were engaged—even if they’d become so under dubious circumstances. For a moment she thought to stop Catherine, even reaching for her arm. But then she remembered Catherine’s belief that Theresa did not love him, and the moment passed.

Catherine grabbed a jar full of what looked like tiny blue pebbles and approached the filled wash basin.

“Do you have anything of Harrison’s?” Catherine asked.

Eliza shook her head, feeling a twist of longing in her gut. “No.”

Catherine’s lips twisted up in thought. “What about something he’s touched?”

Eliza immediately thought of the book Harrison had gifted her, but she’d lied to Catherine about its sender. She shoved aside another pang of guilt.

“My glove!” Eliza said, remembering. She turned and yanked open the top drawer of her bureau, then took out the left glove she had worn the night of the dance. “He held my hand when I was wearing this.”

Her skin tingled at the recollection, and she ran her thumb over the palm of the glove.

“Perfect,” Catherine said, snatching it out of her hand. She tied the crystal’s black ribbon around one of the fingers of the glove, then laid the whole thing aside on their dressing table. “Now, you’ll need to dump the pebbles into the water. Concentrate on an image of Harrison as you do so.”

“All right.”

Eliza took the jar of pebbles and removed the lid. Holding the jar over the washbasin, she closed her eyes and concentrated. In her mind’s eye she saw Harrison just as he was on that first day, playing out on the quad with his friends. Then she saw him in the basement of Gwendolyn Hall—his open, frank, interested expression as she spoke to him about The Jungle. Then at the dance in his formal wear, his hair combed back from his handsome face, his whisper in her ear . . . She felt a thrill go through her, and she overturned the jar. The tiny pebbles raced into the water with several tiny plops.

“What now?” Eliza asked breathlessly, opening her eyes.

“Hold the crystal over the water,” Catherine said, handing the small bundle—ribbon, glove, and pendant—to Eliza.

Letting the crystal drop from her palm, Eliza dangled it above the basin. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and suddenly felt very silly. Here she was, nearly a grown woman, hoping some trinkets and a bowl of water and rocks would lead her to her true love. Catherine, however, wore a look of serious concentration and determination, so Eliza wiped the smile off her face.

“Repeat after me,” Catherine said. “Spirits from the other side, let your wisdom be my guide, show me the place where this person hides.”

Eliza reached out and took Catherine’s hand in her own.

“Say it with me,” she said. “I know it will work better if you do.”

“Okay,” Catherine replied with a smile, as if flattered.

The two girls held hands, closed their eyes, and recited the incantation.

“Spirits from the other side, let your wisdom be my guide, show me the place where this person hides.”

A light breeze blew Eliza’s hair from her face, and her breath caught. She felt suddenly dizzy, and she wrenched her eyes open in an attempt to steady herself. As she watched, the crystal began to spin above the bowl of its own accord. Eliza clung to Catherine to get her bearings. After a moment, she was able to focus on the miraculous things happening before her.

The crystal spun in a wider and wider circle, and the water in the bowl began to ripple.

“Are they . . . are the pebbles moving?” Eliza gasped, leaning closer as the blue stones at the bottom of the bowl began to jiggle and jerk.

Catherine nodded, her lips pressed together giddily as she held tightly to Eliza’s hand. “It’s really working!”

Then, ever so suddenly, the pebbles arranged themselves at the base of the bowl, the water stopped rippling, and the crystal hung straight. Its tip pointed down at the water like an arrow. Eliza’s heart was in her throat. She could scarcely believe what she’d just seen.

“I don’t understand,” Catherine said. “What does this mean?”

Eliza bent closer to the water, narrowing her eyes as she began to detect a shape among the pebbles. An image came to her: three thick, winding limbs attached close to the base of a trunk—heavy branches, laden with leaves, hanging almost to the ground. “Is that . . . ? Yes! It is! It looks just like the old elm!”

Catherine grabbed the sides of the bowl with both hands and stared. “You’re right!”

“Do you think Harrison’s out there right now?” Eliza asked, barely able to believe what she was saying.

Catherine snatched the crystal from Eliza’s hand and tossed it in the long box, then threw the whole thing back under her bed. The two girls clasped hands and ran down the hallway, nearly flattening Lavender, who was on her way to her room. They laughed as they tripped down the stairs and out the front door, then raced around the back of Crenshaw House to the garden that had been the site of one of their first punishments. Eliza sprinted to the tree, expecting to see Harrison’s blond hair gleaming in the sunlight.

But he wasn’t there.

“I suppose it was too good to be true,” Eliza said, her shoulders slumping.

“The spirits would not have led us to the wrong place.” Catherine strode forward, ducking beneath one of the lower-hanging branches. Eliza watched her, amused. Did she think she was going to find Harrison hanging from the limbs?

“Eliza!” Catherine said, her word but a gasp. “Come quickly!”

Startled, Eliza rushed forward and ducked down. Catherine was holding a piece of white parchment in her shaking hand. “I found this tucked into one of the knots in the trunk.”

“Well?” Eliza prompted. “Open it!”

“But it’s for you.” Catherine held the paper out to Eliza.

Holding her breath, Eliza took the parchment. Inside she found a short note, written in familiar, masculine handwriting. She read it out loud to Catherine.

Eliza,

Would you do me the honor of meeting me this evening in the woods just south of Billings Chapel? I’ll be waiting for you at midnight.

Yours,

Harrison Knox

The word yours brought a warm blush to Eliza’s cheeks.

“Thank you, Catherine. I never would have found this without you.” She stepped toward her friend. “There’s something I should tell you. That book? The one I received our second day here? It wasn’t from my father. It was from Harrison. I’m sorry I lied.”

“I understand,” Catherine replied. “How could you have known to trust me back then?” She reached for Eliza’s hand and squeezed it. “But I hope you know you can trust me now.”

Eliza grinned. “I trust you above anyone, Catherine White.”

She was just about to fold the note and tuck it away in the pocket of her skirt when she caught a glimpse through the thick leaves of someone rapidly approaching. She froze.

“Miss Eliza?”

Eliza’s heart dropped. “Helen? Is that you?”

Helen ducked under the low branches and stood next to Eliza, her hands folded in front of her skirt. She glanced at Catherine, then at the piece of parchment trembling in Eliza’s hand. Her face went ashen, and she took a step back.

“Mr. Harrison Knox sent word through one of the Easton servants that he had left something for you at the tree,” Helen said. “I was to give you the message. How did you know it was—”

She stopped abruptly as Eliza and Catherine exchanged a look.

“Oh. I see,” she said, her tone shifting completely.

Eliza felt as if she had been kicked in the chest. What, exactly, did Helen see?

“Aren’t Harrison Knox and Theresa Billings betrothed?” Helen asked.

Eliza’s skin burned. She opened her mouth to speak, but Catherine stepped up and touched her arm, stopping her. “Our affairs are none of your concern, Helen,” she said. “You’ve delivered your message. Kindly leave us.”

Helen’s face hardened as she dipped into a quick curtsy. “Yes, Miss White.”

Then she ducked under the branches and was gone.

Suddenly Eliza’s breath was coming at an alarming rate. She looked at the ground and fought to calm it, pressing one hand against the comforting strength of a thick tree limb.

“Are you all right, Eliza?” Catherine asked.

“You needn’t have spoken to her that way,” Eliza replied, bringing Harrison’s note to her chest. “I think you’ve upset her.”

“Well, as much as I like the girl, she has no right to judge you,” Catherine replied, supporting Eliza with an arm around her back. “No one does.”

Eliza took a deep breath in through her nose and blew it out through her mouth. “You don’t think she’ll tell Theresa, do you?” Eliza asked, looking off in the direction in which Helen had disappeared.

“I don’t know. She didn’t tell on us before, but who knows if her discretion or her loyalty to the Billings family will win out?”

Eliza nodded and rolled her shoulders back, trying to appear collected, but that look in Helen’s eyes had unnerved her. She had a feeling that Helen Jennings was not a good person to have as an enemy. And she hoped the young maid hadn’t just become one.



A Blessing



Eliza’s hands fidgeted with the folds of the skirt on her favorite navy blue dress, the one with the buttons all up the side of the sleeves and the wide boatneck collar that showed off her gold locket perfectly. Harrison was going to love it. If he ever got a chance to see her in it.

“Here’s a good one!” Theresa announced from behind the podium at the center of the temple. “The Genius Spell.”

It was Theresa who had called this last-minute meeting of the coven, then announced to the others that they were going to go through the book of spells, page by page, and make a list of the next ten spells they would try. The other members of the coven were all gathered around in a circle, seated in rickety wooden chairs they had lugged down from the storage closet. Marilyn yawned, which caused Genevieve to yawn as well. Jane, Bia, and Viola were focused on Theresa, but Clarissa looked bored as she gazed up at the ceiling, and Lavender and Catherine were both working on literature homework at Eliza’s side.

“It will make you all-knowing for twelve hours,” Theresa continued. “I’d say that’s long enough to take a history exam, no?”

“Oh, I like that one!” Jane announced, raising her hand.

“But that’s cheating!” Clarissa protested, dropping her booted feet to the floor and leaning forward. “We can’t use that.”

“Maybe you can’t, but I will,” Viola said with a sniff, tugging on the lace cuffs of her sleeves. “Just because you’re a genius every day doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have the chance to experience it for ourselves.” She raised her head, sitting up perfectly straight on her chair.

“All in favor of the Genius Spell?” Theresa asked.

Everyone but Catherine, Eliza, and Clarissa raised their hands. Theresa surveyed the room and made a quick note. Eliza glanced quickly at her delicate gold watch, and her heart lurched. It was already eleven forty-five. In fifteen minutes, Harrison would be standing out in the woods, waiting for her. She reached into her pocket for his note, intending to check it again to make sure she was right about the time, but her fingers felt nothing but fabric. Her heart skipped a beat and she dug deeper, but there was nothing there. Her pocket was empty. The note was gone.

Instantly, Eliza looked up at Theresa. Theresa was gazing right at her, a smirk on her face. The entire room seemed to darken as Eliza felt a bull’s-eye form on her chest. Had Theresa found the note? Did she know? Was that why she’d called this impromptu meeting?

Guilt pressed in on Eliza from all sides. She was, after all, planning a clandestine meeting with another girl’s fiancé. Whatever her bond with Harrison, his engagement to Theresa was a fact. Maybe she shouldn’t be doing this. Maybe she had let herself get caught up in the romance of it too quickly.

“All right, then, the Genius Spell is on our list with a vote of eight yeses and three nos,” Theresa announced.

She made a final tick on her notes, then looked back at Eliza. “I notice you haven’t voted yes once, Eliza,” she said perkily. “What are you waiting for? Are you in the mood for something more creative? Because the next one will apparently make a painting come to life.”

The other girls giggled, and Eliza shifted in her seat. She felt warm all over—conspicuous. “I suppose I just haven’t found any of the spells worthwhile.”

“Oh, really? And here I thought you were being sullen just because this was my idea,” Theresa said, turning fully to face her. “No one likes a spoilsport, Eliza.”

Jane gasped, and Viola whispered something to her behind her hand. All eyes darted between Eliza and Theresa. Eliza sat up straight, her guilt slowly beginning to ebb. “I’m not being a spoilsport. I just think there are better things we could be doing with our time.”

Like meeting Harrison, she thought. Catherine closed her book and glanced at her two friends warily.

“What is it with you Williams girls?” Theresa said, throwing a hand up and letting it slap down on the podium. “Why do you think the entire world must revolve around what you think?”

Eliza’s face burned as the girls all gaped at her. This was the last straw. She had to get out of this basement and away from this awful girl, and she had to do it now. Across the room, Bia whispered to Viola, and suddenly a plan came to Eliza.

“I’m sorry, Theresa,” she said, making her voice all breathy, the way Bia’s always sounded just before she went faint. “I don’t believe the world must revolve around me. I’m just . . . I’m having a hard time concentrating tonight.”

“Are you?” Theresa asked, with what seemed to be false surprise.

“Yes. In fact, I’m not feeling very well,” Eliza stated. “I’m feeling a bit . . . dizzy.”

“Oh, no!” Bia jumped up, suddenly wide awake, and crouched down in front of Eliza’s chair, taking her hand. “Don’t faint, Eliza!”

“Take some deep breaths,” Marilyn added helpfully, getting up to stand next to her chair.

“She’s not going to faint,” Theresa said, stepping away from the podium. Her red skirt swished around her ankles, making a gratingly raspy noise.

“Yes, she is! Dizziness always precedes fainting,” Bia said over her shoulder. “I should know.”

“She’s right. Bia faints more than anyone else I know,” Lavender stated.

Suddenly all the girls were on their feet and gathering around Eliza.

“You should get some fresh air, Eliza,” Catherine said, laying her books aside, obviously catching on to Eliza’s plan. “Everyone step back and give her some room to breathe.”

“Yes, I think I’ll just go back to Crenshaw House and lie down,” Eliza said as Catherine pretended to help her to the door. “The walk might do me some good.”

“You shouldn’t go alone,” Theresa said, dipping down to retrieve her leather carryall. “I’ll come with you.”

Eliza’s heart skipped a panicked beat and she looked at Catherine. “I’ll go with her,” Catherine blurted right away. “You have your votes to tend to.”

“Thank you, Catherine,” Eliza said, sounding as weak as she could. Before Theresa could reply, Catherine and Eliza had started up the winding staircase toward the empty pastor’s office up above.

“Let’s talk about this moving painting spell,” Clarissa said down below. “Do the subjects come to life as three-dimensional beings or two-dimensional pictures?”

Eliza and Catherine closed the door behind them at the top of the stairs and laughed. The windows of the chaplain’s office rattled in the strong wind that had been blowing all evening.

“Thank you!” Eliza said, drawing her friend into a hug.

“I’ll hide up here for a few minutes, then come back saying I’ve delivered you to the front door of Crenshaw,” Catherine replied, her eyes bright.

Eliza gave her friend one last hug before she went. “Thank you, Catherine, truly. I couldn’t be doing this without you.”

“You’re welcome,” Catherine replied. “Now go! I’ll see you back at our room, and you can tell me all about it.”

As she raced through the chapel and out into the moonlit night, Eliza knew that of all the blessings she had in her life, Catherine White was one of the greatest.



Irredeemable



It wasn’t until Eliza had crossed into the woods just south of the chapel that she realized she had no idea where she was going. A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance, and Eliza looked up anxiously at the sky. How far into the woods would Harrison be waiting? Would he be directly to the south, or somewhat east or west of the chapel entrance? Would she make it to him before the storm broke? She paused a few feet along one of the dirt paths that crisscrossed the woods and took a breath. The trees and bushes were being tossed by the wind, rustling and crackling, making it difficult to focus. Her heart rate was already accelerated with the anticipation of seeing Harrison. She had to calm down. She had to think.

What would Catherine do?

The answer came to her in an instant. Scry. But could she do it on her own? Another rumble of thunder sounded so close, it made Eliza flinch. The truth was, she didn’t have much choice. Alone she was.

Closing her eyes and ignoring the sliver of fear that ran down her spine, Eliza concentrated on a mental picture of Harrison. She didn’t have the pebbles or the water, the crystal or the glove, but she had an intense desire within her, and she hoped that would be enough. At the last moment, she decided to change the words slightly, hoping the specificity might help.

“Spirits from the other side, let your wisdom be my guide, take me to the place where Harrison hides.”

Suddenly raindrops started to drop all around her, drizzling onto her shoulders and back. Eliza felt the dizziness that seemed to accompany more complicated spell-casting, and she leaned a hand against the nearest tree until it passed. She tilted her face toward the sky, letting the raindrops cool her and bring her back to herself. Once she felt steady again, Eliza opened her eyes, unsure of what to expect. A sudden wind hit her from behind, tossing her hair in front of her face and tripping her forward.

Eliza gripped the tree and hesitated. Was this just more wind brought by the storm, or was this something else? She closed her eyes and concentrated. The wind whipped at her from behind, so hard she could barely keep her grasp on the tree bark. When she looked around again, she saw that the underbrush was being flattened in the opposite direction. That was the wind from the storm. This wind, the wind at her back, was something else entirely. This wind was leading her to Harrison.

Biting her lip in excitement, Eliza followed the breeze. Soon she came to a fork in the path, and suddenly the wind shifted. Her hair blew across her face to the right, tickling her cheekbones and making her giggle. The rain, meanwhile, grew harder and more persistent, pounding on the leaves and branches above. Luckily the branches and leaves protected Eliza from the worst of the deluge. As she took the designated pathway, she was still relatively dry. Only a few drops here and there were visible on her dress.

Eliza walked a few paces and came to a large boulder, tall, white, and wide. When she came around the side of the boulder, she found Harrison Knox seated on a long, flat outcropping of the rock. He scrambled to his feet, and immediately the wind died down.

Eliza’s heart pounded. Magic was becoming rather useful in her life.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d come,” Harrison said. “Especially in this weather.”

He stepped forward and took her hand. He was dressed in a suit of brown tweed, a green-and-blue tie loosely knotted around his throat. The color combination somehow made him appear boyish—innocent. His blond hair was slightly wet from the rain, making it appear darker than usual.

“Of course I came.” The smile on her face was so broad, it ached.

“Eliza . . . I can’t stop thinking about you,” Harrison said earnestly.

The pitter-patter of the rain on the leaves above abated slightly, but another rumble of thunder sounded.

Eliza closed her eyes, letting his words wash over her. “Nor I, you,” she said, looking up at him again.

His handsome face broke into a grin.

“But what about Theresa?” she forced herself to ask. She didn’t want to, but she had to know how Harrison felt about his betrothed.

Harrison’s smile fell away. He dropped her hand and turned his back on her. It was the longest moment of Eliza’s life.

“I care for Theresa. I do,” Harrison said passionately, facing her again. “We’ve known each other all our lives, and I don’t wish to hurt her.”

Eliza’s heart panged miserably in her chest. Perhaps she should have waited just a few minutes longer to ask the question. Perhaps she should have allowed herself just a couple of moments to bask in the bliss of Harrison’s attention before causing it all to crumble away.

“But you should know, Eliza, our engagement . . . it’s not real,” Harrison said. He stepped forward again, and this time he took both her hands in both of his.

“It’s not?” she asked, confused but hopeful.

“I have to admit, last summer when it became clear to everyone that Theresa Billings had turned her attentions to me . . . I was very flattered,” Harrison said. “All the fellows coveted her. They were all jealous. Of me.”

Eliza swallowed hard.

“I got swept up in it,” he said, lifting his shoulders. “Suddenly everyone was asking me when we’d be engaged, where we’d make our home together, where we’d honeymoon, and it just seemed like . . . that was what I was supposed to do. If Theresa Billings loves you . . . you love her back.”

Eliza looked at the ground. Tears blurred her vision.

“But Eliza . . .” Slowly he drew her fingers up. Her breath caught as he tentatively, sweetly, brought them to his lips. “Eliza,” he said again. “I don’t love her. I realize that now. I could never feel about her the way I feel about you.”

“And how is that?” Eliza said, feeling weightless.

Harrison swallowed hard, his eyes searching Eliza’s. “I feel . . . I feel . . .”

With his right hand he gently cupped the back of Eliza’s neck. He was going to kiss her. She could see it in his eyes. As his lips edged closer to hers, she realized that all she wanted in the world was for him to kiss her. Her eyes fluttered closed and she tilted her head back, aching for the feel of his lips against hers.

And then they heard a shout. Harrison backed away, his eyes scanning the dark trees around them.

“What was that?” he asked.

There was another shout, and this time, Eliza recognized Catherine’s voice. A gust of wind whirled through the trees, drowning out the next words, but Eliza could have sworn she heard Theresa respond. Her heart flew into her throat as a flash of lightning was followed quickly by a clap of thunder.

“Someone’s out there,” Harrison said, reaching for her protectively. “Come. I’ll take you back to Crenshaw.”

“No,” Eliza replied. Harrison looked at her, his face creased with confusion. “I mean . . . no, thank you, Harrison. I can find my own way back. If you’re caught on the Billings campus—”

“What is that to me when your safety is on the line?” Harrison said, placing his arm around her waist.

Eliza glanced over her shoulder as another shout was whisked away by the wind. Theresa and Catherine were out there right now, arguing, and she knew it most likely had something to do with her. She had to go to them. She had to stop this.

I’m sorry about this, Harrison, she thought. Then she placed her hand flat behind him, palm facing his back.

“Domicilus,” she whispered.

Instantly, Harrison released her and walked off, his eyes unfocused as if he was in a daze. He was headed for his own dorm on the Easton campus, just as the spell intended. Eliza bit her lip as his foot slipped on some wet leaves, but he righted himself and kept walking. She only hoped he would get there safely and not encounter anyone along the way.

“Stop it, Theresa!” Catherine’s voice shouted, closer than ever this time. “Let’s go back! Just come back with me!”

“Leave me alone!” Theresa responded. “You’re no friend to me, Catherine!”

Once again, the rain picked up, this time breaching the protective canopy of the trees and soaking Eliza through. She blinked the water off her lashes, hitched up her skirt, and ran toward the arguing voices, only hoping there was something she could do to help.



Broken



“I know they’re out here somewhere, and I know that you helped them!” Theresa screamed as Eliza emerged from the tree line into a small clearing.

Catherine and Theresa stood on the far side of a ravine that cut right through the trees. Theresa’s dress was soaked, the heavy fabric clinging to her skin. She whirled on Catherine, her dark hair matted to her face and neck. Eliza blinked, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu, but the memory was gone as quickly as it had come.

Theresa went on, “How could you do this to me? You’re supposed to be my best friend!”

“I am your best friend, Theresa,” Catherine replied, holding both hands above her eyes, shielding them from the rain. A flash of yellow peeked out between her fingers—the sulfur stick.

Neither of the girls had noticed her yet, and Eliza found herself frozen with uncertainty. Should she say something? Do something? Or should she simply slink back into the woods as if she’d never been here? Suddenly her locket felt warm against her skin. She could have sworn it was actually pulsating, as if it was somehow reflecting the tenor of Theresa and Catherine’s argument.

But how could that be?

“But you don’t love Harrison,” Catherine continued. “We both know you don’t.”

“I’m not talking about Harrison right now,” Theresa replied, bending at the waist. “I’m talking about Eliza Williams! You like her better than me, don’t you? That’s why you’re helping her sneak around with my fiancé!”

A bolt of lightning lit the night, and Catherine’s eyes suddenly flicked to Eliza. Theresa turned around and instantly, Eliza began to sway on her feet, improvising a plan. She unfocused her eyes and looked from Theresa to Catherine and back again.

“Catherine? Theresa? Is that you?” Eliza said weakly.

Theresa whirled around and her jaw dropped. “What are you doing here?”

“Where am I? Is this the way to Crenshaw?” Eliza squeaked.

Theresa’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, so you’re lost, are you?” she demanded, stalking to the very edge of the ravine that separated her from Eliza. “What happened? Did Harrison desert you? Or did he never arrive? Perhaps he suddenly remembered that he was engaged to be married!”

Eliza gulped, her face burning even as it was pelted by cold rain. Part of her wanted to keep up the charade, out of both pride and self-preservation, but as she looked at Catherine, standing there with her shoulders slumped as if exhausted, she decided enough was enough. She stood up straight, rounded her shoulders, and tried to ignore the sick, nervous feeling in her gut.

“How did you find out?” Eliza asked.

“I found his little love note!” Theresa said, whipping the paper from her pocket and holding it out. “Here’s some advice, Eliza Williams. If you’re going to try to steal someone’s beau, take better care of your correspondence.”

Eliza’s face stung at the sight of the cherished note clasped in Theresa’s fingers, turning to pulp in the rain.

“That’s one thing I can say for your sister,” Theresa said, tearing the note up into tiny bits. “When she stole George Thackery away from me, she was much more covert about it.”

The wet scraps of paper fluttered down around her feet. Eliza felt as if she could scream, but instead, she took a deep breath.

“Harrison didn’t desert me,” she said loudly, clearly. “He was there, but I sent him back with a spell when I heard you two fighting.”

Theresa paled. “So you admit it! You admit carrying on an affair with my future husband.”

“Theresa,” Catherine said impatiently.

“We’ve done nothing improper,” Eliza replied firmly.

“Nothing but plan a secret midnight rendezvous,” Theresa shot back. She took a step forward, and the unstable edge of the ravine crumbled beneath her toes. Eliza’s heart swooped. The gash in the ground was at least ten feet deep.

“Be careful,” Eliza warned her.

“Oh, you’re the one who should be careful,” Theresa replied, her eyes narrowed. “Do you even realize what I could do to you?” Eliza’s heart turned cold, remembering the spell Theresa had cast so cavalierly on Miss Almay. Her gaze flicked to Theresa’s raised hand. Was the girl about to use some new spell she had up her sleeve?

Suddenly it all came back to her in a rush. The dream—the awful dream about Catherine’s death. They had been in the woods, in front of a hole just like this one. Eliza’s throat seized with fear. “Theresa, please!” she croaked. “Step away from the ravine.”

“You think you’ve won? You think you’ve stolen my Harrison?” Theresa continued. “Well, from this moment on, you’re going to want to watch your back, Eliza Williams.”

“Theresa!” Catherine shouted. “Stop it!”

“And you, Catherine White!” Theresa spat, whirling on her. “You are no longer my friend! Both of you stay far, far away from me from now on!” Theresa started to stalk past Catherine, but Catherine reached for her as she went by.

“Theresa, stop! Please!” Catherine said, throwing her arm out.

The moment she did, the sulfur stick suddenly let out a huge spark. Theresa shouted and jumped back in surprise as the spark hit a thick tree limb directly above Catherine’s head. Instantly, the branch severed, the cracking noise so loud, it drowned out the wind and rain. Eliza looked up as the branch began to fall. Her heart flew into her mouth.

“Catherine! Watch out!”

Catherine looked up, her eyes wide with fright. Theresa grabbed for her, but it was too late. The limb came crashing down. Catherine’s body crumbled like a rag doll’s, and she tumbled backward into the chasm.



Dead



“No!” Eliza shouted.

She collapsed at the edge of the ravine; Theresa did the same on the other side, like a mirror image. They stared wordlessly into the chasm.

Catherine lay at the bottom, rain pelting her broken body. Her gray dress was so soaked, it looked black. Her dark hair fanned out around her head in wet clumps. Her ice blue eyes were wide, her mouth frozen open. It was almost as if she was trying to call out to her friends, but the unnatural bend in her neck meant she would never speak again.

“Theresa! There you are!” Alice came tromping up behind Eliza, her light blue dress clinging to her body. “I sent everyone home like you asked me to. Did you find Catherine?” She stopped next to Eliza. “What are you doing here, Eliza? Why are you staring down into that—” Alice looked over the edge of the ravine and screamed. “Catherine! Oh my . . . Is she . . . ?”

“She’s dead,” Eliza said. She could barely choke out the words. Her mouth felt as if it was full of cotton. Her dream, at least part of it, had just come true before her eyes. The locket weighed heavy around her neck, cold as a stone in winter.

“She can’t be dead!” Alice wailed. “She simply can’t be!” She turned around and got on her hands and knees, backing herself toward the edge of the ravine. Eliza stared at her for a moment in catatonic wonder. Demure, girly Alice on her hands and knees in the mud. But then she realized what her friend was doing, and she sprang to her feet.

“Alice! No!”

But it was too late. Alice was already lowering herself down into the chasm. She clung for a moment to a tree root that stuck out of the dirt wall, then let herself fall the last couple of feet. As soon as she recovered herself at the bottom, she got up, wiped off her hands, and began trying to remove the tree limb from across Catherine’s chest.

“It’s too heavy! I need help!” Alice called up to them. “Theresa! Eliza! Come help me!”

Eliza’s and Theresa’s eyes met across the ravine, and suddenly it was as if the life had been breathed back into the both of them. Eliza slid forward and lowered herself exactly as Alice had. A branch caught her ankle and left a deep scratch in her skin, but she barely even noticed. She slid the last few feet, her fingers clinging to the dirt wall to slow her descent, and fell to her knees at the bottom of the ravine. Theresa alit on the other side, and all three girls grasped the branch, with Alice at the center.

“On the count of three,” Theresa instructed. “One, two, three.”

Eliza braced her feet against the slick, muddy ground and dug in, pulling with all her might. Theresa let out a grunt as the branch finally freed itself. The three girls stumbled backward and dropped the limb at Catherine’s feet. Eliza climbed over the branches and twigs and leaves and fell to her knees once again, this time at her friend’s side. The back of Catherine’s head lay atop a jagged rock. It was covered in blood and matted hair. Next to her on the ground was the bright yellow sulfur stick, its tip singed to a dingy black. She looked into Catherine’s wide-open, lifeless eyes, and finally the tears came.

“What happened?” Alice cried, taking up Catherine’s lifeless hand. “What happened to her?”

Eliza looked up at Theresa, her vision blurred.

“She fell,” Theresa said, her voice high and breathless. “She was trying a spell and it went wrong and the branch snapped. She fell. She fell, and there was nothing we could do.”

“Poor Catherine,” Alice said, kneading the girl’s hand within her own as tears sluiced down her cheeks. “Poor Catherine.”

“We have to fix this,” Eliza said, wiping the back of her grimy hand across her nose. She looked at Theresa. “We have to fix this.”

Theresa stared back, her jaw working, and Eliza knew that she understood. This was no accident. This was their fault. Catherine never would have been out in these woods on this night if it hadn’t been for their own selfishness, their stupid feud.

“She’s right,” Theresa said, shoving her soaking wet hair behind her ears.

“Fix it?” Alice wailed throatily. “Catherine’s dead, Eliza! There’s no fixing this! She’s dead!”

“All right, Alice, that’s enough,” Theresa snapped.

Alice’s mouth hung agape as she gasped over and over again, struggling for breath through her surprise and grief. “That’s enough? Theresa, she’s dead!”

“I understand that she’s dead,” Theresa said, hovering over all of them. “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”

Eliza’s head whipped around as she looked up at Theresa. Suddenly an image flitted through her mind: a drawing of a skull with roses growing out of its empty eye sockets. The Life Out of Death Spell. The page that had so frightened Eliza that night in the temple.

“What are you talking about? There’s nothing you can do about death!” Alice cried, scrambling to her feet. The light blue skirt of her dress was covered in mud and muck, with evergreen needles and bits of rotted leaves clinging to the wet fabric. “The Lord has chosen to take her and—”

“The Lord didn’t choose anything!” Eliza shouted vehemently, rising to her feet. She grabbed the sulfur stick and shoved it into the pocket of her skirt. “He would never have taken her. She was too good, too kind, too . . . loyal. She—”

“Eliza’s right, Alice,” Theresa interrupted. “She was only sixteen years old. This was not her time. If there’s something we can do about it, I say we do it.”

“We have to move her. We need to get her back to the temple,” Eliza said, needing to have a task to focus on. To have a plan. To have something to think about other than Catherine’s gaping eyes, the unnatural twist of her neck.

“No. We need to go for help,” Alice said, shaking her head as tears streamed down her face.

“I’ll get under her arms, you get her feet,” Theresa instructed Eliza.

Alice tripped backward a few steps to get out of Theresa’s way. “No. You can’t do this. No.”

“Alice. You’re either helping us, or you’re not,” Eliza said tersely. Alice just continued to sob, covering her face with her dirty hands. Eliza’s heart was suddenly hardened against the girl. How dare she try to stop Eliza from saving her best friend?

“We’ll lift again on three?” Eliza said. Theresa nodded determinedly.

Alice let out a wail as Catherine’s body rose off the ground. Eliza started backing toward the sloping portion of the ravine, the way down which Theresa had come.

“No! Wait!” Alice shouted.

Automatically, almost against her will, Eliza stopped. Alice stepped forward and, her hand shaking violently, reached out and placed her thumb and forefinger over Catherine’s eyelids. Turning her face away, her own visage screwed up in grief, Alice drew Catherine’s lids down over her eyes.

“God bless you, Catherine,” she whispered. Then she took a deep breath and looked at Eliza, her chin lifted, her eyes shining. “Now go.”



Creativity



Eliza tried not to think about the gruesome load she was carrying as she and Theresa struggled down the dark, winding stairs to the temple, the wooden steps groaning ominously beneath their weight. She tried not to think about where Catherine’s soul might be right then, whether her friend was watching them. Tried not to think about how things had gotten to this horrible point. How, if Eliza hadn’t been so selfish, they would both be asleep in their room right now.

Instead, she thought about the next day, when Catherine would be back with them. When their power had brought her back. The power they never would have realized they had, if not for Catherine.

“We’ll lay her in the center of the circle,” Theresa said. Perspiration covered her face, but she hadn’t complained once, nor had she asked to stop.

“Wait!” Alice cried.

She gathered a few of the softer scarves and tapestries and laid them out reverently on the floor. Arm muscles straining, Eliza waited until Alice was satisfied with the bed she had fashioned. Then she and Theresa moved forward and laid their friend’s body down carefully, her blood-matted hair coming to rest on Alice’s mink jacket, which she’d folded for that purpose. Eliza felt a pang of gratitude.

“What do we do?” Eliza asked as Theresa made a move for the book.

“We can’t just do it now,” Theresa replied, flipping quickly through the pages. “There are special supplies. And we’ll need the entire coven.”

“What?” Eliza asked, devastated. “But I thought—”

“Special supplies?” Alice interrupted. “You’re not . . . you girls aren’t actually planning to . . . to bring her back?”

“Why do you think we carried her all the way back here?” Theresa demanded.

“I thought we were just bringing her out of the woods,” Alice said, her bottom lip trembling. It seemed she was unable to face reality. “Bringing her home.”

Theresa slapped a thick page down. “Here it is. The Life Out of Death Spell.”

Eliza rushed over to peer over Theresa’s shoulder. A shudder went through her at the sight of the awful skull, and she wrapped her arms around herself as the cold air of the chapel started to slither around her wet limbs. She averted her eyes from the drawing and concentrated instead on the words, clinging to them like a mantra.

Life Out of Death. Life Out of Death.

“No. We can’t do this,” Alice said, backing toward the stairs. “It’s unnatural.”

“What’s unnatural is a sixteen-year-old girl falling to her death in the middle of the night in the woods because of a stick of sulfur,” Eliza replied, glancing up from the list of instructions for the spell.

“I can’t be a part of this,” Alice said, shaking her head. “I have to go.”

Then she turned on her heels and raced up the stairs, her tiny feet making scrambling sounds until the door had slammed behind her. The sound echoed down the stairs, and Eliza shivered, feeling suddenly closed in, closed off, buried alive.

“And so we are down to two,” Theresa said wryly.

Eliza took a deep breath and tried to ignore the foreboding feeling that swirled through her.

“Three,” she corrected, glancing at Catherine.

She looked so peaceful now that she was inside and out of the mud. The branch that had fallen on her had left not a scratch on her face. From the right angle, she looked as if she was merely sleeping peacefully—as long as one didn’t get a glimpse of the awful wound on the back of her head.

“Right. Three,” Theresa replied. She pointed to the list of ingredients needed for the spell. “We’re going to need some time to gather these things. The spell can be done anywhere up to forty-eight hours after the subject’s death. We need to move fast.”

“But we have classes tomorrow,” Eliza said, pacing away from the pedestal and toward the wall. “How are we going to explain Catherine’s absence?”

Theresa bit her lip. Eliza had never seen her look so uncertain, and suddenly she felt an odd connection to Theresa. They were in this together now. Together—for Catherine.

“We could tell them she received an urgent message from her parents. That a coach came in the middle of the night to take her home.”

Eliza leaned one hand against the cold clay wall and nearly froze. She pushed herself away again, pacing the periphery of the room to try to warm herself from the inside.

“It won’t work. All messages have to go through Miss Almay.”

She thought of the Spell of Silence. “Is there anything in that book we can use? Something that will make them think they see her, even though she’s not there?”

Theresa shook her head and flipped a few pages, frustrated. “Nothing. And believe me, I know. I read through the entire thing earlier tonight, remember?”

“I do,” Eliza said, her heart twisting in agony. Tonight she had been sitting just there on the right side of the room with Catherine. If she concentrated hard enough, she could see her friend bent over the book across her lap, studying for an exam she would never take.

“Wait a minute,” Eliza said, a rush of realization running through her. “What if we made up a spell on our own?”

“Can we do that?” Theresa asked.

“Why not? We can word it like the Spell of Silence, but make it so that none of the adults miss her.” She walked over to the book and flipped to the beginning, where the more basic spells were written. “Wherever we go, wherever we might, let us walk in silence as the night,” she read, contemplating the words.

Eliza stared at the wall, rhymes floating through her mind. Perhaps something about keeping adults in the dark? Or making them forget Catherine ever existed? But then how would they explain who she was when she came back? Unless they made the spell last for only forty-eight hours . . .

“What about something like . . . ‘Wherever we go, wherever we breathe, let others see Catherine where she might usually be’?” Theresa said, walking around to the front of the pedestal.

Eliza blinked. “Theresa, that’s amazing. We should write it down,” she said, picking up the pen on the pedestal. “In case it works and we need it again.”

Theresa flipped to the center of the book, where the spells ended and the blank pages began. Eliza handed over the pen.

“Here, you should do it,” she said. “It’s your spell.”

“All right,” Theresa said, the pen hovering over the blank page. “But what shall I call it?”

Eliza’s brow knit. “How about the Presence in Mind Spell?”

Theresa nodded. “I like that.”

She wrote the title across the top of the page in large letters, then scrawled the words beneath, separating the lines as if the spell was a stanza of poetry. Finally she placed the pen down and, much to Eliza’s surprise, took Eliza’s hand. “Come. We’ll say it together.”

“No. Wait,” Eliza said, gazing down at the body of their fallen friend. “We should hold Catherine’s hands too.”

Theresa shuddered. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am,” Eliza said. “The spell will be stronger if we’re connected to her.”

“Why? How do you know?” Theresa asked her.

“I just feel it. We must be connected to her when we say it,” Eliza replied. She walked over and knelt next to Catherine, trying not to look at her face. “What are you so skittish about, Theresa Billings? You carried her all the way back here.”

“All right, all right.” Theresa knelt next to the body as well and took Catherine’s left hand in hers. Eliza held Catherine’s right hand, which was now as cold as ice, then reached across her torso for Theresa’s hand. They looked into each other’s eyes and nodded.

“Wherever we go, wherever we breathe, let others see Catherine where she might usually be.”

The dizziness wasn’t as nauseating this time, but Eliza wasn’t sure what that meant. Was she getting stronger—more resilient? Or was the spell not strong enough? She opened her eyes, and a pathetic flutter of wind tossed the pages of the book, lifting Eliza’s hair briefly from her shoulders.

“Do you think it worked?” Eliza asked, still holding hands.

Theresa gazed down at Catherine’s serene face. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Theresa,” Eliza said tentatively, feeling a flutter of nervousness in her stomach. “I think I . . . the other night I . . . I dreamt about this.”

Theresa’s face snapped up. “Dreamt about what?”

“About Catherine dying. The dream, it was . . . it wasn’t exactly as it happened tonight, but she died the same way. In the woods, falling into a deep hole.” Eliza saw no reason to tell the other girl that in her dream, Theresa and Helen had pushed Catherine to her death. She knew it would only anger and upset her.

“Are you saying that you saw the future?” Theresa asked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t think so at the time, of course, but now . . .”

Theresa sighed and looked down at Catherine’s body. “A month ago, I never would have thought something like that was possible, but I’d believe it now.”

“But that means . . . that means I could have stopped this,” Eliza said, her eyes filling with tears. “If only I’d told her about the dream, she might have thought twice about following you into the woods. She might have been more careful.”

“There’s no way you could have realized, Eliza,” Theresa said with surprising force. “Besides, she would have followed me anyway. That’s Catherine. Always trying to protect everyone.”

“But I—”

“Eliza,” Theresa cut her off, squeezing her hand. “What’s done is done. And by tomorrow, it won’t matter any longer,” she assured Eliza, looking her firmly in the eye. “Tomorrow night, we’ll bring Catherine back.”



Agreed



“What are we doing here? Why are you two acting so mysterious?” Clarissa asked, sitting on Theresa’s brocade settee in her single room.

The chamber was larger than any of the rooms the other girls shared—large enough for the entire coven to gather comfortably—with two huge windows that looked out across the darkened campus. Lightning flashed in the distance, illuminating the underbelly of the gray clouds and casting odd shadows over the trees and buildings. Theresa closed the door quietly and stood next to Eliza. The two girls had washed and changed their clothes, then gone from room to room, waking the others and telling them to come up to Theresa’s. But Eliza could still feel the rain on her skin, the grime under her fingernails, the weight of Catherine’s body straining her arms. The seven girls gazed back at them, each clad in nightclothes. Only Alice was not among them. She had refused to come.

“And where are Catherine and Alice?” Clarissa added.

“Girls, we’ve brought you here to tell you some disturbing news,” Eliza began. Her heart felt as if it was made of pins and needles, jabbing outward at her chest with each breath.

“What is it?” Bia asked from the edge of Theresa’s bed, the color draining from her face. She reached for Viola’s hand and drew it into her lap.

Eliza looked at Theresa for help—something she had never thought she would do. Theresa cleared her throat and rested her hand on the back of her desk chair.

“After she walked Eliza home earlier tonight, Catherine took a path through the woods on her way back to the chapel,” Theresa began, as thunder clapped outside the window. “She got lost and she . . . she fell.”

Viola gasped, covering her mouth with her free hand.

Lavender pushed herself away from the closet door. “Is she all right?”

“No,” Theresa said, tears suddenly filling her eyes. “Catherine is dead.”

Bia stifled a scream and hid her face against Viola’s shoulder. The other girls gasped and covered their mouths, looking around as if someone else might explain this away. Marilyn gripped Genevieve’s hand and stepped forward.

“Where is she? You have telephoned the police? You have told Miss Almay?” Marilyn asked.

“No. No one knows but us,” Eliza said, her own tears spilling over onto her cheeks. “Us and Alice, who’s back in her room.”

“What happened?” Clarissa asked, sitting forward. “I don’t understand? Who would wander in the woods alone on a night like this?”

Eliza and Theresa exchanged a glance.

“She had a sulfur stick and was trying a spell to make it light,” Eliza said, withdrawing the stick from her pocket.

“But why didn’t she return to the temple first? Why didn’t she wait for us to go with her?” Clarissa demanded. “Why would she go into the woods alone?”

“We don’t know why. She just did,” Theresa snapped.

Clarissa blinked and sat down again. Lavender wrapped her arms around the girl’s back in a comforting way.

“I’m sorry, Clarissa,” Theresa said, rubbing her brow. “I’m just exhausted. I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Why haven’t you told anyone, Theresa?” Jane asked, her bottom lip trembling as she looked up at Theresa.

“Because,” Eliza said, “we’re going to bring her back.”

“What?” Viola, Genevieve, and Marilyn said at once. Bia’s sobs grew louder as she clung to her sister’s side.

“There’s a spell—the Life Out of Death Spell,” Theresa explained. “We’ve already laid Catherine in the temple so that we can use the spell on her and bring her back.”

“But we’re going to need all your help,” Eliza added, trying to look each one of them in the eye. “The entire coven needs to be present for the spell, and we’re going to need to spend the day tomorrow gathering all the ingredients.”

“And if we succeed, if we can do this spell properly, we can make her alive again?” Marilyn asked hopefully.

“But this is impossible,” Genevieve said. “No one can bring someone back from the dead.”

“It’s not impossible,” Theresa replied firmly. “Two weeks ago would you have thought it possible to change the color of someone’s dress at whim? To give a boy boils? To take someone’s voice? No. If we can do all that, we can do this, too.”

“We have to do it,” Eliza said, her heart feeling heavy. “We must, at the very least, try.”

“I’m willing,” Clarissa said, standing.

“Me, too,” Lavender added, rising next to her.

“If it will bring Catherine back, I’ll do it, too,” Viola said. “Bia?”

Bia nodded mutely, sniffling against Viola’s shoulder.

“Jane?” Theresa said.

“I’ll be there,” Jane said resolutely.

“Marilyn? Genevieve?” Eliza prompted.

The two girls looked at each other, communicating silently the way only lifelong friends can.

“We will do it,” they said in unison, facing Eliza.

“Then we are agreed,” Eliza said, stepping forward so that the group formed a true circle around the still seated Viola and Bia. “Tomorrow night, we all gather at the temple to bring Catherine back.”

She reached for Clarissa’s hand, then Theresa’s. Theresa hesitated but a moment, then clasped Eliza’s fingers. Suddenly, her locket felt warm against her skin. Slowly all the girls grasped one another’s hands, and Eliza felt as if she could sense their strength coursing through her. With her friends, her sisters, her coven, anything was possible.



Roll Call



The next morning, ten girls walked from breakfast to McKinley Hall together in a state of solemn silence. Lavender and Viola supported Bia between them, and every now and then Bia would sniffle and hold a handkerchief to her face, but otherwise, there was no sound from them. All ten of them had suffered nervously through morning services and their meal, waiting for Miss Almay to ask where Miss White was, to demand an explanation, but Miss Almay had been too distracted by a heated conversation with one of the teachers to acknowledge any of the students.

Yet now would come the real test of the Presence in Mind Spell. They were about to attend classes.

Jane pulled out the list of ingredients Theresa had jotted down for the Life Out of Death Spell. “We can gather most of this in the garden and the fields,” she whispered. “But what about the fig oil? That can only be purchased in a store.”

“And I hardly think the general store in Easton carries it,” Marilyn added.

Eliza turned around and everyone stopped. “We cannot talk about this now. After lunch we’ll meet under the elm tree. But right now there are too many ears.”

She slid her gaze from the left, where Miss Almay was talking animatedly with Helen and Mrs. Hodge, to the right, where two of their teachers were about to mount the stairs to McKinley Hall. The other girls nodded or hung their heads. Eliza looked at Theresa, and together they walked inside.

Most of the girls slipped into the French classroom, while Genevieve and Marilyn bid them good luck and headed to conversational English, a course established for all the foreign students, of which there was a grand total of four. Eliza was heartsick as she sank into her usual chair. She tried not to look at the empty seat to her right, but she couldn’t help it. Catherine should have been there, but instead she lay all alone in the chapel basement.

She’s gone and it’s my fault, Eliza thought. And if we are caught right now, that will be my fault as well.

“It’s going to be all right,” Theresa said as she sat down at Eliza’s right.

Eliza felt a grateful pang for Theresa’s confidence. Not once had they mentioned their argument of the night before, and the word Harrison hadn’t been uttered between them. Eliza felt as if they had some sort of unspoken agreement to focus only on Catherine. Today, and for the next few hours, nothing else mattered.

Then Miss Tinsley walked into the room, and Eliza clutched her desktop. The Presence in Mind Spell had to work. It simply had to.

“Bonjour, classe!” she intoned.

“Bonjour, Mademoiselle Tinsley,” the girls replied, less than enthusiastically.

Just then, the door opened again and in walked Helen Jennings with a tea tray. She set it down on the teacher’s desk and went about pouring out a cup for Miss Tinsley. As she did, her eyes darted around the room and paused when she saw Catherine’s empty seat.

Eliza’s stomach sank through her toes. Helen saw that Catherine wasn’t there.

“Veuillez repondre quand je dis votre nom!” Miss Tinsley picked up her class roster and looked up at the room as Helen replaced the teapot on the tray. “Alice Ainsworth.”

“Presente,” Alice replied, sounding ill.

Helen stepped back against the wall and hovered there, waiting. But for what? Why didn’t she just go? Eliza clutched the desk harder.

“Jane Barton,” Miss Tinsley read.

“Oui, mademoiselle,” Jane said weakly.

“Theresa Billings,” Miss Tinsley said, looking right at Theresa.

“Presente, mademoiselle,” Theresa said rather loudly.

As the teacher read through the rest of the list, Eliza held her breath. She was last in alphabetical order, with Catherine right before her. There was a stillness in the room that she could hardly stand, and it felt as if all the oxygen had been removed, leaving behind a thick, wet cloud that choked her senses. She couldn’t stop staring at Helen, willing her to just leave. But Helen stayed where she was and stared silently back.

“Clarissa Pommer?” Miss Tinsley said.

“Presente, mademoiselle,” Clarissa said.

Eliza’s stomach clenched. This was it. This was the moment of truth. Miss Tinsley looked at her class list. She looked up at the empty chair next to Eliza. A huge lump formed in Eliza’s throat. Her hand shot out and caught Theresa’s, which was there waiting for her.

“Catherine White?”

No one moved. No one breathed. No one said a word. There was a moment of complete suspended time, in which Eliza felt as if the whole world was about to implode around her. Helen’s glare hardened as she seemed to stare right through Eliza’s chest. Then, as if drawn by some invisible string, Miss Tinsley’s gaze slid to Eliza.

“Eliza Williams,” she read.

“Presente, mademoiselle,” Eliza said, her voice a mere whisper.

“Bon! Toute la classe est presente!” Miss Tinsley said, turning and dropping her roster on her desk. Finally, finally, Helen turned and left the room. Eliza could have cheered as she watched her go. She felt somehow as if she had won a standoff with the maid. As if she had just proven something—but of course, that wasn’t possible. Helen could have no idea what had just gone on; she was completely in the dark. Wasn’t she?

“Attention, étudiantes!” Miss Tinsley said, clapping her hands sharply. “Répétez, s’il vous plaît!”

Eliza looked at Theresa as the instructor began her daily routine of call and response.

Then, suddenly, Eliza’s heart fluttered with pride. Their spell had worked. They had cast a huge spell, just the two of them, and it had worked. Perhaps this was why the dizziness hadn’t been as debilitating as usual when they’d cast their spell. Maybe it meant they were growing accustomed to it, growing more powerful.

When she looked at Theresa again, she saw her feelings reflected in her friend’s eyes. If the two of them could accomplish something of this magnitude alone together, they stood a chance of raising the dead.



Path to Damnation



“Here. We need a full cup of rosemary,” Alice said, kneeling on her gardening pad in Crenshaw’s herb garden that afternoon. She yanked up a few bunches of the fragrant, spindly herb and tossed them in Eliza’s basket. “That should do it.”

Eliza knelt down next to her friend and glanced tentatively at her profile. Alice continued working, the brim of her wide straw hat shading her pale skin from the sun. Eliza wanted to ask why Alice was helping with their plan even though she had been steadfastly against it last night.

“I hope Jane and Lavender are able to get the fig oil in town,” she said instead.

“I’m sure they will,” Alice said, tugging out a weed and tossing it toward the side of the garden. “Theresa set them on the task, and Theresa always seems to get whatever she wants.”

“Even the eye of newt?” Eliza said.

Alice didn’t respond. She simply went on with her work.

“What will we tell Miss Almay if she comes out for a stroll on the grounds?” Eliza asked. She pushed herself up and walked over to the bushes near the house to gather some lavender.

“We’ll tell her we’re weeding,” Alice said flatly, tossing another dandelion off onto the grass. “What’s another white lie, after all?”

Eliza paused and turned back toward her friend. “Alice, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help in all this. I know how you must feel, and I’m so very sorry this has happened, but I honestly think this is going to work. Everything is going to be all right. I promise.”

“I keep thinking about that first night,” Alice said, still refusing to make eye contact. She moved methodically—trowel in the dirt, dig, yank out the weed, throw it—the same pattern over and over again. “How you convinced me to go into the chapel. How you told me you’d never let any harm come to anyone you loved.” Finally, she stopped digging and stared right into Eliza’s eyes. “Perhaps you should think about keeping your promises to yourself from now on. Because from what I can tell, Catherine is dead, and the rest of us are doomed to eternal damnation.”

Eliza’s jaw dropped open, the wind knocked right out of her. Tears of confusion, regret, and anger filled her eyes. She was just opening her mouth to speak when Alice turned away from her, and a pair of well-worn leather shoes appeared in her line of vision.

“Miss Eliza?”

Eliza looked up and shaded her eyes with her hands. The sun lit Helen Jennings from behind. Quickly she placed the twig, laden with lavender leaves, into her basket.

“Yes, Helen?” she said, wiping her dirty hand on her apron. Her voice cracked, and she saw Helen’s brow knit with concern. This surprised her, given their previous encounter.

“Is everything all right, miss?” Helen asked.

The tiny hairs on the back of Eliza’s neck stood on end. “Everything’s fine, Helen,” she said firmly, looking the girl in the eye as she fiddled with her locket. Helen’s expression hardened. She glanced at Alice, who was still intent on her work, then held out her hand. Tucked into the cup of Helen’s palm was a small folded note. Eliza’s heart skipped a beat, and she quickly took it and squirreled it away in the pocket of her dress.

“I came to see if the two of you wanted a refreshment from the kitchen.” Helen glanced past Eliza at her wicker basket, which was half full of herbs. “Lavender, rosemary, and ginger root, I see.” Then she looked Eliza in the eye and arched her brows. “Are you making a potpourri?”

Eliza swallowed hard. “Yes. We thought they might make a nice gift for our parents on parents’ weekend.”

“How thoughtful of you,” Helen said flatly.

Feeling completely flustered, but not entirely sure why, Eliza took a deep breath. “We don’t need any refreshments, thank you. Right, Alice?” she said, gazing directly into Helen’s eyes.

“No, thank you, Helen,” Alice replied.

“All right, then,” Helen said.

She gave Eliza one last knowing look before she turned and walked away slowly, carefully avoiding the vegetable plants as she went. Eliza stood and watched Helen until she had gone inside the house and closed the door behind her, but even then she had this awful, prickly feeling that she was being watched.

Helen Jennings knew more than she was letting on. And the thought frightened Eliza to her core.



Funeral Party



That night, the girls gathered in Eliza’s room and quickly performed the Spell of Silence so they could sneak out to the chapel. Everyone was dressed in dark tones—black, gray, navy blue—as if attending a funeral instead of an awakening.

“When will we be leaving, Eliza?” Genevieve asked. “I would like for this to be finished.”

Anxiety was etched on all her friends’ faces. All but Alice’s, who sat at the foot of Eliza’s bed and had drawn the hood of her black cape over her face so that only the very tip of her nose could be seen.

“We’ll go as soon as Theresa arrives,” Eliza replied. “Don’t worry, Genevieve. This will all be over soon.”

The door to Eliza’s room suddenly opened and Theresa entered. Eliza felt a thump of foreboding and guilt the moment she saw her. The note Helen had delivered earlier had been from Harrison—a request for her to meet him again tonight. Eliza hadn’t felt comfortable sending her refusal through Helen, so she knew that Harrison was going to be standing in the woods tonight, waiting for a girl who would never come.

“You really should knock, Theresa,” Lavender said. “For all we knew, you could have been the headmistress.”

“Thank you for that lesson in etiquette, Lavender,” Theresa said sarcastically.

Theresa had dressed in a royal purple frock, the most festive of the bunch. The book of spells was clutched against her chest, and she glanced around the room until her gaze came to rest on Eliza.

“We have a problem,” she said, keeping her voice low.

Every single girl turned to look at Eliza. All except Alice.

“What is it?” Eliza said.

Theresa opened the book as she walked to Eliza. “The instructions are quite clear. This spell will not work without all eleven members of the coven present to recite it.”

“What?” Jane exclaimed, stepping forward.

All around there were questions and whispers and panicked twitters. Eliza took the book and scanned the page. Theresa was right. The instructions referred to “eleven voices raised” and “twenty-two” crossed arms. The numbers were there over and over again. Her heart sunk into her toes and disappointment descended over the room.

“Well, we’ll just have to try it with ten,” she said, trying to sound firm.

“I don’t think so,” Theresa said.

“She’s right,” Marilyn spoke up, for once without Petit Peu in her arms. “What if something goes awry because we do not have enough power? This is Catherine’s life we are talking about.”

The other girls murmured their assent. Eliza couldn’t help wondering if some of them were grateful for an excuse to not perform the spell.

“We need an eleventh,” she heard herself say.

“Where are we going to get someone new now?” Viola whined, fidgeting her black-gloved hands. “Not to mention someone who won’t run screaming when we tell them what we’re about to do.”

An idea flitted through Eliza’s mind. It made her feel sick to her stomach, but what other choice did she have? Catherine’s life hung in the balance.

“I know someone,” Eliza said.

“You do? Who?” Theresa asked.

“I’d rather not say until I know that she is willing,” Eliza told her. “All of you go to the chapel and wait for me there. If I haven’t arrived within an hour, you can return.”

As the girls grumbled and whispered and gathered their things, Theresa latched on to Eliza’s arm tightly.

“We can’t wait much longer to do this,” Theresa said through her teeth. “Those forty-eight hours are wasting away.”

“I know,” Eliza said, lifting her chin. “I just need a little time. Trust me. I will bring our eleventh.”



The Eleventh



Eliza waited until her friends had walked out into the night. From her large window overlooking the Crenshaw House entry, she saw the lights of their candles and lanterns bounce merrily through the darkness, as if unaware that anything could be wrong in the world.

She snuck out of her room and closed the door quietly behind her. Crenshaw House was dark and perfectly still. She took a moment to get her bearings in the wide hallway before tiptoeing down the runner carpet and onto the wide oak stairs. Her fingers lightly brushed the polished banister as she scurried down the steps. The first floor was deserted, but she could see a shaft of light beneath the door to the kitchen. Cringing at every creak in the old floor, Eliza moved slowly and cautiously toward the light, her ear tilted toward the ceiling to catch any noise, any sign of life, from Miss Almay’s room. Just outside the latchless kitchen door, she paused. Whoever was inside was humming, and the tune was low and mournful, like a funeral dirge. A chill of fear raced through Eliza and she stood for a moment, her hand on the door, her breathing shallow and raspy.

Thinking of Catherine, Eliza screwed up her courage and pushed the door open on its hinges.

Helen sat at the table, her back to Eliza, her blond braid down the back of her blue shawl. She was polishing silver methodically as she hummed.

“I delivered your message to Harrison Knox, Miss Eliza,” Helen said.

Eliza nearly collapsed. How did Helen know she was standing there? She hadn’t made a sound. And what message was she talking about?

Helen turned around slowly. “He won’t be waiting for you. I let him know you couldn’t be there, as you were to be otherwise occupied.”

Eliza’s mind swam as Helen blithely returned to her work. She took a tentative step into the room and was surprised when her weakened knees held her.

“What . . . how did you . . . ? Did you read his message to me? How did you know I couldn’t go to him?”

Helen simply arched one eyebrow as she rubbed a serving fork with her rag.

“What do you know?” Eliza asked, walking boldly over and standing next to Helen’s chair. Her skin pulsated with uncertainty and fear, but she wasn’t going to let Helen see that. “How much do you know?”

The polishing continued, as did the awful tune.

“How did you know it was me at the door?” Eliza demanded.

“Oh, that.” Helen placed the spoon she’d been working on down on the table, along with the rag. When she looked up at Eliza, her expression was far more normal—amused and lightly teasing. “You, Miss Eliza, have a very peculiar gait.”

Eliza’s shoulders relaxed, and instantly she felt foolish. Of course. Her mother had always scolded her for loping around like a boy, and after a couple of weeks of living among the other girls, she knew none of them had her plodding steps. She pulled out the chair at the head of the table and rested her hands in front of her.

“I need your help,” she said.

“I know,” Helen said, picking up a fork and inspecting it in the candlelight. “You need me to help you bring her back.”

Eliza’s heart thumped.

Helen breathed on the fork, and Eliza could have sworn that the rust stains disappeared before her eyes. Still Helen lifted the rag and polished it anyway.

“None of your spells work on me,” she continued, laying the fork alongside the other gleaming utensils. Her eyes flicked to Eliza’s locket. “Not a one. I’m under the protection of a charm that makes me immune to witchcraft.”

Eliza sat and stared. “A charm?” she blurted stupidly.

“Yes,” Helen said as she polished a teaspoon. “I know what those books of yours can lead to. I knew the girl who last owned them.” She placed the teaspoon down on the table and slowly turned to look at Eliza. “She was killed by her craft.”

Eliza felt as if Helen had just plucked one of the forks off the table and jammed it into her heart. “Killed? Like Catherine was?”

“No, not quite like that,” Helen said thoughtfully. “This girl, she let the magic consume her. It became an obsession . . . an addiction . . . and it took over. After she died, we tried to burn those books so that it would never happen again, but it didn’t work.”

Eliza sat up straight and swallowed hard, attempting to focus. “What do you mean, it didn’t work?”

“We threw them in the fire, and they came out an hour later without a mark or a scratch,” Helen explained. “They were untouched, Miss Eliza. Unscathed.” She pushed the silverware away, her eyes hard. “You’re fooling with a power that is not to be trifled with. That is why I have tried to send you those messages all this time. Tried to tell you to turn back when you were about to get yourself into trouble. But you don’t seem to want to listen.”

Eliza’s heart dropped into her toes. “That voice I’ve been hearing . . . that was you?”

“Yes, Miss Eliza,” Helen said, going to work on a serving spoon. “But like I said, you didn’t want to listen.”

Eliza was stunned, an awful hollowness growing inside of her gut. A feeling that she had started something she could not control. A feeling that if she didn’t end it now, it might grow and expand and swallow everything she held dear.

But it had already swallowed Catherine, and she couldn’t rest with that on her conscience.

“If you wish to help me so badly, then help me now,” Eliza pleaded, scooting her chair closer to the table, angling herself to look into the maid’s face. “Help us.”

“I’m sorry,” Helen said simply. “I can’t do that.”

“But you must!” Eliza protested. “Helen, if you know something of this, if you understand how these spells work, then you must help us.”

Helen continued to polish the silver, as if Eliza wasn’t begging for someone’s life.

“We’re going to do it with or without you,” Eliza said.

Helen paused. She laid down the rag and turned to look Eliza in the eye.

“Fine,” she said. “I will agree to help you on two conditions. First, I wish to read this spell first, to make sure there are no mistakes.”

“Done. And second?” Eliza asked, laying her palm flat on the table.

“Second, when the spell is done, we bury the books again,” Helen said. “We bury them, and you all put this magic where it belongs. In the past.”

“Agreed.” Eliza reached out and took the maid’s hand. “All I want is for this to be over.”

Helen sat and stared at Eliza’s hand on hers. “All right, then,” she said, sliding her hand away from Eliza’s. She wiped both palms on her dingy apron. “I’ll help you.”

“Thank you,” Eliza said, her voice thick. “Thank you, Helen.” She shoved her chair back and held out her hand to the maid. “Now come along. We must go.”

“Go where?” Helen asked, standing.

Eliza looked her up and down. Beneath her blue shawl and brown apron she wore a nightgown of white flannel. Perfect.

“The girls are waiting in the chapel,” Eliza told her.

Helen hesitated, glancing at the door as if she expected a ghost or goblin to come screeching out at her. “Waiting for what?”

“For you,” Eliza said. “It’s time for your initiation.”



Chosen Ones



“The girl who died—her name was Caroline Westwick,” Helen said, tugging her blue shawl closer to her body as she, Theresa, and Eliza trailed the other girls back through the woods after her initiation. The sky overhead was lit by the biggest full moon Eliza had ever seen. It glowed an eerie yellow-green against the midnight sky. “That was the name of the girl who died. Odd, isn’t it? How she and Catherine have the same initials?”

A chill went through Eliza as she glanced back toward the chapel. Catherine was there, all alone in that basement, her body growing colder by the moment. Eliza felt an ache in her gut over leaving her friend behind once again, but she’d had no choice. She had wanted to do the Life Out of Death Spell right away, as soon as Helen had become a member of the coven, but Helen had insisted they wait another day—long enough for her to study the spell, to make sure it was safe. And that, after all, had been a condition of her initiation, so Eliza had no choice but to agree.

“Check your sources,” Theresa said under her breath, glancing ahead at the other girls. Their hushed conversations traveled back to Eliza’s ears in furtive whispers. All of them had just seen Catherine’s body for the first time, and all of them had been affected. “Everyone knows that Caroline Westwick ran off to Europe to marry some divorced ex-duke and broke her mother’s heart.”

“That’s just what her family wants you to believe,” Helen said, looking Theresa in the eye. “But next time you visit their home, walk out to the orchard. At the foot of the easternmost tree, you’ll find an unmarked grave. That’s where her mother goes every morning to grieve.”

Theresa stopped walking. All the color dropped from her face, and she held both hands against her stomach. “How can you possibly know this?”

Helen paused and looked down at her hands. “Because I visit Caroline, too.”

Theresa pressed one hand into the trunk of an old oak tree, her breathing ragged. The rest of the girls kept tromping ahead, not noticing their friends’ absence.

“Theresa? Are you all right?” Eliza asked, placing her hand on the small of Theresa’s back.

Theresa nodded, waving Eliza away, but Eliza kept her hand there as she looked wildly around at Helen. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . she was a friend of the family.

“I don’t understand,” Eliza said. “Why would the Westwicks lie about something like that?”

Helen removed a handkerchief from the pocket of her nightgown and handed it to Theresa in a perfunctory way. Theresa cupped the fabric over her mouth, closed her eyes, and breathed.

“Think of your own mother, Miss Eliza,” Helen said. “Would it be more humiliating for her to say you’d simply fallen in love and followed your silly little heart, or to tell the world that you’d become obsessed with witchcraft, lost your mind to it, and subsequently killed yourself?”

Eliza’s mind went suddenly gray. Now she clung to Theresa’s arm to steady herself. “She committed suicide?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Helen said flatly. “She threw herself off the roof of the Easton Academy chapel, but I don’t think she knew what she was doing when she did it.”

“How is this possible?” Theresa looked around in confusion, as if hoping Caroline would step out of the trees and explain it all away. “Why did she do it?”

Helen sighed.

“It was Caroline’s older sister, Lucille, who originally found the books. She started her own coven, and she invited ten other girls to join, just as you did. Even though I was only thirteen years old, I was one of those she invited. Caroline was not,” Helen said.

Eliza narrowed her eyes. “She invited a maid, but not her own sister?”

The moment the words left her lips, Eliza felt ashamed.

“I think that was why she did it, Miss Eliza,” Helen said. “I believe that by asking me, she was taunting her sister.”

“That does sound like Lucille,” Theresa admitted. “She always left Caroline out.”

Helen nodded. “Every time our coven would meet, Caroline would follow us. She would hover upstairs in the chapel, and occasionally she would beg to be let in, but Lucille always shunned her. She would laugh about it, like it was all a joke to her. It made some of us uncomfortable. But you didn’t argue with Lucille.”

Eliza looked at Theresa, wondering if she saw the parallels to her own position at Billings, but Theresa’s attention was trained on Helen.

“Everything we did back then was in good fun, or so we thought,” Helen said. “It was much like I’m sure it’s been for you. We cast fun little spells, helped the girls pass tests, helped them attract certain boys. They even cast a spell to get me out of scrubbing the floors when I had a cold.” The moon broke from behind a cloud, bathing Helen in milky light.

“And?” Theresa prompted. “What happened?”

“One night Caroline’s frustration got the better of her,” Helen explained. “She snuck into Lucille’s room and stole the books. She told her sister she would burn them unless Lucille initiated her. So we did. We took in a twelfth. And that, we all later believed, was our mistake.”

Helen turned and began walking again, her steps hurried, as if she wanted to get away from these memories. Eliza gripped Theresa’s hand, clinging to her as they rushed to catch up.

“What do you mean, your ‘mistake’?” Eliza asked.

“Caroline was never invited to join the coven. She forced her way in,” Helen told them. “We didn’t choose her, the way Lucille chose us. She wasn’t meant to be a witch . . . and she couldn’t handle the power.”

“And that’s why she died?” Theresa asked.

Helen nodded. “All Caroline wanted was to be like her sister, so she cast several spells. One to change her hair color, another to make her taller, another to make her smarter, a better musician, a finer artist. All just to be like Lucille. But it was too much. She didn’t know what she was doing. And she lost her mind.”

Helen paused as they reached the edge of the woods, looking out over the Billings campus. Every window was dark, yet the moon cast its solemn glow over the troop of girls moving swiftly toward Crenshaw.

“After she died, we tried to burn the books—and that was when we realized Caroline’s original threat was empty, though she had no idea at the time. When burning them didn’t work, we locked them in the chapel basement, then buried the map along with the locket Lucille had commissioned for herself as the leader of the coven,” Helen said. Her eyes flicked to the gold locket around Eliza’s neck. “The locket you now wear, miss.”

Eliza’s hand fluttered up to touch the gold trinket. Suddenly it felt heavier than it ever had before.

“If you thought the books were so very dangerous, why bury the locket and the map right there in the garden where anyone could find them?” Theresa asked. “Why make a map at all?”

Helen took a deep breath and blew it out audibly. “The map was Lucille’s idea. She said the books were too precious to be lost forever. She said that some future Billings girls would find them, and maybe they would know how to harness their power better than we did.” She cast an arch look at Theresa. “Really, I think she couldn’t let go. As for the burial spot, it wasn’t a garden then, and we were all too terrified to venture back into the woods at night to bury it there.”

Eliza looked at the dark windows of Crenshaw House. She wondered which room Caroline had lived in.

“Caroline’s last words were what convinced us that we never should have let her force her way in to the coven,” Helen said, gazing off into the distance.

Theresa gripped Eliza’s hand tightly. “Why?” Eliza asked. “What did she say?”

Helen’s eyes shone with unshed tears. “We were all on the roof. We were trying to stop her,” she said, her voice thick. “But she wouldn’t come down. She turned to look at us—her eyes were so unfocused, so blank. Then, right before she fell, she said, as clear as day . . . she said—”

Helen paused, touching her fingertips to her lips as they quivered.

“What? What did she say?” Theresa demanded.

Helen drew in a ragged breath. “She said, ‘I don’t belong.’”



The Other Woman



Eliza walked into her room that night and fell directly into bed, glad that she was already wearing her nightgown, since she never would have been able to muster the energy to change. She curled into a ball facing the center of the room, but at the sight of Catherine’s empty bed, she flung herself around to face the wall.

“It’s going to be all right,” she whispered to herself. “Helen is clearly a powerful witch. With her on our side, we can’t fail.”

A sudden scratching noise sounded at her window. Eliza’s heart vaulted into her throat and she sat straight up in bed. A long, silent moment passed. Then the scratch sounded again. Eliza whirled around. A pale face hovered outside her window, staring in at her.

Eliza screamed. Catherine? Had her roommate come back of her own volition to punish Eliza for letting her fall to her death? But then her eyes focused on the panicked visage.

“Harrison?” she whispered.

He gestured frantically for her to let him in. Eliza jumped out of bed, realizing with a start that she was on the fourth floor, and whipped open the window. Harrison was perched precariously on the one-foot-wide stone lip that ran around the periphery of the building. He clutched both sides of the window and jumped to the floor, crouching for a moment to catch his breath.

“Harrison Knox, what are you doing!?” Eliza demanded, closing the windows with a bang. “You could have killed yourself.”

Harrison stood, blew out a breath, and smiled. “It would have been worth it to see you.” He looked her up and down, and the smile transformed into a grin. “And in your nightgown, no less.”

Eliza blushed furiously. She reached for the fringed shawl on the back of her desk chair and drew it tightly around her shoulders.

“I’m sorry if I frightened you,” Harrison said, stepping toward her. He cupped her cheek with his hand, and she automatically tilted her face into his palm. “But even though you refused my invitation, I simply couldn’t stay away any longer.”

All Eliza wanted to do was fall into Harrison’s arms. To let him hold her and comfort her and chase away all the awful things she’d seen and done. But he didn’t belong to her. He was Theresa’s. Right or wrong, whether they were in love or not, he had proposed and she had accepted. They were going to be husband and wife.

“Eliza,” Harrison said, stepping still closer. That one word was like a plea.

And then he tipped her chin up with his finger and brought his lips down to brush hers. Eliza’s skin was on fire, and her mind seemed to experience complete weightlessness. Every one of her reservations was obliterated by that one touch. She moved into him, and Harrison wrapped his arms around her, deepening the kiss. Eliza had never felt so completely loved in her life. So secure, so excited, so absolutely sure. Harrison was the man she was meant to be with. No other person would ever make her feel this way.

And yet—

She pulled away.

“What is it?” Harrison asked, his eyelids heavy. “Eliza, what’s wrong?”

“You shouldn’t have come,” Eliza said, summoning all her strength just to utter that one sentence. She touched her still-tingling lips with her fingertips.

Harrison hesitated. He looked behind him as if someone might be watching. “But I thought—”

“Theresa and I . . . we’re friends now, Harrison.” Eliza’s heart twisted excruciatingly, and she found she couldn’t look him in the eye. “And I can’t do this to her. I won’t be the other woman.”

“But Eliza, you know how I feel about you,” Harrison begged, his blue eyes entreating. “How I feel about her. Can’t we just—”

“No.” Eliza forced herself to look at him, and her heart broke, shattering into a million tiny pieces all over her insides. “Go, Harrison. Please.”

Harrison opened his mouth to protest but seemed to think the better of it. He stepped past her toward the window, but Eliza grasped his sleeve between her thumb and forefinger. “Out the door, please. I don’t think I could manage having your death on my conscience as well.”

Harrison nodded, though he had no idea how much meaning her words held. He paused with his hand on her doorknob and looked back at her. “If I’m caught, I won’t tell them who I’d come to see,” he said, his expression pained.

“Tell them whatever you wish,” Eliza replied, turning away from him. She felt exhausted, suddenly, as if she’d run out of fight. As she heard the door click quietly closed, she would have welcomed expulsion. Anything to get away from here. To put this place and all the people she’d hurt behind her.

She watched from above as Harrison jogged off into the night, headed for the fateful woods and the Easton campus beyond. One lonely tear slid down her cheek, but she told herself she had done the right thing.

Eliza Williams was no one’s mistress.



Powerful



“Jane and Viola were up all night pressing the figs we got in town for oil,” Theresa whispered under her breath as she and Eliza walked to class the next morning. “Are you certain that Helen knows where to find eye of newt? Because we can’t afford to waste any more time. That spell has to be done at midnight tonight, or Catherine is lost forever.”

They both smiled stiffly at Miss Tinsley as she walked quickly past them.

“Good morning, girls!” the teacher called brightly. “I hope you’re ready for a lively translation session this morning.”

“Yes, Miss Tinsley,” the two girls replied in unison.

The teacher lifted a hand in a wave and disappeared through the front door of McKinley.

“All I know is Helen told me she could get it, and I trust her,” Eliza replied.

Theresa paused at the foot of the steps to McKinley Hall and waited for a pair of younger girls to scurry by before speaking.

“And why is that, exactly?” Theresa asked, smoothing an errant lock of hair back behind her ear. “I swear, Eliza, I wanted to stage a protest last night when you walked into the temple with that girl. The only reason I didn’t was because we don’t have the time to spend searching for someone better.”

Eliza rolled her eyes and walked a few steps away from the main path, leading Theresa out of earshot of the other students and teachers.

“You just don’t like her because she’s a servant,” Eliza said through her teeth. “But she’s been doing this for a long time. She’s probably more powerful than any of us.”

“Probably,” Theresa said, pursing her lips. “And that’s what I don’t like about her.”

Eliza blinked. Was Theresa worried about having her own power usurped, or was she concerned that Helen might somehow turn her power against the coven?

“Ladies.”

Eliza jumped and whirled around. Miss Almay stood before her, a pinched, suspicious look on her face. Theresa grabbed Eliza’s hand in surprise as Eliza’s gaze darted around. Where on Earth had the headmistress come from?

“Might I ask why the two of you are dawdling here?” Miss Almay asked, looking down her nose at them. “I trust you’re not planning anything for which you might find yourselves in my office.”

“Of course not, Miss Almay,” Eliza stammered.

“We were just discussing our literature exam,” Theresa improvised.

“Very well, then. Get to class,” Miss Almay ordered, stepping back so that they could step onto the path in front of her. The two girls did so, still clutching each other. They hadn’t taken two steps when Miss Almay spoke again, her tone so low and ominous, it sent a quiver of fear down Eliza’s spine. “And remember, girls, I’ve got my eyes on you.”



Be gone



Eliza was breathless but oddly calm as she and the other ten members of their coven approached the chapel that evening. Within the hour, the spell would be cast, and Catherine would be alive.

Provided all went according to plan.

“You remember your promise to me, don’t you, Eliza?” Helen asked. She had a dark hood pulled over her hair, and her candle’s flame was reflected in her eyes, making her blue irises glow red.

“I do,” Eliza whispered. “This will be our last spell. After tonight, we bury the books and move on with our lives.”

“With Catherine,” Theresa added firmly.

“With Catherine,” Eliza repeated.

Theresa paused and lifted the lantern. The imposing, white-walled façade of Billings Chapel rose out of the night before them. Behind the three leaders, all the other girls came to a halt.

“We’re here,” Theresa said.

“As are we.”

Eliza gasped and whirled around. Miss Almay and Mrs. Hodge rushed toward them. Miss Almay shoved through the crowd of stunned girls and came to a stop right in front of Theresa and Eliza. Her skin was ruddy with exertion, and her dark hair had come loose from its bun, but her expression was triumphant.

Eliza glanced anxiously over her shoulder at the chapel. Catherine lay right inside, her chances at survival dwindling with each passing moment. They were so close. So very close.

“Miss Almay,” Helen began. “Please, don’t—”

“I’ll deal with you later, Miss Jennings,” Miss Almay snapped, not bothering to cast a glance at her maid. Instead she glared down her long nose at Eliza and Theresa. Eliza’s pulse pounded in her ears. She could practically hear Catherine begging her to do something—begging her to save her life. “I don’t know how you managed to sneak out of the house so quietly, but Mrs. Hodge caught a glimpse of your candles out the window.”

Eliza looked at Theresa, desperate for some sort of a sign that she had a plan. Theresa, however, was looking right at Helen.

“Miss Almay, let me explain,” Theresa began. “Well, you know how devout Alice is. She simply must pray inside the chapel every single day. It makes her feel closer to God. Isn’t that right, Alice?” She didn’t wait for the girl’s answer. “But this morning, Alice missed morning services because of her, well, monthly . . . trouble.”

Helen took Eliza’s hand. “Concentrate on Miss Almay and chant with me,” she said so quietly Eliza wasn’t even sure she’d spoken the words aloud.

“Befuddled, bewildered, be gone,” Helen whispered, staring straight at Mrs. Hodge. “Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone.”

Panicked and baffled, Eliza followed Helen’s lead. She stared at Miss Almay’s face as she repeated the chant.

“Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone.”

Eliza focused on the chant, on Miss Almay, on her strength, as hard as she possibly could, but nothing was happening. Her palm began to sweat inside Helen’s grip, and her breath grew shallow and still nothing. Theresa, meanwhile, was running out of fiction to tell.

“So we promised Alice that we would bring her up here tonight before midnight so she could pray . . .”

“Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone.”

Clarissa, who was standing behind Eliza and Helen, suddenly took Eliza’s other hand. She started to chant along with them, staring intently at Miss Almay.

“Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone.”

Soon Jane joined in with them. Then Lavender, Viola, and Bia. Finally Marilyn and Genevieve caught on, dragging Alice with them.

“Befuddled, bewildered, be gone,” they whispered together. “Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone.”

A cold wind kicked up around their feet, swirling up from the ground.

“What? What’s this?” Miss Almay demanded, shielding her eyes. “What are you girls doing?”

“It’s not working!” Eliza cried.

“Just keep going!” Helen ordered.

“Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone. Befuddled, bewildered, be gone.”

And just when Eliza was certain that whatever was supposed to happen would never happen without the power of the full coven, without Theresa reciting with them, the wind suddenly stopped. Eliza pushed her hair away from her eyes and blinked through the cloud of dusty dirt that billowed around them. When the haze cleared, she saw Theresa laughing.

“What can you possibly find amusing at this moment?” Eliza demanded.

“Look at them!” Theresa said, pointing to the lawn.

There, in the middle of the moonlit lawn, was a dazed-looking Miss Almay. She staggered from side to side with her arms splayed out in front of her, blinking rapidly and looking around overhead, her chin jerking this way and that as if she was following a rowdy flock of birds with her eyes. Mrs. Hodge was walking into a thick tree trunk over and over and over again.

“Poor Mrs. Hodge,” Theresa said. “She’ll have a bump the size of Plymouth Rock tomorrow.”

Eliza walked over to Mrs. Hodge and, taking her by the shoulders, turned her toward the school. Mrs. Hodge instantly began walking straight ahead, her eyes glazed over like a dead animal’s. As Eliza watched her go, Theresa gave Miss Almay a slight shove, sending her after her maid. The headmistress spun in circles as she walked.

“Good work, Helen,” Theresa said, turning back toward the group.

“I have no wish for congratulations, Miss Billings,” Helen said quietly. “I’d just like to get this done.”

Theresa’s expression hardened. She picked up her lantern from the ground and strode toward the chapel.

“Your wish, Miss Jennings, is my command.”



Life Out of Death



Eliza stood in the chapel basement, her palms slick with perspiration, her arms crossed in front of her. One of her hands grasped Helen’s, the other Theresa’s, as all eleven girls stared down at the lifeless form of Catherine White. Catherine’s face had been covered by a swath of white gauze, her hands folded over her chest like a praying angel. As each girl slowly left the circle, one by one, to add her ingredient to the stone bowl at Catherine’s feet, Eliza’s knees quaked beneath her.

This had to work. It simply had to.

We need you to return to us, Catherine, Eliza thought, closing her eyes as a wave of nerves crashed through her chest. We need you here with us. I know you want to be here, too. Please, please, please come back to us.

All around the room the candles flickered and dimmed, then flickered again and glowed stronger. There was a hush among the coven, and the air was thick with desperation, hope, and fear. Jane’s shoes scratched the silty floor as she shuffled forward and tipped her bottle of arrowroot toward the bowl. Then, head bowed, she returned to the circle and took Viola’s hand. Helen released Eliza, bent to pick up her vial of eye of newt, and slowly, methodically added it to the bowl. The ritual was like a rhythmic dance, each girl doing her part with grace and precision. And then it was Eliza’s turn.

As she rejoined the circle, Helen looked Eliza firmly in the eye. Eliza set her jaw, bent over, and lifted the bottle of jasmine from the floor at her feet. She carefully avoided the thick, white candles Lavender had placed all around the body, per the book’s instructions. When she arrived at the bowl, she looked up at Catherine’s face.

The corpse’s eyes were open and glaring at her angrily.

Eliza gasped and took a step back, her heel coming down right on Marilyn’s toe.

“Eliza, what is it?” Marilyn demanded.

“Shhh!” Clarissa admonished. “We’re supposed to stay perfectly quiet.”

“But I—she—”

Eliza gestured at Catherine with her bottle, but when she looked back again, Catherine’s eyes were closed. The gauze hadn’t been disturbed. The body hadn’t moved. It was just Eliza’s mind playing tricks on her. She cleared her throat nervously; her pulse was racing through her veins, making her feel lightheaded.

Trembling from head to toe, Eliza took a tentative step toward the body. She checked Catherine’s eyes once more. They were still closed. Shaking her head slightly, she opened the bottle and dumped the contents into the bowl’s fragrant mixture. Then she slipped the empty bottle into the pocket of her blue dress and returned to the circle, taking Helen’s hand.

Theresa stepped forward. The final ingredient was the rosemary. She stepped forward with the sprig in her two hands and slowly, meticulously tore each needle from it, dropping them in one by one. Eliza felt as if she was falling into a trance as she watched Theresa. The room seemed to be growing warmer, and the heady scents of rosemary, lavender, lilac, and jasmine filled the room.

As the last rosemary needle fluttered into the bowl, a light, airy wind filled the room—a comforting springtime breeze. It tickled Eliza’s skin and filled her with hope. All around the circle, the girls began to smile.

This was going to work. Every last one of them could sense it.

Theresa returned to the circle and took Eliza’s hand. She nodded, and the girls began to recite the spell, which they had committed to memory.

“Powerful spirits, we implore thee, give us the power, hear our plea.”

The words had barely escaped Eliza’s lips, when every candle in the room suddenly went out. There was no wind this time, no movement—nothing natural that had extinguished the lights. The coven simply plunged into darkness. Eliza could make out nothing, save the white gauze over Catherine’s pale face. Fear radiated from Eliza’s heart and poured off the others in waves. For a long moment no one spoke. Then Theresa squeezed Eliza’s hand and started the next line.

“From the darkness into the light, help our sister travel this night.”

The other girls joined in. Instantly, a biting cold chased out the last remnants of warmth, permeating the room and biting at Eliza’s skin. Eliza heard Bia moan in fear on the other side of the circle but could feel nothing outside of her own terror and the frigid cold air.

“We witches here will be her guide, to wrest her from the other side.”

A crash of deafening thunder filled the room, coming not from outside the chapel, but from within. Bia screamed as the candles blazed to light around Catherine, their flames like a wall of fire between her body and the coven. They licked at the beams in the ceiling and spread menacingly wide, threatening the hems of the girls’ skirts. A few girls edged backward, but no one broke the circle. The sudden heat was excruciating, and Eliza turned her face as her eyes began to sting and tear. Together the coven managed to shout the last few words.

“Let her know no pain, let her fear no strife, give us the power to save her life!”

Another crack of thunder leveled Bia as she fainted dead away. Instantly, the flames completely died as if doused by a deluge of water. Someone—Eliza couldn’t tell who—shouted in surprise. A few of the candles flickered meekly around Catherine’s hands and feet. Smoke plumed from the stone bowl, and the stench of burned herbs filled the air. Jane covered her eyes and began to sob. Marilyn and Genevieve clung to each other. Looking stunned, Alice took a few steps back and fell into a chair.

Eliza, Theresa, and Helen stared at the body. Eliza’s chest heaved up and down with her ragged breath. Her locket was white hot against her skin, but she didn’t move to adjust it.

Catherine remained still.

“What’s going on?” Eliza asked, her voice a mere whisper. “What happened? Why didn’t it work?”

“I don’t know,” Helen said, her eyes wide. “We did everything by the book. You added all the rosemary?” she asked Theresa.

“Of course I added all the rosemary,” Theresa replied defensively. “Do you think I wanted it to fail, Helen? Do you think I wanted her dead? What do you expect me to—”

A sudden gasp cut her off, and Eliza hurtled backward, startled so thoroughly that she had to grasp the stone wall to keep herself from joining Bia on the floor. Every girl in the room held her breath.

Catherine White had just sat up.



Not Right



“Eliza?” Catherine said.

Her voice was a croak, and she stared straight through Eliza as she said her name. Theresa dropped Eliza’s hand, and Eliza rushed forward.

“Catherine!”

She whipped away the gauze that clung to Catherine’s hair, and enveloped her in a hug. Catherine’s arms hung limply at her sides, but Eliza hardly noticed. Catherine was back. Catherine was alive!

“It’s a miracle!” Alice said from her chair near the door. “A miracle.”

“How do you feel?” Eliza asked.

“Are you all right?”

“Are you hungry?” Genevieve asked.

Eliza pulled back and looked into Catherine’s eyes. They stared back at her as if unseeing. As if she’d never looked upon Eliza before in her life. A cold slice of uncertainty bisected Eliza’s heart.

“Catherine?” she said, holding on to the girl’s arm. “It’s me. Eliza.”

Slowly Catherine’s eyes seemed to focus on Eliza’s face. Then, suddenly, as if tugged by an invisible string, her head jerked downward in a nod. Eliza felt a rush of relief. There was still no color in her friend’s cheeks, and her skin was waxy, but she was moving. She was there.

Then her eyes glazed right over again.

“What’s wrong with her?” Viola asked.

“She’s been dead for almost two days,” Clarissa replied in her know-it-all way. “Give her some time.”

“Let’s not talk about death, shall we?” Theresa requested with forced brightness. “What’s important here is that Catherine is alive. We should bring her home and give her a chance to rest.”

Eliza clenched her jaw. She didn’t like the fact that everyone was talking about Catherine as if she wasn’t there. As if she was still just a corpse on the floor.

“Would you like that, Catherine?” she asked her friend. “Would you like to go back to our room and lie down?”

Catherine stared into Eliza’s eyes and again, Eliza felt the chill. Catherine’s head jerked side to side, as if she was a marionette being operated by a novice puppeteer. Eliza held back a choking lump of disappointment and fear, telling herself that Clarissa was right. Catherine just needed some time.

“You don’t wish to go back to Crenshaw?” Eliza asked patiently, trying to keep the tears out of her voice.

“Here,” Catherine said hoarsely. “Stay here.”

“But we have everything back in our room for the party,” Genevieve lamented, biting her lip. “The punch and the sandwiches and the chocolate.”

“You planned a party?” Theresa demanded, nonplussed.

Genevieve blushed, and Marilyn reached for her hand and squeezed it. “It was Genevieve’s idea. It was meant to be a surprise.”

“Well, we can go get all the food and bring it back here,” Alice said, her eyes bright. “If this is where Catherine wishes to be, we can bring the celebration to her.”

Everyone agreed to this plan, and Lavender, Alice, Marilyn, and Genevieve set off to gather the party things. Eliza held Catherine’s hand as they watched the four girls go.

“You,” Catherine said. “I wish to stay with you, Eliza.”

Eliza glanced at Theresa, whose jaw was set with obvious anger. She felt a thump of trepidation, but she couldn’t deal with that at the moment. Catherine was back, and she needed Eliza.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she told her friend, taking her hand in both of hers. “We’ll all stay right here together. Isn’t that right, Theresa?”

Theresa clucked her tongue. “Of course. If I’m even wanted.”

Eliza glowered at her. How could Theresa possibly be selfish at a time like this?

“What was it like, Catherine?” Clarissa asked, approaching her tentatively. “Do you remember anything? Anything at all about what it was like to be . . . dead?”

Catherine tilted her head, another jerking action. “Cold. I remember cold.”

Clarissa slipped her arm around Catherine’s and led her to one of the chairs near the wall. “Come and sit. We can talk all about it.”

As soon as the two girls had walked away, Eliza hazarded a glance at Theresa. “What’s the matter with you? Aren’t you excited? The spell worked!”

“A spell we wouldn’t have had to do if it hadn’t been for you sneaking off into the woods to meet my future husband,” Theresa snapped, the color rising in her cheeks.

“Theresa!” Eliza reeled back. “I thought . . . I thought we were past this. I’ve told Harrison I can’t see him again. Now Catherine’s back . . . you have everything you want.”

“No thanks to you, Eliza Williams,” Theresa said, narrowing her eyes. “I think I’ll go see if the girls need any help with their supplies.”

Then she turned on her heels, whipped her wide skirt behind her, and stormed up the stairs. Eliza stared after her, feeling so livid she could have spit on the floor. Didn’t Theresa understand what she’d given up for their friendship?

“Eliza?” Catherine said, staring blankly across the room. Clarissa, Jane, Viola, and Bia, all of whom had gathered around the girl, turned to look at Eliza as well. “Eliza? Where is Eliza?”

Eliza took a deep breath, trying to calm down. Tonight was about Catherine, not Harrison. Catherine was here, and Catherine needed her.

“I’m coming, Catherine,” she said.

But just then, a cold hand closed around her wrist. Eliza’s heart hit her throat as she whirled around. Helen Jennings stood before her, her blue eyes shot through with fear. Eliza placed her hand on her chest and tried to catch her breath.

“Helen? What is it?” she asked.

“I must speak with you,” Helen said, her fingers curling into fists at her sides. She glanced past Eliza’s shoulder at Catherine and the other girls, and something about her expression made Eliza’s blood run cold.

“What is it?” Eliza asked impatiently. “Catherine’s asking for me.”

“This is about Catherine,” Helen whispered, ducking her chin. “Eliza, she’s . . . she’s not right.”

A lump of foreboding formed just above Eliza’s heart, and she reached up to touch her locket. For the first time she felt the tenderness beneath the pendant, and she winced. “What do you mean, ‘not right’?”

“I don’t think the spell worked,” Helen said, taking Eliza’s hand and tugging her toward the doorway, away from the other girls. “I don’t know what exactly, but something is not right with that girl.”

“How do you know?” Eliza asked, the lump traveling slowly up her throat.

“Her eyes. The way they stare . . .,” Helen whispered furtively. “It’s just like Caroline looked before she died. That’s not Catherine. At least, not the Catherine you knew.”

Eliza hesitated a moment, but then the words filtered through and she found them suddenly ridiculous.

“Not Catherine? What are you talking about? Look at her!” She gestured toward the far wall and was appeased to find that Catherine was, at that very moment, smiling. “She’s fine. She’s alive. Helen, she’s alive because of us,” Eliza said, holding both Helen’s hands in hers. “I know you don’t trust the books, and I know that some awful things happened, but look at what the books have wrought now. They may have killed before, but now . . . now they’ve given life.”

“But Eliza—”

“No,” Eliza said. She took a step back, dropping Helen’s hands. “There’s a difference between what Caroline did to herself and what’s happened to Catherine. Caroline used magic for her own vain and selfish reasons. What happened to Catherine was not her own doing. She has been sent back to us because it was not her time, and she is going to be fine.”

Just then, Eliza heard footsteps and laughter overhead. Genevieve and the others had returned with the food and drink.

“This is a celebration, Helen,” Eliza said. “Why don’t you join us?”

Helen clenched her teeth, but remained silent. Then she turned on her heels and was gone. Eliza felt a pang of anger mixed with disappointment.

But then Alice skipped down the stairs and into the room, grabbed Eliza around the waist, and swung her around happily. “This is all because of you, Eliza,” she said. She stopped twirling and gestured at Catherine. “Look what we are able to do, all because you brought it out of us! We are all-powerful because of you!” She flung her arms around Eliza’s neck and hugged her as the other girls began to unpack the sweets and pour out tumblers of punch for the party.

Eliza laughed as the members of her coven cheered and applauded for her. Alice was right. They were all-powerful. And never had she felt so alive, so free, so utterly unrestrained by expectations and rules and uncertainty. She looked over at Catherine and smiled; her smile was readily returned by her friend.

Catherine was alive again. That was all that mattered. Finally, everything was going to be perfect.



Early Morning Visit



Eliza knew what she was doing was wrong. She knew that if her mother found out she was sneaking onto the boys’ campus at dawn—unescorted, no less—she would be disowned forever. She knew if Theresa found out, she would declare war on her. But she was far beyond caring about right and wrong. The line between the two was so completely blurred at this point that she could hardly make it out. All she knew was that she wanted to see Harrison. No, she needed to see Harrison. And so, as soon as the imposing gray brick wall of Ketlar House came into view, she lifted her skirts and broke into a run.

By the time she had flattened herself against the wall beneath what she knew to be Harrison’s window, she was panting in a highly unfeminine way. This, she did care about. She forced herself to take a few deep, steadying breaths, counted to one hundred, then stooped and picked up a handful of the tiny pebbles that served as a border around the outside of the house. She stepped back, cocked her arm, and threw them at the glass pane two stories up.

Eliza looked up at the window. Nothing. No movement at all. Grabbing another handful of rocks, she took a step back.

“Elizabeth Williams, what are you doing?”

Eliza whirled around, heart in her throat, hand still suspended and full of dirt and pebbles. Harrison and Jonathan both stood before her in athletic pants and sleeveless shirts. Their skin shone with sweat, and their breath was heavy. Jonathan bent at the waist to catch his breath, but Harrison stood straight and took a few steps toward her. Eliza found she could not tear her eyes from the glistening skin of his shoulders.

“What are you . . . I . . . ?” She tossed the pebbles to the ground and dusted her hands off. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“Training,” Harrison replied. His expression was hesitant, confused. Not that she could blame him, since she’d so callously tossed him from her room the last time they’d met. “Jonathan and I are trying out for the school’s running team.”

“You’re trying out,” Jonathan said, still bent at the waist. He slapped Harrison’s chest as he hobbled past, headed for the Ketlar door. “I’m clearly not fit enough for this.”

“Where are you going?” Harrison asked.

“To curl up in a corner and die, I expect,” Jonathan replied, only half joking. “You two kids enjoy yourselves.”

Harrison looked about to protest, but Eliza reached for his hand and he fell silent. The door swung open and slammed closed, and Jonathan was gone, leaving the couple alone in the dewy pink light of morning.

“What are you doing here?” he asked her. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is amazing,” Eliza said. “It’s just . . . I’ve been up all night long, and when the sun came up this morning . . . all I could think about was you.”

Slowly the creases smoothed away from Harrison’s handsome face and he smiled, his blue eyes shining with relief. He opened his mouth to speak, but then somewhere nearby, another door slammed. Harrison looked around, then took Eliza’s hand.

“Come on. I know a place we can go that’s a bit more private.”

Harrison led Eliza around the back of the building, then behind Drake Hall and to the back of Gwendolyn. For a moment she thought he was going to take her down into the basement again, but instead he walked her around the side of the building, peeked around the corner, and then mounted the steps. Through the stone archway was a small outdoor room with a bench built into the solid rock wall. The cavelike space cut them off completely from sight. She sunk down onto the slatted wooden bench and Harrison sat next to her, still clutching her hand. As she looked down at their entwined fingers, Eliza was so full of emotion, she felt as if it was choking her.

She was with Harrison. She was with Harrison. She was with Harrison.

“Eliza,” he said, searching her eyes. “Tell me you’ve changed your mind. Tell me that’s why you’re here before I go completely insane.”

“Well, we can’t have that,” Eliza said with a laugh. “Yes, Harrison. That’s why I’m here.”

Harrison smiled, his joy so pure it was written all over his face. Then he cupped Eliza’s face with both hands and kissed her. Already breathless, Eliza felt as if she might faint as Harrison’s lips searched hers. She sunk against him, oblivious to the rules of modesty and propriety. Right then, she wanted to feel all of him and to let him feel all of her. His hands trailed over her shoulders and down her back and he pulled her to him—so close, she felt as if her heart was beating against his.

“I’m so glad you came,” Harrison said finally. He kept his arms looped around her waist, his nose practically touching hers as he spoke. “I’m going to break it off with Theresa,” Harrison said. “I’ll do it today, this morning, right now.”

No more did Eliza care about Theresa’s feelings. Not after the way the girl had turned on her last night. The girl was capricious, selfish—untrustworthy. “Today will be fine. I’m in no rush.”

Harrison lifted a hand and gently smoothed Eliza’s hair away from her face. “But I am. I can’t pretend not to feel the way I do anymore,” he said, his voice a husky whisper. “I love you, Elizabeth.”

Her heart caught so deliciously it sent shock waves of delightful shivers all through her fingertips and her toes.

“I think I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you riding in the carriage,” Harrison continued. “Who knew the day you set foot on this campus would be the day my life changed forever?”

Eliza smiled and closed her eyes, solidifying this moment in her memory—the one moment of her entire life that she knew she would never, ever want to forget. Then she opened them again and looked into the eyes of Harrison Knox—the eyes, she suddenly realized, she would be looking into for the rest of her life. Her throat was still full, as were her heart, her lungs, her everything. But somehow, she managed to speak four small words.

“I love you, too.”



Something Else



Still dizzy from an hour spent alone with Harrison, kissing, holding hands, and whispering all their hopes and dreams to each other, Eliza snuck back into Crenshaw House, closing the door carefully behind her. The house was deathly silent, all the girls still sleeping after their late night of revelry. Eliza took the stairs at a run, thinking she might wake Catherine when she got back to their room. After all, Catherine had been gone for a few days, and so much had happened. She and Harrison had shared their first kiss. They had said “I love you.” And now there was talk of the future—once Harrison spoke with Theresa, of course. Everything was happening so fast, but none of it would be happening at all if not for Catherine.

Arriving at the closed door of their room, Eliza bit her lip and stifled a girlish laugh as the gesture brought the sensation of Harrison’s kisses back to her mouth. She quietly turned the doorknob and stepped inside.

But as soon as she did, her heart dropped through the floor.

Catherine sat on the edge of Eliza’s bed, her feet planted squarely on the floor, her eyes staring dead ahead, as she slowly, systematically, tore Eliza’s copy of A Tale of Two Cities to pieces, page by cherished page.

“Catherine!” Eliza gasped, stepping forward. “What are you doing?”

Catherine tilted her head toward Eliza in that odd, jerking way, staring straight through her, but never pausing in her task. She tore a page, dropped it on the floor, then tore the next, then the next, then the next. The action, the staring—it was as if she was taunting Eliza. Torturing her. Eliza felt the sudden urge to grab the girl and shake her for destroying the one and only gift Harrison had ever given her. But she paused and forced herself to remain calm.

“Catherine,” she said coolly. “That book belongs to me. Might I have it back?”

She laid her hand out flat, but Catherine continued to rip the pages from the spine. Her eyes were glazed, lifeless, blank. A sliver of fear sliced down Eliza’s spine. Helen’s words echoed in her mind.

“That’s not Catherine. At least, not the Catherine you knew.”

No, Eliza told herself. She just needs time. She’s been through so much. Of course she needs time to get back to her old self.

Screwing up her courage, Eliza walked across the room until she was standing in front of Catherine. The girl’s head jerked, following her, but her eyes still stared, unfocused, as if gazing right past her. Eliza’s heart gripped with terror.

This was terribly not right.

Rip, toss, rip, toss, rip, toss. One of the pages hit Eliza’s foot, and she swallowed back an anguished cry. The book. The precious, precious book. All in pieces.

Just reason with her. She’ll be all right if you reason with her.

Eliza knelt on the floor at Catherine’s feet, her knees resting on so many fallen pages.

“Catherine, please,” she said quietly. “Please, stop. It’s me. It’s Eliza. Your best friend.”

Suddenly Catherine let out a piercing screech, so inhuman it stopped Eliza’s heart cold. Eliza froze, her eyes widening in horror as Catherine threw what was left of the book at the wall.

“Catherine! What are you—”

But before Eliza could choke out the words, Catherine hurtled off the bed and threw her entire weight on top of Eliza, curling her fingers around Eliza’s throat. Her fingers were like claws of ice, their grip so strong that Eliza’s eyes bulged from the strain. The chain of her locket cut into her flesh, and she could feel the pendant begin to burn.

A terrified scream escaped Eliza’s lungs, but Catherine’s powerful fingers squeezed it into a strangled whimper. Eliza’s head slammed back against the hardwood floor, and she grasped at Catherine’s wrists with her hands.

“No,” Eliza croaked. “No, Catherine. Please.” She managed to turn her head to look up into the face of her tormentor. Catherine’s teeth were set in a fierce grimace, like some kind of feral animal.

But it was her eyes that stopped Eliza’s heart cold.

They were dead. There was no life in them. No sign of Catherine in them at all.

“You did this,” Catherine said, her voice a throaty growl. “You. It was you. You did this.”

“No! It’s not my fault,” Eliza whimpered, her voice but a weak rasp. “I didn’t know, Catherine. I didn’t know.”

“You did this to me. You did this,” the thing repeated mercilessly.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t know. I didn’t . . .” Tears streamed from the corners of Eliza’s eyes, across her temples and into her hair. “Stop,” she pleaded, trying in vain to breathe. “Please, stop.”

She did not use Catherine’s name again, for she now realized, far too late, that Helen was right. This thing was not her friend.

Eliza struggled to breathe, but no air would come. The thing that wasn’t Catherine had a grip like a vise, and it seemed to be growing tighter by the second.

“You did this. You. You did this to me.”

I’m going to die, Eliza thought suddenly, an image of Harrison’s smiling face floating through her mind. I’m going to die right here, and he’ll never understand why.

Her vision started to prickle over with colorful dots, and her hands fell away from the thing’s wrists as darkness started to take her. It tightened its grip and shook her, banging her head against the floor again, over and over and over, and slowly Eliza began to let go.

“You did this. You. You did this to me. It was you. You did this to me.”

Yes, it was me. I killed Catherine, Eliza thought, her spirit giving in. I brought this thing back in her place. It was me. I did it. I deserve to die.

And then the door to her room opened.

“Eliza!” Theresa screamed.

The thing was not distracted by the visitor. Its grip merely tightened. But Eliza’s eyes popped open in hope. “Theresa,” she croaked. “Help me. Help . . .”

Theresa grabbed the first heavy object she saw, Catherine’s copy of Wuthering Heights, and wielded it over the thing’s head.

Do it, Eliza thought. Please, just do it. Just end this.

But as Theresa brought the book down, Helen ran in and snatched it out of her hands.

Theresa whirled on her. “What are you—”

“That will do nothing,” Helen said, tossing the book aside. She grabbed Theresa’s hand. “Repeat this with me: ‘Creature from beyond the grave, this is not your home. Return to the darkness from whence you came, and leave this soul alone.’”

At the sound of the spell, the thing lifted one hand from Eliza’s neck and pointed at Theresa and Helen. “Curses on you! All of you! Curses on your families and all the fruit you may bear. Curses on you for all eternity!”

Shaking, Theresa and Helen clung to each other and recited the spell.

“Creature from beyond the grave, this is not your home. Return to the darkness from whence you came, and leave this soul alone.”

Eliza was just about to black out again when suddenly the grip on her throat was released. The thing that wasn’t Catherine stood up and stepped toward Theresa and Helen. Eliza curled into a ball on the floor, unable to do anything but fight for air.

“Again!” Helen screamed.

“Creature from beyond the grave, this is not your home. Return to the darkness from whence you came, and leave this soul alone!”

“Curses! Curses on all of you!” the thing wailed.

It took another step, but this time its legs were quaking. Eliza saw this from the corner of her eye. The spell was working, but it was not strong enough. She reached for Helen’s ankle, the only part of her she could hope to touch, and clung to her for dear life.

“Again!” Eliza croaked.

“Creature from beyond the grave, this is not your home!” the three girls shouted together. “Return to the darkness from whence you came, and leave this soul alone!”

The thing made one desperate lunge, reaching for Theresa’s throat. Theresa let out a scream, but before the hands could reach her, the thing that wasn’t Catherine went stiff and fell over onto the floor. Its eyes stared across at Eliza, and as Eliza watched in horror, they slowly glassed over with a gray fog. Whimpering, Eliza sat up, gagging and coughing and sobbing, her hands at her throat. The locket instantly turned cold, but Eliza could feel that it had scorched her skin. Theresa hit her knees and reached for Eliza as she crawled away from the body and toward the door. They clung to each other as Eliza’s body was racked with choking sobs and coughs.

“She attacked me,” Eliza heard herself say. “She attacked me.”

“Why?” Theresa asked. “Why would Catherine do that? After we brought her back. After all we did for her.”

“We didn’t bring back Catherine,” Helen said flatly, staring at the lifeless body. “We brought back something else entirely.”



Crime



Eliza could not stop crying. Since the moment Theresa had wrapped her in her strong arms on the floor of her dormitory room, tears had been running down her face without pause. Even now, as she, Helen, and Theresa carried Catherine’s body through the woods for the second time, the flow was continuous. Tears sluiced down her cheeks and dripped onto the bodice of her dress. She hated appearing weak to Theresa and Helen, neither of whom had shed so much as one tear, but she couldn’t stop the flood.

She had no idea how her friends were so unaffected. How could they not be moved by the wretchedness of what had occurred? With every moment that passed, Eliza’s misery mounted—another recollection, another realization. She had thought she’d saved Catherine, but all she’d done was bring some fiend to life on Earth.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Eliza, please stop blubbering,” Theresa said through her teeth as they hobbled past the white rock with Catherine’s sagging form between them. Theresa had been walking backward the entire way, craning her neck to see over her shoulder and keep from tripping. “It’s almost over.”

“No, it’s not,” Eliza replied, her voice thick with tears. Her throat throbbed mercilessly. Angry, purple, finger-shaped bruises had already begun to form on her neck before the girls had even left Crenshaw. But as unsightly and painful as they were, they were meager penance for everything she had done. “It will never be over. Catherine will always be dead.”

“This is not your fault, Eliza,” Helen said, running forward to hold a branch aside so that the girls could duck through. “You could not have known this would happen.”

But it is my fault that she died the first time. Theresa came after me, and Catherine went after her. If not for me, none of this would have happened, Eliza thought, clenching her jaw. If she hadn’t been sneaking around with Harrison behind Theresa’s back, none of this would have happened. That is the crime I will carry with me all my days.

“Be careful. We’re going down,” Theresa said.

She backed down the slope into the ravine, her feet sliding on the dry dirt, loosening a few rocks, which bounced down and splashed into the shallow water. Eliza held her breath and gritted her teeth, struggling to keep hold of Catherine’s ankles. Her fingers were slick with sweat, and every inch of her body itched from the exertion.

“Lay her here. This is where she first fell,” Theresa said.

Carefully, Theresa bent and laid Catherine’s head on the rock which had been her end. The jagged surface was still stained with Catherine’s blood. Eliza placed Catherine’s feet down, then took a few steps back, trying to catch her breath.

“It’s no good,” Helen said, looking down at them from the top of the ravine. “She wouldn’t be lying so straight.”

Eliza gave a sob and turned away. Theresa clucked her tongue in frustration.

“If you want something done right, better to do it yourself,” she muttered.

Eliza could hear the girl’s feet slipping on the stones, splashing around as she rearranged Catherine’s body.

“There. Is that better?” she asked.

Eliza glanced over her shoulder. Theresa had arranged Catherine so that she was on her side, one arm flung behind her, her legs bent as if she was running.

“Yes. That should do it,” Helen said.

Eliza covered her eyes and cried. She said a silent prayer, pleading with God to forgive her for all she had done. Then she felt Theresa’s arm around her waist.

“It will be all right, Eliza,” Theresa whispered in her ear. “Our spell will have broken last night. Today Miss Almay and the instructors will realize Catherine is missing. They’ll send out a search party and when they find her, they’ll think she simply went for a walk alone and fell. Everything is going to be fine.”

Eliza sniffled, swallowed, and nodded, unable to form any words. Unable to understand how Theresa could possibly think anything would be fine ever again. Aside from everything else that had happened, had the girl not heard that thing place a curse on all of them? Eliza knew she was going to live in fear of that curse for the rest of her life, never knowing exactly what it might mean.

“We should go,” Helen said.

Suddenly there was a loud crack, like a tree limb breaking nearby. Eliza gasped, and Theresa dragged her down to the ground, pulling them both into the ravine. Theresa’s breath was ragged with fear, and Eliza clung to her as if she would have drowned if she let go.

“What was that?” Eliza hissed.

“I don’t know,” Theresa replied.

“Who’s there?” Helen shouted, swinging around. “If you’re bold enough to follow us, you should be brave enough to show yourself!”

Eliza clenched her hands into fists, marveling at Helen’s courage. She bit down on her tongue and looked at Theresa, who widened her eyes. The venerable Miss Billings was impressed as well. For a long moment, all three girls were silent and the forest was still.

“It was nothing,” Helen called down to them. “No one’s here.”

“Are you sure?” Eliza asked weakly, detesting the tremor in her voice.

“I’m sure. But let’s go before someone realizes we’re all missing,” Helen replied.

Holding hands, Eliza and Theresa scrambled up the sloping bank of the ravine and joined Helen at the edge. All three of the girls looked down at their fallen friend. Eliza closed her eyes.

“Take her to Heaven, oh Lord. She was a good, pure soul,” she said.

“Not like the rest of us,” Theresa added seriously.

“No,” Helen said. “Indeed not.”



A Pact



The forest was pitch-black as Eliza, Helen, and Theresa tromped through the underbrush in the dead of night for what Eliza hoped would be the final time. Helen and Theresa carried the heavy trunk full of books between them, while Eliza struggled with the three large, rusty shovels they had borrowed from the storage shed.

“Here,” Helen said suddenly, when the girls were about half a mile due north of the chapel. She pointed at a patch of clearing, which was covered over by fallen pine needles. “This spot should be big enough.”

“Thank goodness,” Theresa said, dropping her side of the trunk. The thud frightened some dozing birds from the trees above, sending them cawing off into the sky.

“Let’s get to work,” Eliza said sullenly. She shoved the tip of her shovel into the dirt and began to dig.

Together the three girls toiled away, clearing a hole that was about four feet wide and at least six feet deep. The longer Eliza worked, the faster she went, feeling that with each jab of her shovel, each toss over her shoulder, she was somehow excising the horrible events of the past few weeks. Sweat prickled under her arms, above her lip, and along her brow, but she didn’t stop to rest or to clear it away. She only worked harder.

“I think that’s enough,” Helen said finally.

Eliza started. The three of them had been silent for so long, the sound of a voice seemed almost unnatural. She and Theresa were standing inside the hole, while Helen hovered above them. For the first time in more than an hour, Eliza really studied Theresa. She had a streak of dirt across her cheek, and her dark hair was matted with perspiration. The look that passed between them was one of wary respect. Suddenly, Eliza’s heart was full. She felt as if there was no malice left in her. She had no space left, no energy left, to harbor such things.

“You saved my life,” she said as Helen jumped down into the hole, leaving her shovel behind. Eliza looked from one to the other, her eyes shining with tears. “You both saved my life.”

Theresa reached for Eliza’s hand. “You would have done the same for me.”

“And me,” Helen added, taking Eliza’s other hand.

For a long moment the three of them stood there, holding on to one another, and Eliza could feel that none of them wanted to let go.

“It’s not your fault, Eliza, that he loves you,” Theresa said suddenly. She looked at the ground. “I know it’s not your fault.” She looked up again and shrugged, though her eyes were full of tears. “No one ever loves me best.”

Eliza’s heart welled, but she found she couldn’t speak. How could she respond to that? How could she possibly make it all right?

She squeezed Theresa’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get on with it.”

The other girls nodded. Helen climbed back out of the hole and shoved the trunk toward the edge. Carefully, she lowered it down into the waiting arms of Eliza and Theresa. The trunk was heavy and awkward, with the books sliding and clunking around inside. Once the trunk had been placed squarely in the center of the hole, she and Theresa crawled out and took up their shovels.

“Wait,” Helen said, holding out a dirt-covered hand. “We must make a pact. We must swear right now that none of us will ever come looking for this trunk again. That none of us will ever tell anyone where to find it.”

“I swear,” Eliza said willingly, placing her hand above Helen’s.

“I swear,” Theresa said, adding her hand above Eliza’s.

“Good,” Helen said with a nod. “I’ve had enough witchcraft to last two lifetimes.” Then she pushed her shovel into the pile of dirt at her side, and made to cover the trunk.

“Wait!” Eliza said suddenly. “I almost forgot.”

She reached up, clasped the locket in her hand, and gave it one good yank, breaking the delicate gold chain that held it. Without a second thought, she tossed the trinket into the hole, where it bounced off the top of the trunk and came to rest on the ground.

“Good riddance,” she said.

As she gazed down at the locket, Eliza felt a momentary pang, remembering the day she’d first held it in her palm—that day in the sun with Catherine and Theresa and Alice—the last day of their innocence. But then the memory was gone, chased away by all the horror that had followed. Her lips set in a thin line, and she reached for the handle of her shovel.

“All right, girls,” she said. “Let’s finish this.”



Hurt



Eliza stood in her black mourning dress, holding hands with Theresa, both of them still as stone. The sky was a blanket of dark gray clouds, and the air was thick with a humidity that seemed to mute every sound. Eliza stared at the gleaming brown wood of Catherine’s casket as it was carried by, feeling numb and exhausted. All her tears had been cried.

It had taken less than a day for the police search party to find Catherine in the woods. Hours of miserable anticipation that had felt like years to Eliza. But now it was over. She tried to take comfort in the fact that Catherine was going home.

“At least she’s at peace now,” Theresa whispered, squeezing Eliza’s fingers.

Eliza nodded mutely, her throat full of emotion. Theresa hadn’t left her side since the night of their pact. Theresa had spoken to Miss Almay, and had all of Eliza’s things—except for her bookshelf, as it reminded her too much of Catherine—moved into her private room on the top floor of Crenshaw. That way, Eliza would no longer have to live in the room she’d shared with Catherine—the room in which she had almost met her end. And now here they were, roommates, clinging to each other as if they were old friends.

“Thank you, Theresa,” Eliza whispered. “For everything.”

Theresa simply nodded, giving Eliza a small smile, before returning her attention to the proceedings.

The eight pallbearers loaded the casket into a hearse—a long, black carriage draped with dark purple swaths of fabric—for transportation to the train station and then on to the Whites’ farm in Georgia. All of the Billings and Easton community had turned out to pay their respects and say good-bye to Catherine—students, teachers, and staff alike.

Catherine’s father and mother had made the trip up to Connecticut to squire their only daughter home. They stood across the dirt road, watching with red-rimmed eyes, as the pallbearers closed the solid black door on the back of the hearse. Catherine’s father’s hand rested on the shoulder of a small boy with blond hair, whose bottom lip had been quivering all morning. Eliza assumed this was Lincoln, Catherine’s younger brother. She could barely stand to look at him.

Finally, Miss Almay stepped forward to shake hands with the Whites and offer her condolences. The crowd along the side of the road stood in awkward silence for a moment before breaking up. Packs of boys turned their steps toward Easton’s campus, their hands in the pockets of their starched suits, their heads respectfully bowed. Alice’s sobs grew louder, and Eliza found she could stand it no longer.

“Excuse me, Theresa,” she said furtively, releasing her friend’s hand. “I need to be alone. Just for a moment.”

Before Theresa could respond, Eliza turned and walked toward the elm tree next to Crenshaw House, striding as fast as she could. She paused near the outer branches, unwilling to duck under the canopy and be alone in the secluded spot where she and Catherine had so recently been together. Crossing her arms over her chest, she looked up at the sky.

I just need a moment to myself, she thought. I just need a moment to breathe.

The other girls seemed to understand this. She saw them walking past her on their way into Crenshaw. Lavender and Clarissa shot her concerned looks, but no one stopped. Eliza breathed in and out, telling herself it was time to let Catherine go, time to let her guilt go, time to move on. She couldn’t go on feeling this weight in her chest. She simply could not live this way.

She just wished she could talk to Catherine one last time. She wished her friend could absolve her—tell her that it wasn’t her fault.

Her eyes fell on Harrison, and the moment he noticed her, his brow knit with concern. But Eliza couldn’t see him right now. She could not talk to him in this state. She covered her mouth to keep from crying and finally ducked under the thick branches of the elm.

Once inside the privacy of the leaves, Eliza walked over to the tree’s trunk, leaned against it, and cried. Her chest heaved as she bent her head forward, letting the rough bark cut into the skin of her forehead.

What had she been thinking? This guilt was never going to go away. Catherine was never going to come back and absolve her. Nothing was ever going to be right again. Nothing.

“Eliza.”

Whirling around at the sound of her name, Eliza saw Harrison slipping inside her sanctuary. She shook her head at the sight of him, not wanting him to see her like this.

“Eliza,” he said again, approaching her. “I’m so sorry about Catherine. I know how you must feel.”

“You don’t know anything,” Eliza heard herself say, her voice soaked with tears. She backed away from him, moving around the trunk of the tree. “You don’t know anything about me, Harrison.”

Still he came. He closed the gap between them quickly and pulled her into his arms.

“I know everything I need to know,” he said, holding her head against his chest. “And it’s okay to cry. I’m here.”

“I can’t,” Eliza said, sniffling. Her chest felt as if it was being crushed by the weight of ten thousand heavy heels. “I can’t.”

“Eliza, no matter what happens, I’ll always be here for you,” Harrison said, leaning back. He placed one finger beneath her chin and lifted her face to look into her eyes. “All I want is to be with you. I haven’t spoken to Theresa yet because of all that’s happened, but I will. I’ll make her understand.”

Eliza yanked herself away from Harrison’s grasp. “I can’t, Harrison.” She channeled every bit of frustration and misery and regret into the words. “I can’t be with you. You belong with Theresa. You should be with her now, not me. She needs you. Please, just go to her. Leave me alone.”

The look of hurt and confusion on his face was impossible for Eliza to bear. She had hurt Catherine. She had hurt Theresa. She had hurt all her sisters in the coven. And now she had hurt Harrison, too.

“But Eliza, I thought you said—”

“I know what I said, but I was wrong,” Eliza sobbed. “Please, Harrison, just go. Just go to your fiancée.”

Harrison still didn’t move. Eliza couldn’t take the pain in her chest for a moment longer. She ducked under the lowest branches and ran for Crenshaw House, shoving the heavy door open. Nearly blinded by tears, she ignored Mrs. Hodge, who called after her, and ran up the stairs and into her old room, slamming the door behind her.

This, she realized instantly, was a mistake. Catherine’s things were still there. Her dresses still hung in the closet. Her books still stood on Eliza’s shelves. Her quilt still covered her bed. This was the last place Eliza wanted to be right then. The last place in the world. But as she turned to go, there was a knock on the door.

“Miss Williams?” Mrs. Hodge said tentatively. “Catherine’s father has sent some men to pack up her things. May I let them in?”

Eliza’s heart pounded. Without thinking twice, she dropped to the floor, yanked Catherine’s case of magical items out from under her bed, and shoved it under the one she had slept in. Then she stood up, dried her eyes with her fingertips, and took in a long, ragged breath.

“Come in,” she said.

Mrs. Hodge opened the door. The two young men in plain, gray flannel jackets doffed their caps at Eliza but said nothing. They simply went to work, transferring Catherine’s clothes from her bureau to her trunk. They plucked her toiletry items from the shelves, removed the linens from her bed, and finally removed the fleur-de-lis from the wall, tossing it on top of everything else. The whole while, Eliza stood in the hall with Mrs. Hodge, at a respectful distance but watching their every move. She held her breath the whole time, waiting irrationally for one of them to spot Catherine’s box, to realize that it belonged to her deceased friend and not to her.

“Good day, miss,” one of the two men said to Eliza as they carted the trunk out between them.

“Good day,” Eliza managed.

Mrs. Hodge gave Eliza a sympathetic smile. Eliza was surprised and touched to be the recipient of such kind emotions from such a hard woman.

“Is there anything I can get you, Miss Williams?” Mrs. Hodge asked.

“No, thank you,” Eliza replied, stepping into her old room, now eerily empty. “I’d just like to be alone for a while.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Hodge said.

The maid reached for the handle and closed the door, leaving Eliza on her own. Trying not to start crying all over again, Eliza sat down on the edge of her bed and stared at the blank side of the room that was once Catherine’s.

“I wish you were still here, Catherine,” Eliza said aloud. “I wish you were here with me right now.”

There was, of course, no reply. But Eliza felt a strange warmth over her shoulders, a glimmer of peace inside her chest. Somehow, she felt as if Catherine was there. And that she was wishing she could be with Eliza, too.

It wasn’t until the men and the trunk were long gone and the house had gone still that Eliza lay back—and in doing so, caught a glimpse of her bookshelf. Her heart caught and she smiled, for the men had accidentally left her Catherine’s most prized possessions: her books.

Wiping the last stray tears from her eyes, Eliza shoved herself up and pulled out the blank book her mother had given her. She opened it to the first page and ran her eyes down the list of girls she, Theresa, Catherine, and Alice had chosen to be members of the “Billings Literary Society.” Then she turned to the next page, the one on which each of the girls had personally signed her name. Her fingers grazed Catherine’s signature, and her heart caught miserably.

Eliza took a deep, broken breath and sat down at her old desk. She took out a pen, turned to the first clean page in the book, and began to write. Slowly, methodically, she recorded every detail of the past few days. The story of Caroline Westwick, of her sister Lucille, of Helen’s involvement in the original coven and Caroline’s suicide. Then she tearfully recorded all that had happened with Catherine—her dream about her friend’s death, the actual accident, the ritual and the thing it had brought back, and finally the curse. As much as it broke her heart to recall the details, she knew she had to record them—just in case any future Billings girls ever stumbled across the books again. They would have to be warned. They would have to be protected.

Catherine would have wanted it that way.



Help Them



“Why must Miss Almay keep such a close eye on everyone?” Theresa asked Eliza as they sat on the wrought-iron bench alongside the Crenshaw garden on Wednesday afternoon following classes. “Does she think we’re all going to wander off and meet our doom in the woods?”

“No,” Eliza replied, watching as Miss Almay paced the flower beds planted alongside the house’s foundation. “She knows something is wrong. She can tell.”

“How could she not know?” Helen asked. The maid knelt in the garden a few feet in front of the two girls, pulling out weeds—all the better to hide the fact that the three of them were conversing. “Look at them.”

Eliza scanned the area. It was free period, and several of the younger girls had started up a game of jump rope on the lawn. Their laughter and shrieks of joy were in stark contrast to the attitude of the girls from the coven. Alice sat under cover of a wide-brimmed felt hat, reading her Bible diligently, as she had been doing ever since she’d learned that Catherine was dead—again. Jane reposed on a bench opposite Eliza’s and Theresa’s, staring listlessly into space as she toyed with her hair. Lavender, Bia, and Viola sat together on a picnic blanket not talking to one another. Marilyn and Genevieve were ostensibly watching Petit Peu play with a stick, but they hardly seemed to notice him at all. Clarissa was squirreled away in the library, ignoring the existence of everyone else.

“Well, we’re still in mourning,” Theresa said. “Of course we’d be listless.”

“It’s not just listlessness,” Eliza said. “It’s guilt.”

Theresa’s head snapped around, and Helen stopped weeding abruptly but didn’t turn.

“What do you mean? Why would they feel guilty?” Theresa asked.

Eliza’s mouth was dry. “Because we had the chance to save Catherine, and we failed,” she said, one single tear spilling down her cheek. “We promised them we could bring her back. We set them up for failure. They believe . . . they believe Catherine is still dead because of them. Because of us. Don’t you feel that way, Theresa?”

Theresa took a breath. “No,” she said. “We tried, Eliza. Most people wouldn’t have even done that.”

“Well, even if you don’t feel it, they—we—do,” Eliza said, crossing her arms over her chest as she watched Alice slowly turn the page in her Bible. “That sort of pain doesn’t just go away.”

For a long moment, none of them spoke. All three of them just watched the others—watched them ignoring one another, watched them not living their lives.

“All right, then. We have to find a way to help them move on,” Theresa said finally. “We have to help them put this whole mess behind them and start over.”

“But how?” Eliza asked.

Helen stood up, dusted her hands off, and turned to them. “I know we said we were done with magic, but perhaps we need to cast one last spell.”



This Pain



Eliza stood in the center of the temple with Theresa and Helen, the other eight members of the coven gathered in a circle around them. It was Saturday afternoon, and Miss Almay had gone off campus for a visit with her sister in Norfolk. If the girls were going to put Helen’s plan in motion, now was the time.

“What are we doing here?” Clarissa snipped, hugging herself against the chill. “No one wants to be here, you know.”

“Clarissa is right. You don’t intend for us to be casting spells again, do you?” Marilyn asked, holding Genevieve’s hand.

Bia and Viola stood huddled near the door, while the others eyed Eliza, Theresa, and Helen with suspicion. Eliza ignored their questions. She looked into Theresa’s brown eyes and held her breath.

“Ready?” Helen asked. She pressed a single grape leaf into each of their palms.

“Ready,” Theresa and Eliza replied.

The three girls clasped hands, their leaves pressing together, and recited the incantation.

“Sleep, sisters, sleep, and dream your fondest dream. Take no note of what we do. Things are not what they seem.”

This time, there was no dizziness whatsoever. A warm wind swirled up and out from the tight circle, lifting Eliza’s hair straight up from her head. When it died down, she glanced at Helen and Theresa for courage, then turned around.

All eight girls had fallen fast asleep where they stood. Lavender was even snoring. Alice swayed slightly on her feet but didn’t tip over.

“Let’s get to work,” Theresa said determinedly. She walked over to Jane and touched her fingertips to Jane’s forehead. “When you wake, you will be free of this pain,” she said. And Jane’s head nodded forward, her chin ducking toward her neck.

Eliza stepped up to Clarissa and placed her fingers against the sleeping girl’s forehead. “When you wake, you will be free of this pain.” Clarissa’s head nodded forward.

Standing in front of Alice next, as Helen and Theresa worked on the other girls, Eliza took a deep breath. She hoped that when Alice awoke, she would be back to her formerly vibrant, bright-eyed self. She hoped that she would be free of this fear of retribution, this overwhelming guilt that had consumed her. She reached out, touched Alice’s forehead, and closed her eyes, channeling all her energy into her friend.

“When you wake, you will be free of this pain.”

Alice’s head nodded, her red curls grazing her cheeks. Eliza smiled slightly, hoping she had done right by her friend.

“All right. We’re done,” Theresa said, her long, azure blue skirt swishing about her ankles as she turned. “Let’s get them upstairs.”

Helen placed her hands gently on Genevieve’s shoulders and turned her toward the stairs. Then she took Marilyn by the hand and walked her toward Genevieve. Marilyn went along, being led like a sleepwalking child. Helen lifted Marilyn’s right hand and placed it on Genevieve’s right shoulder. Catching on, Eliza set about helping form the chain. Lavender’s hand met Marilyn’s shoulder. Then Clarissa, then Alice, then Viola, then Bia, then Jane.

“I’ll take the front, and you girls take the rear,” Helen said. Then she walked to the front of the line, placed Genevieve’s hand on her own shoulder, and began to walk. Each of the sleeping girls stepped forward as her arm was tugged by the girl in front of her. The chain loped up the winding staircase in silence, never missing a step. Eliza and Theresa stayed behind on the floor of the temple for a moment, looking at each other in awe.

“That Helen really knows her magic,” Theresa said.

“Thank goodness,” Eliza replied. She took a deep breath and let it out, feeling relieved. If this spell worked, at least her friends would be released from their misery. That was something.

At the end of the chain, Jane started up the first step. Eliza looked around the temple and felt a pang of regret and nostalgia. What they had done here in this room had been exciting. It had opened up so many possibilities. But now, those possibilities were gone forever.

But this is a good thing, she reminded herself. Then, you looked forward to only happiness and innocent mischief, but look what misery you wrought. Those books are better left hidden.

“We’d better follow,” Theresa said, nodding toward the stairs.

Together they took one last look around their hallowed space. The pedestal and chairs still stood where they’d left them, looking so lonely and bare without the candles and the draping and the books. With one last sigh, Eliza reached for Theresa’s hand. The two girls turned as one and climbed the stairs. At the top, Theresa closed the door behind them, and Eliza turned the key with one final, resounding click.

“Never again,” Theresa said, looking Eliza in the eye.

Eliza slipped the key into the pocket of her dress, where it came to a rest, cold and heavy at her side.

“Never again.”
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WASTE OF TIME



I couldn’t move. Outside Billings Chapel, the wind howled. The ancient floorboards overhead creaked and groaned. My bones were like ice. I stared down at the title of the book in front of me, hardly able to absorb what I was seeing.

THE BOOK OF SPELLS.

This could not be real. I wasn’t actually standing in the basement of a centuries-old chapel faced with a dusty, leather-bound spell book. I felt like I’d just stepped into a Nancy Drew novel and taken over as the heroine. Tentatively, I reached out to touch the cover, but before I could, the book was snatched away.

“You have to be kidding me,” Noelle Lange blurted out, holding up the heavy book. Her dark, windblown hair was fanned out over her shoulders and her face was red with fury. “This is why she sent us here? A spell book?”

My heart caught as she waved the antique tome around like it was no more valuable than an out-of-print dictionary. “Noelle—”

“You know what I’m going to do with this, Grandmother?” she shouted at the book. “I am going to track you down wherever you are right now and smack you upside the head with it!”

“Noelle, just . . . calm down. Don’t go psycho on me now.”

She hesitated but threw the book back down onto the podium, tossing up a cloud of dust that filled my nostrils. I coughed painfully.

“Oh, I’m the psycho?” Noelle said sarcastically, yanking her cashmere scarf from her neck with shaking hands. “Right. Because I’m the one who sent us out here in the middle of the night in a snowstorm to find an old book!”

She threw the scarf over the back of a chair and unbuttoned her wool coat. Apparently her anger was making her hot.

I walked over to the podium and opened the book, and all the air went out of my lungs. There, in handwriting I’d recognize anywhere, were the words Property of the Billings Literary Society.

Elizabeth Williams had been a student at the Billings School for Girls back in 1915. I had spent so much time poring over her writings in the Billings Literary Society book, I could probably copy her script by now. I felt like I’d gotten to know her since reorganizing her secret society at Easton Academy. I knew what colors she liked to wear, how she was fiercely loyal to her friends, how she loved living away from home. But now I felt as if I didn’t know her at all. Because nowhere in the BLS book had she ever mentioned a word about spells, or witchcraft, or this huge volume we’d just discovered. Not one single word.

Noelle stormed over to my side and nudged me out of the way. She opened the book to the center—to a page titled “The Purity Spell”—then quickly flipped the pages forward and back.

“What’re you doing?” I asked.

“Checking to see if it’s one of those hide-a-key book things,” she said. “You know, with a big chunk cut out to hide something that actually matters?” She heaved a sigh and slammed the book closed. “Nope. Nothing. Unbelievable.”

She started across the room, grabbing her scarf again as she went, coiling the ends around both hands and pulling it taut. “You coming?”

“Where?”

“Back to campus,” she said impatiently. “Personally, I don’t feel like wasting any more of my time up here.”

“You’re not gonna take this with you?” I asked, gesturing at the book.

She rolled her eyes and popped one hip. “Do I look like Sabrina the Teenage Witch?”

I clucked my tongue. “No, but your grandmother . . . our grandmother . . . ,” I said hesitantly. I’d only just found out that Noelle and I were half sisters—that her dad was my biological father—and the words weren’t exactly rolling off my tongue. “She wanted us to find it. Maybe there’s more to it than you think. Maybe there’s . . . I don’t know . . . something in there she wants us to read.”

“Fine then.” She slid the book off the podium and started for the stairs. “Happy now?”

“Ecstatic,” I said sarcastically.

I followed her up the winding stairs toward the deserted chaplain’s office above, a sparsely decorated room that hadn’t been used for dozens of years. Noelle muttered something under her breath, clearly annoyed, but as we closed the bookcase door behind us, my heart pounded with curiosity and longing. I wanted to know what was in that book—to know what it had to do with Elizabeth Williams.

Noelle yanked open the office door, and we both heard a tentative creak coming from inside the chapel. We froze and I grabbed her forearm. That had sounded a lot like a footstep. It was after midnight. Why would anyone be up here? Noelle looked over her shoulder at me, eyes wide, and I attempted to swallow.

“Hello?” she called out.

There was no answer. Outside, the wind whistled through the bare branches of the forest.

“Is someone out there?” I shouted. All I could see was a darkened sliver of the chapel that contained a random pillow on the floor where someone had left it after the last BLS meeting, a folded blanket, half the preacher’s pulpit, and an empty LUNA Bar wrapper.

Another creak. I gasped. Noelle set her jaw and stepped out into the chapel, dragging me with her.

“No!” I blurted out, terrified.

“Come on,” Noelle said, letting out a sigh. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

She walked purposefully down the center aisle, me scurrying along with her. The wind forced squeals and cracks and groans from the ancient wood walls. I didn’t breathe again until we were outside the chapel, gasping in the crisp winter air, and the door had slammed behind us.

“I swear I’m going to kill that old crone,” Noelle said, jamming her wool hat down over her brow.

“Let’s just get back to campus,” I said, eyeing the book. “And don’t drop that, okay? There’s snow and mud everywhere.”

Noelle rolled her eyes and hugged the book to her chest. “I’ll guard it with my life,” she said mockingly.

Another loud creak sounded from inside the chapel, and I jumped.

“Race ya?” I said.

“Okay,” she replied.

And we both took off, half speed walking, half jogging through the forest, trying to make ourselves believe there was nothing to fear.



BIRTHRIGHT



The following morning, I took the stairs to Noelle’s single in Pemberly Hall. My eyes were puffy and at half-mast—I hadn’t slept at all. I’d spent the entire night thinking about my mom and dad, Noelle’s father, our grandmother, Elizabeth Williams, and that crazy book—and wondering why I couldn’t just worry about normal things. Like my grades. The SATs. My college applications. Those were the things every other junior in the country was worrying about. I couldn’t help but wish I’d never left Croton, Pennsylvania.

I knocked on her door. It took Noelle a moment to answer, and when she did, she grabbed my arm and pulled me inside.

“Wait. Reed just got here,” she said into her iPhone. “I’m putting you on speaker.”

Noelle placed the flat cell phone atop her dresser and stepped back. She wore a gray wool skirt that came halfway down her calves, paired with heeled black boots and a black ballet-neck sweater. Her dark brown hair was pulled back from her face on the sides, and her makeup was impeccably done, complete with fully lined eyes and lavender eye shadow.

Apparently she had slept. I pulled my navy cotton cardigan tighter around my wrinkled long-sleeved T-shirt and stifled a yawn.

“Girls?” Mrs. Lange’s voice came through the speaker loud and clear. “Girls, are you there?”

“We’re right here, Grandmother,” Noelle said, placing her hands on her hips.

“Reed?”

Noelle knocked me with her elbow.

“I’m here,” I croaked.

“Good. Noelle is a bit . . . out of sorts this morning,” Mrs. Lange said, sounding displeased. “Perhaps you can help me calm her down.”

“Calm me down?” Noelle blurted. “Like that’s gonna happen. You sent us out into the snow in the middle of the night to find the quote-unquote key to our future and what do we find? A book about witchcraft.” She went over to her bed and yanked the thick tome out from under a tangle of bedsheets and silk pajamas, holding it up as if her grandmother could see it. “Is that what you’re trying to tell us, Gram? Really? That you think we’re witches? I’m sorry, but you’re either senile or really, really bored.”

I took the book from Noelle with two hands, tired of watching her fling it around like an old paperback novel. This book had once belonged to Elizabeth Williams and was therefore a precious relic to me—whether or not the content was ridiculous.

“Seriously, Grandmother, have you ever thought about taking up mah-jongg?” Noelle continued without pause. “I hear it really helps keep your faculties in order.”

“Noelle,” I scolded under my breath.

She widened her eyes at me. “What?”

Through the speaker, I heard Mrs. Lange take a deep, patient breath. “Girls today are so skeptical and jaded. But you two—you have no idea the power you could wield.”

Noelle rolled her eyes.

“So . . .?” I said slowly, hugging the book to my chest. “Are you saying that you’ve actually done witchcraft?”

“No,” she admitted. Noelle threw up her hands and turned away. She’d been back at school for almost two weeks and her Louis Vuitton rolling case was still open on the floor. She picked it up and turned it over, dumping its entire contents out on her gold and burgundy throw rug. “No one at Billings has practiced in a long time,” Mrs. Lange continued. “But the two of you . . . Girls, you have no idea how powerful you could be, now that you’re together.”

I felt an odd chill go through me, and I looked over at Noelle. She was sorting through a pile of balled-up sweaters, crumpled socks, and tangled necklaces, her fingers shaking slightly.

“You have a unique opportunity here,” Mrs. Lange continued, oblivious to Noelle’s silent tantrum. “You might be able to fix certain things, set right the unpleasant . . . situation that has arisen at Easton.”

Noelle stood up straight, her arms falling down at her sides, one hand clutching an Hermès scarf, the other the gold chain strap on a Gucci purse. We looked at one another, and I knew we were thinking the same thing: The woman was senile. But then I saw a flash of movement behind Noelle, a blur of color against the stark white snow outside. Stepping over the pile of clothes at my feet, I carefully walked to the frost-laced window and peered out. There, across the quad at the decimated site of the former Billings House—our former home—was a group of people in long wool coats. I recognized the perfect posture of Headmaster Hathaway and the jet-black curls of Demetria Rosewell, one of the more powerful Billings alums. They walked carefully around the jagged stone outline that was the footprint of the demolished building, along with a pair of men who pointed and jotted notes on clipboards and bent their heads together in the bright sunshine.

I felt a familiar hollowing-out sensation in my gut. “What’s that about?” I whispered to Noelle.

“I don’t know,” Noelle replied, coming up behind me.

Chilling words, coming from her, since normally she knew everything. Although lately, my know-it-all friend had dropped the ball more than once. The idea of her not always being in charge was going to take some getting used to. I turned and looked at the phone.

“Mrs. Lange?”

“Yes, Reed.”

“Do you mean . . . ” I kept one eye on the group out the window, their feet sinking into the snow. “Do you mean that we might be able to bring Billings back?”

For the first time that morning, Noelle looked intrigued.

“Now you’re thinking, Reed.”

There was a glimmer of pride in her voice, and I felt it in my chest. I’d made my grandmother proud. Weird. Noelle and I looked at each other, then out the window. Mrs. Rosewell was shaking hands with Mr. Hathaway, nodding in a satisfied way. The sunlight glinted off Mr. Hathaway’s wide smile. There was something foreboding about it. Like someone was making a deal with the devil, but I wasn’t sure which side was good and which was evil. All I knew was that I didn’t like it.

Noelle and I exchanged a glance. What if we could bring Billings back? Wouldn’t it be worth it to hear our grandmother out?

“No. No way.” Noelle shook her head and stepped away from the window, as if she was shaking herself out of a daydream. She tossed her things onto her bed. “We are not witches, Grandmother. This is not some CW summer series.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Mrs. Lange said.

“It means this conversation is over,” Noelle replied. She plucked the phone off the dresser and held it in front of her mouth. “I’ll call you later, Grandmother. We’re late for breakfast.” Then she ended the call before Mrs. Lange could protest.

“Well,” I said. “That was rude.”

“She’ll get over it,” Noelle replied, shoving the phone into the rust-colored Birkin bag she was currently using for her schoolwork. She turned and sat down on the mound of her comforter with a sigh. Her shoulders slumped slightly. “I’m sorry, Reed.” She looked up at me tentatively. “For everything. The whole faked-kidnapping thing was her idea. She kept talking about birthright and us being sisters and how you needed to go through this test to prove that I mattered more to you than anything. . . . She said if you passed, then we’d have our reward. I thought it was just another one of her eccentric projects to pass the time and figured she was going to . . . I don’t know . . . give us the keys to some villa in Spain I’d never heard about so we could bond this summer.” She sighed again and her eyes fell on the book, which I still held clutched to my chest. “I never would have said yes to any of it if I knew she was batshit crazy.”

“It’s okay,” I said, releasing my grip slightly so I could look down at the worn cover. “I can see how she could be really . . . persuasive.”

A tingling sensation sprang to life in my chest and traveled down my arms and into my fingertips, making the book feel warm in my hands. I never would have said this to Noelle in a billion years, but there was this teeny-tiny part of me that wondered . . . what if Mrs. Lange wasn’t crazy? What if what she’d said was true and we could wield some kind of power? I’d seen some insane stuff since I’d started school at Easton last fall. Nothing supernatural, of course, but definitely crazy—things I never would have thought were possible even two years ago. What if this was possible too?

“Okay, forget this.”

Noelle plucked the book right out of my hands and tossed it back onto the mess of her bed. My fingers felt cold suddenly, and I tucked them under my arms.

“I say we concentrate on more important things,” she said, her brown eyes bright.

“Like what?” I said, trying not to look over her shoulder at the book.

“Things based in actual reality.” She reached for her black-and-white plaid coat and opened the door for me, but I hesitated. “What?” she asked impatiently.

“Do you mind if I take that?” I said, gesturing toward the book. “I mean, if you’re not going to look at it—”

“Seriously?” She walked to her bed, picked up the book, and held it out to me. “It smells like rotting garbage and mold. Please take it.”

I reached for the book, but she snatched it back toward her shoulder, giving me an appraising glance. “As long as you promise me you’re not going to try anything in it. Because I really don’t think I could be friends with someone who actually believes in this crap.”

I held her gaze. “I promise.”

Her eyes narrowed further, but after a long moment she handed the book over. I stuck it in my messenger bag and pulled the flap down over it.

“As I was saying,” Noelle said as we stepped out into the hallway. “I think we should talk about throwing you the most kick-ass seventeenth birthday party in the history of birthdays. You’re a Lange now. I’d say you’re well overdue.”

Instantly, my shoulder muscles coiled.

“I’m not a Lange.”

I tried to keep the irritation out of my voice, but it didn’t entirely work. The thing was, I barely even knew Noelle’s dad, and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to. But I was certain that I didn’t feel like part of their family. I was a Brennan, and I always would be.

Noelle rolled her eyes as she started to close the door behind us. “Whatever. Daddy did call you, right? He said he left you a message.”

“Yeah. He did. I just . . . haven’t gotten around to calling him back yet,” I told her.

I’d gotten the message yesterday morning, right after I’d left the hotel where Mrs. Lange had given us the key and sent us on our wild-goose chase. My mother and I had hit a diner for lunch and had just sat down in our booth when the phone rang—an unrecognizable 212 number. Later, after listening to the message, I’d lied to my mother and told her it was my boyfriend, Josh. Because how was I supposed to tell her that the guy who’d fathered me all those years ago was now calling me up, saying he wanted to be a part of my life? She’d chosen my dad. Chosen to forget her mistake and leave my biological father behind. And now . . . because of me . . . he was back.

So as of this moment, I had no intention of returning his call.

“Actually, Noelle, I wanted to talk to you about that . . . . Can we keep this whole sisters thing between us for now? If that’s okay with you,” I added quickly.

She froze with her hand on the doorknob. “Why?”

“I just . . . I don’t want to deal with all the questions and explanations and everything until I’m a little more used to it,” I said.

“Wow. I would think you’d be kinda psyched to be my sister,” Noelle said. Only she would have a big enough ego to say something like that without a hint of irony or self-deprecation.

“It’s not that,” I told her. “It’s just . . . it’s kind of humiliating, you know? I’m going to have to tell everyone that my mom cheated on my dad with your dad.” I looked at my water-stained leather boots, mottled after days of tromping around campus in the snow and sleet. “There’s no getting around that.”

Noelle’s expression changed utterly. It was pretty clear she’d never thought of the whole thing from my perspective before. “Yeah. Okay. I get it.” She closed the door with a bang. “But you still deserve a party.”

She had me there. Given that she’d faked her own kidnapping, scared me to death, and made me jump through multiple hoops to find her over the past couple of weeks—I’d say I deserved whatever good things she wanted to throw my way. A party might be just what the psychoanalyst ordered after everything I’d been through recently.

Her eyes flicked over me as if she was noticing my outfit for the first time and did not approve. “Where’s your coat?” she asked.

I glanced down at my jeans. “Oh. I guess I forgot it.”

She shook her head, walked back inside, and came out two seconds later with a stark white wool trench. “See? You should definitely be psyched to have me as a big sister. I’m already taking care of you.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile, slipping my arms into the sleeves of the expensive coat. She’d always taken care of me, and we both knew it. Until that last little escapade of hers, anyway.

She closed the door, took a big breath, and blew it out. “Okay. Let’s start with location and date. I’m thinking the city, on your actual birthday, since it falls on a Friday. Unless you’ve got some better plans back in Bumblefart, P.A.”

I tried not to bristle at her insult to my hometown. I’d gotten used to it over the past couple of years, but somehow, now that she was of the opinion that I’d never belonged there, what with the Lange blood in my veins, it felt more personal. I might not have loved my hometown, but it was my home. And I did love my family, including my father, who would always be my dad, no matter what.

“No,” I said. “No plans. I think a party in New York would be perfect. But it’s only a week away. Can you really pull something together that fast?”

She ducked her chin. “Try to remember who you’re talking to.”

“Right. Silly me.”

As we walked down the hallway toward the stairwell, I felt the weight of the book knocking against my hip over and over again, and I itched to steal back to my room and open it up—check out those notes Elizabeth Williams had written in the margins, see if I recognized any of the other handwriting. Maybe I’d have a chance to do it later, when Noelle wasn’t around. Because even though I didn’t believe in spells, I was sure she would tell me I was ridiculous for caring about these girls who had lived almost a hundred years ago.

But I did. And I was dying to know more about them.



IRONY



“So you bailed from school for two weeks so you could go to some spa in Sedona?” Portia Ahronian said, lifting her fur-lined hood over her head as we walked toward the chapel after breakfast. She tucked her thick black hair inside the hood, untangling some strands that had gotten caught up in one of her many gold necklaces. “What about all your homework? And your tests?”

“Hathaway had them e-mailed to me,” Noelle lied casually, lifting a shoulder. “When your father helps the headmaster land his job, he tends not to say no to you.”

“And why, exactly, did you have to scare the bejesus out of us the night you left?” Astrid Chou asked, popping some contraband cereal from her hand into her mouth. She dusted the sugar from her hands, then slipped on her colorful yarn gloves, which she had attached to the sleeves of her purple coat with kiddie-style glove savers—an accessory only quirky Astrid could get away with on an upscale campus like Easton. “I honestly think Amberly almost had a coronary, and as the only one among us who knows CPR, I was not about to go there.”

“Hey!” Amberly Carmichael protested, her pert pink lips twisted into a pout. “You wouldn’t save my life?”

Astrid shook her black bangs off her face. “Maybe. But only if you promised me that red Chloé bag of yours.”

My friends laughed and I could tell none of them were really still angry with Noelle for the prank she’d pulled on the night of her “disappearance.” Everyone was just glad to have her back, safe and sound. Of course, I hadn’t had a chance to tell her that I’d told Ivy Slade she was actually at home with her mom, but that was a flub that could easily be glossed over if Ivy started asking questions.

“Sorry about that, guys,” Noelle said, returning to the subject as our feet crunched over the salted stone walk. “I was just messing with Reed. I owed her one, and you guys just got stuck in the middle. But I promise—no more drama for the rest of the semester.”

“Great. You just jinxed us,” Kiki Rosen said, pausing on the third step of the Easton chapel and turning around to look at the rest of us. A stiff breeze kicked up her hair, half of which she’d recently dyed neon green. “We are so screwed.”

Noelle rolled her eyes but smiled as Astrid hooked her arm through Kiki’s and dragged her inside. Together, the two of them looked like a colorful tear sheet from a comic book. I swallowed back a lump of foreboding as I watched them disappear. Kiki was right. Around Easton, no one should ever promise a lack of drama. It was like tempting the fates.

“Speaking of the chapel, Reed, when’s the next meeting of the BLS?” Tiffany Goulbourne asked quietly. She’d been bringing up the rear, scrolling through some photos on her camera with Rose Sakowitz. Tiffany was never without her camera, even though with her perfect warm brown skin, almost six-foot frame, and athletic body, she could have definitely been posing in front of one rather than shooting from behind one. She whipped out her BlackBerry as she approached, ready to type the meeting into her calendar. Tiffany had always been one of my more responsible friends, but unlike the rest of them, she seemed to be getting more organized the closer she got to graduation, instead of less. The other seniors had slowly started to slack, copying homework assignments or faking migraines to get out of class. But not Tiffany.

“We’re in need of some girl bonding,” Rose added, looking a little pale beneath her mass of red curls.

“Um . . . honestly, I hadn’t really thought about it.” I looked off across campus toward the woods around Easton, where the Billings Chapel stood. Suddenly, I itched to skip morning chapel and dash over there. I wanted to check the place out, see if there was anything Noelle and I had missed last night—any more clues to what Elizabeth Williams and her friends had been doing with a book of spells almost a hundred years ago.

Ironic, considering that just a couple of days ago I’d been seriously pondering the idea of never coming back to this place. After Noelle had faked her own kidnapping, I’d all but decided I wouldn’t be returning to Easton Academy this semester. I was done with all the insanity, the selfishness, the entitlement. But then Mrs. Lange had explained that the whole thing had been her idea, and had lured me back here with all this mystery and talk of what was to come, and I’d fallen for it like a satellite plummeting back to Earth.

“Why don’t we do it tonight?” I suggested. “I’ll send out a text later.”

“A text about what?”

Josh appeared over Tiffany’s shoulder and her eyes bulged out like she was afraid we’d just been caught. What Tiffany didn’t know was I’d already confided in Josh about our secret society—back when he’d been trying to help me figure out who’d snatched Noelle. She and Rose didn’t need to know that, though. I didn’t want them thinking I’d betrayed their trust just because Noelle had taken a spa sabbatical.

“Nothing you need to worry your pretty little head about,” I joked, pulling him toward me. We touched noses and I smiled, inhaling that very particular Josh scent of evergreen soap and dried paint.

“I missed you,” he said.

“I missed you, too,” I replied.

“Ugh. Let’s go inside before we catch whatever cheesy grossness has sickened these two,” Noelle joked.

She and the other girls jogged up the marble steps as Josh and I kissed hello. He opened his coat and wrapped it around me along with his arms, nestling us together in a warm Josh and Reed cocoon. As I cuddled against him and deepened the kiss, I wondered how I ever could have imagined leaving here—leaving him. Next year, Josh would be off to college and we’d hardly ever see each other.

“We need to do something. Go somewhere,” Josh said quietly, pulling back. He lifted one hand and gently brushed his fingertips across my cheek. “How long has it been since we’ve gone on a date?”

I narrowed my eyes, pretending to think. “Since forever?”

“All right, then. With your permission, I’ll make a plan,” he said, touching his forehead to mine. “ASAP.”

“ASAP sounds good,” I replied.

“What the hell is she doing here?” Josh said suddenly.

My eyes popped open and I turned around. Headmaster Hathaway strode toward us from the direction of Hull Hall with Demetria Rosewell in tow. My first thought was, Double H is going to miss morning services. But I realized in the next second that this was not the pertinent fact here. Nor was Demetria the “she” to whom Josh had referred. Striding along behind them was Paige Ryan—the daughter of the person who had recently tried to murder me multiple times in St. Barths. Josh shot her a scowl as she walked by, but all she did was grin. A few steps past the chapel, she paused and looked behind her.

“Missy! Are you coming or not?” she asked.

Missy Thurber, my worst nemesis at Easton, jumped away from Constance Talbot and London Simmons and scurried after her cousin Paige. She also gave me a grin as she hurried by, but hers held a lot more meaning. It said, I know something you don’t know.

My heart sank inside my chest, and I looked back at Constance and London. The two of them turned and hustled inside, avoiding my eyes.

“What was that all about?” Josh asked, entwining his fingers with mine.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “And I don’t think I want to know.”



NO DRAMA



“I love the idea of a party to honor the seniors,” I told Amberly that night as we kicked back on the floor of the Billings Chapel. “Do you want to put a committee together?”

“Yes! I’d love a committee!” Amberly said, clapping her hands.

I could see a few of the girls wince at the idea of being roped in by Amberly and toiling under her direction, but it was her idea, so they’d just have to deal. We’d just been finishing up our meeting when Amberly had very formally presented a “piece of new business” as if we were at a board meeting, rather than sprawled out on silk pillows, chenille blankets, and fur throws in a deserted chapel. Rose had provided the refreshments tonight—gourmet cupcakes shipped in from New York City—and there were crumbs, sprinkles, and coconut shreds everywhere. Vienna Clark groaned, her hand across her flat stomach, a bit of chocolate stuck to the corner of her mouth.

“Okay, if there are no other new points of business,” I said, “then I’d say we’re adjourned!”

The convivial chatter started up as soon as the words were out of my mouth, and my friends began to gather up their things. Noelle clasped Vienna’s hands and hoisted her off the floor, while Amberly practically jumped Lorna Gross and Astrid, asking them to join her committee.

“You ready?” Ivy asked, lifting her long black hair out of her red coat and letting it fall down her back.

“Actually, I think I’m going to hang back for a little while,” I said, gesturing over my shoulder in what I hoped was a casual way. I had a plan for the evening, and it did not involve going back to campus.

Noelle paused near the door and cocked an eyebrow. I glanced away nervously. Maybe my gesture hadn’t hit the mark. “I don’t want to leave all these crumbs. We could attract mice.”

“Oh. Then I’ll help,” Ivy said.

She started to put her bag down again and I panicked. “No!” I blurted.

Both Ivy and Noelle were staring at me now with matching expressions of concern and confusion. Which was interesting, considering how much they hated each other. Noelle crossed her arms over her chest.

“It’s just . . . I kind of want to be alone,” I said. “I’ve got a lot to think about and I . . . I guess I’ve never told you guys this, but I like to clean while I think. It helps me relax.”

Ivy’s brow crease deepened, and for a moment I thought she would put up a fight, but then Noelle turned, gently knocking Ivy with her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s leave the freak to her cleaning therapy.”

If anyone knew I really did have a lot to think about, it was Noelle. Apparently she was taking pity on me. Which kind of made me feel guilty about all the lying. Bad Reed.

“Okay,” Ivy said slowly. “But I don’t love the idea of you being out here alone.”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised her. “I’ve got my phone if I need anything.”

The two of them finally capitulated and followed after the others outside, everyone waving and shouting their good-byes as they slipped out into the night. When their voices had finally died away on the wind, I took a deep breath and looked around. Except for the few flickering candles, the chapel was dark. Some of the stained glass windows had been broken long ago, leaving behind jagged, incomplete mosaics, the stars winking outside their busted panes. The pews were polished and buffed—thanks to the members of my secret society—and the wood floors were swept clean, but high in the rafters there were still some heavy cobwebs and a stray bird’s nest.

Quickly blowing out all but one candle, I slipped my arms into Noelle’s white coat to guard against the chill of the basement, grabbed my messenger bag and the last candle, and walked to the office at the back of the building.

I placed my candle in the holder on the dust-covered desk, then walked to the bookcase on the west wall. Using both hands, I pried the bookcase away from the plaster. It swung open, letting out a silence-splitting creak of protest. Behind it was the smaller, white paneled door with its brass knob and an old-fashioned keyhole. I tugged the key on its purple cord out of the pocket of my jeans. As I slid the key into the hole, I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure none of my friends had returned. Then I turned the key with a click, and the ice-cold doorknob turned easily in my grasp.

Frigid air rushed up from the basement, along with a musty yet somehow cozy smell that made me think of the basement of the Croton library. The dank room housed all the historical books, and older kids were always getting caught making out down there. I reached back for my candle and held it high in front of me as I descended the stairs, feeling a rush of excitement. I’d been looking forward to this moment all day long.

When my foot hit the concrete floor, I paused. My throat was dry as I looked around. The basement room was a perfect circle. Eleven chairs were set up to face the center, and at that center was the podium, plain and sturdy and made of wood. I walked around the room until I was positioned against the wall directly behind the rostrum. Then I whipped the skirt of Noelle’s coat into my lap to keep from soiling it, and sat.

Inhaling a bit of the musty air, I looked slowly around the room and smiled. Elizabeth Williams had hung out here. She’d been in this very room with Theresa Billings and Catherine White and all the other girls mentioned in the BLS book. I wished I knew what they looked like, and wondered why I’d never thought to try to dig up photographs of them before. They’d had cameras in 1915, hadn’t they? Tomorrow I would have to check the Easton archives and see if I could find any photographs.

I tugged out the BLS book first and opened it to the second page, where each of the members of the first Billings Literary Society had signed their names. Then I slowly opened the book of spells. Near the front was a list of basic spells, and next to each was a little tick, as if someone had checked them off after completing them. Next to some items there were notes, written in a few different hands:

Third attempt successful, or Must be done with two sisters, holding hands.

Some of these notes were in the same slanting script as the BLS book—there was the curled-down tail on the y’s and the flourish on the s’s. That small scroll to the w’s, m’s, and n’s. The handwriting belonged to Elizabeth Williams.

Carefully, I studied some of the other notes, my eyes flicking back and forth from the signature page in the BLS book to the book of spells. Suddenly, my heart caught. Some of the other notes had been written by Catherine White, Elizabeth’s best friend. Her lowercase a’s and o’s were perfectly rounded, almost like a child’s handwriting.

A shiver of satisfaction went through me, like when I figured out a calculus problem. I paged through the book of spells, glancing at some of the titles. The Forgetfulness Spell. The Swelling Tongue. Spell to Mend a Broken Heart. Then something caught my eye as I whipped past, and I slowly paged back. Written across the top of the page were the words The Presence in Mind Spell.

That handwriting was not Elizabeth’s, but it looked familiar. I glanced back at the list of signatures and picked it out right away. The strokes were thick and confident, the uppercase letters overly large. The spell had been written out by Theresa Billings.

“This is so freaking cool,” I whispered.

I looked around the room again, hugging myself against the cold. I imagined Theresa, Elizabeth, and Catherine at the podium, jotting down notes in the book. Had they really cast spells in this room? Had any of them worked? Was that even possible? Or was it a game to occupy their time?

Biting my lip, I flipped to the incantation near the front of the book of spells—the one that could supposedly turn a group of eleven regular girls into witches. I’d found it that afternoon at lunch, when I’d spent the period holed up in a study carrel at the back of the library. The directions were explicit. Eleven girls dressed in white were required. They were to stand in a circle, each holding a candle, and recite the incantation. A thrill of silly excitement went through me. If it required eleven girls in white to work, then it couldn’t do any harm for me to say it on my own, could it?

“Like it could do any harm anyway, loser,” I whispered to myself. “This stuff isn’t real.”

I took a deep breath and held it, squelching an embarrassed giggle. Then I moved my candle over the page and read.

“We come together to form this blessed circle, pure of heart, free of mind. From this night on we are bonded, we are sisters.” My voice shook with giddy mirth at my own childishness, but whatever. This was fun. “We swear to honor this bond above all else. Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister, we make this sacred vow.”

I heard a creak that stopped my heart, and suddenly a gust of wind shot through the circular room, swirling my hair up off my shoulders and extinguishing my candle. Heart in my throat, I scrambled to my feet, the books tumbling to the floor at my toes. The acrid, birthday-party smell of the candle’s smoke curled through my nostrils as heavy footsteps clomped down the stairs, every groan of the ancient planks like an arrow to my heart, every crack heightening my terror. I pressed my back against the wall, wondering if there was any way to use my candle as a weapon. Then, suddenly, out of nowhere, the candle flickered to life again. I stared at the flame, transfixed, my heart seized with fear.

How could that have possibly happened?

Just then, Noelle arrived at the foot of the stairs. Her hands braced the walls, level with her ears, and she looked at me with a wry expression.

“I knew it!”

“Noelle! You scared the crap out of me!” I blurted.

“Which you deserve!” she said, tromping across the room. “What are you doing? Please tell me you’re not really taking this stuff seriously.”

She wrested the BLS book from my hands and looked at it. “What are you, writing a term paper now?”

I grabbed the book back and, with a trembling hand, shoved the freaky candle at her. As I crouched on the floor, cramming the books into my messenger bag, I took a few breaths to steady myself. Obviously the wind had gusted down the stairs when Noelle had opened the door. And as for the candle . . . it was just a faulty wick. Or one of those trick candles that could relight itself.

Except I’d never seen one of those that wasn’t birthday-cake-candle size.

“I was just messing around,” I improvised, shouldering my bag as I stood. “I was trying to figure out whether those Billings Literary Society girls really believed in this witchcraft crap.”

Noelle, to my surprise, looked interested. “And? Did they?”

“Some of them, I think,” I said, lifting my shoulders. For some reason, I didn’t want to name names. I felt like I’d be betraying the BLS girls somehow. Opening them up to Noelle’s ridicule. Which was, of course, ludicrous, since all of them had been dead for probably thirty years.

“Yeah, well, people were a lot more gullible back then,” Noelle said, turning and heading for the open doorway. “Come on. There’s still a mess upstairs and I am not hanging out here again if it’s infested with mice.”

“I’m right behind you,” I told her, keeping an eye on the candle, which she held up in front of her. She started up the steps, but I paused at the bottom, glancing around the room one last time.

It’s just a room, I told myself. Just like every other room at Easton.

I lifted my foot and placed it on the first stair, and as I did I felt a light breeze against my face. I looked around. There were no openings in the stone wall. No windows anywhere, being that I was below-ground. Shrugging it off, I kept walking, but at the third step, I felt it again. And by the fifth it was stronger. By the seventh it was stronger still, the wind right in my face, slowing my progress. By the tenth step, the flame of the candle in Noelle’s hands had died, and by the twelfth, I had to squint my eyes to see. When I got to the top, I slammed the door behind me, breathless.

“Since when is that staircase a wind tunnel?” I asked.

Noelle’s carefully brushed hair stuck out from behind her ears, and some of her bangs stood up straight on her forehead.

“Must be that window,” Noelle said, gesturing at the pane behind the desk. The top was completely bare, as if someone had broken it, removed all the shards, and never replaced it. My insides squirmed as I stared at the bending and swaying branches of the trees outside.

“I don’t remember that being broken before,” I said.

“Well, it is now,” she replied casually. “Come on. Let’s clean up and get back to Pemberly. We need to talk guest list for your party.”

“Okay.”

I tried to sound as excited as she did, but as we walked out I took one last trembling look at the window, half expecting to see Elizabeth Williams’s ghost reaching out to me. I closed the door firmly behind me and jogged to catch up with Noelle.

If I really wanted a life with no drama, maybe it was time I stopped walking around in the middle of the night looking for it.



ELIZABETH



“Billings will only live on in you, Reed. You’re the only one who can set things right.”

My breath was a white cloud in front of my face. Stars twinkled merrily through the tangle of branches overhead. I stood in the center of a small clearing in the Easton woods, wearing nothing but my Penn State T-shirt and mesh Easton Soccer shorts.

“Billings must live on, Reed. The book of spells is real.”

Someone was speaking, but no one was there. The voice sent a warm, familiar tingle down my spine, but not from fear. It was almost as if I recognized the delicate tones. Like I’d heard them somewhere before.

“It’s real, and I can show you proof.”

A sudden movement in the corner of my vision stopped my heart. A young girl, about my age, stepped out of the trees. It was as if she’d materialized out of nowhere, out of the ether, but she wasn’t a ghost. She looked solid and real and three-dimensional as she slowly, deliberately crossed the forest floor. She wore an old-fashioned dress with a blue plaid skirt and a darker blue wool jacket, the hood pulled up to cover her dark brown hair. Her eyes were green, kind of like my mother’s, and as she approached I realized she was almost my height, though far slimmer. I could have placed my hands around her tiny waist and I was sure my fingertips would have touched. She came within two feet of me, but I didn’t flinch. There was nothing threatening in her.

“You’re very beautiful,” she said, tilting her head to one side. Her lips moved, but her voice didn’t issue from her throat. It came from all around, as if the trees held hidden surround-sound speakers. “But it’s not the most striking thing about you.”

“What is?” I asked.

She smiled slowly. “Oh, I think you know. And if you don’t, you will soon enough.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I think you know that, too.”

She turned with a smirk and walked over to the edge of the clearing. Elizabeth Williams. It had to be. What other specter would my subconscious conjure up for me? Because clearly that’s what this was—a dream. Otherwise, how had I gotten here, to the center of the Easton woods? At the foot of an ancient oak tree, she crouched, her skirts billowing before they floated to rest on the ground. Behind her, at a slight distance, the spire of the Billings Chapel hovered above the topmost limbs of the bare trees, its face stark white against the night sky.

“Here,” she said, touching her suede-gloved fingertips to the dirt. It was untouched by the snow, canopied as it was by a web of thick branches. “Here is where we buried the books and promised never to speak of them again.” She looked up with a wry but sad smile. “Of course, promises are made to be broken.”

“Books?” I asked. “There was more than one?”

She nodded slowly, looking at the ground. She trailed her fingers reverently—almost lovingly—back and forth, as if she were remembering something or someone she cared for deeply.

“Yes. The others have long since gone missing. Scattered on the four winds to places unknown.” Then she looked me in the eye. “But the book of spells, the most vital of the books, that’s in safe hands now.”

I knelt down across from her. Although I could still see my breath and there were goose bumps visible on my skin, I didn’t feel the cold at all anymore. Nor did I feel hot. It was as if I were somewhere outside my body, and nothing that touched it mattered.

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“Because you are a skeptical girl, Reed Brennan. You need proof.” She lifted her hands and clasped them atop her knees. “I’ve come to tell you how to find it.”

She said this last bit in an excited tone, as if she were a little girl proposing a new scheme. I was about to answer when my eyes flicked past her shoulder. Something had just moved, there in the trees. A figure. A girl. I was sure of it. But when I stared into the darkness broken by tree trunks and underbrush, I saw nothing.

“Tomorrow night, you will return to this place,” Elizabeth instructed. “Bring a shovel, and a candle to light your way. If you dig in this very spot, you will find what you are looking for.”

A shock of blond hair ducked behind one of the trees. My heart skipped and I stood up. A branch cracked. I caught a whiff of a scent—something earthy and sour—and my senses recoiled. It smelled like death. Leaves rustled. The sounds grew closer. There was someone out there. Someone moving toward us through the trees. I opened my mouth to warn Elizabeth, but suddenly my throat constricted. It was as if someone had curled their fingers around my throat and started to squeeze, but no one was there. When I tried to call out, all that I could manage was a croak.

I waved both my hands, trying to get Elizabeth’s attention, but her head was bent toward the earth. She was stroking the ground with her fingertips again. Behind her, the branches swayed. The crunch of footsteps approaching grew louder still, but she didn’t flinch. Didn’t look up. There was no air, and I couldn’t move. Not to defend her, not to defend myself.

Suddenly someone sprang from the underbrush and pounced on top of Elizabeth, wrestling her to the ground. A blur of blond hair and pale skin. The girl closed her fingers around Elizabeth’s neck, slammed her head into the dirt floor of the forest, and whipped her head around to glare over her shoulder at me.

“Ariana!”

My door banged open and I sat up straight in bed, my hand covering my heart. Ivy stood in the doorway, her hair knotted with sleep, her nightshirt falling off one shoulder. She held an aluminum softball bat over her shoulder.

“Reed! Are you all right?”

She pulled the bat back and looked quickly around the room, as if ready to destroy the first thing that moved.

“Why?” I asked, trying to catch my breath.

Her stance relaxed slightly. “Because you were just screaming about Ariana.”

My cheeks warmed with embarrassment. But the memory of what had just happened in my dream was burned on my brain. Elizabeth Williams had been dying at the hands of Ariana Osgood. It was all so impossible, but it had seemed so real. I remembered exactly where we had been when Ariana had attacked. Just north of the Billings Chapel, at an untouched clearing in the woods.

I glanced at Ivy’s concerned face as she lowered her bat to the floor.

“It was just a dream,” I said.

She sat down at the foot of my bed. “Not a good one, from the sound of it.”

My heart still pounded fretfully. “Yeah. No.”

“What was it?” Ivy asked, shifting slightly. “Do you remember?”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek, drawing my knees up under my chin. I wanted to tell her about it before the details slipped from my mind. Tell her about the clearing and the spot Elizabeth had indicated. She’d probably tell me it was just a dream—that I was crazy. Which would probably be a good thing. Because would a sane person actually be considering following a dead dream-girl’s orders?

“Ivy, there’s something I need to tell you,” I said seriously. “It’s about the BLS.”

Ivy placed the bat aside, leaning it up against the sliver of wall between the end of my bed and my closet.

“Okay,” she said, matching her tone to my own. “I’m listening.”



PARTICULARLY JOSH



Josh had looked at me like I was crazy more than once in our year-and-a-half-long on-and-off relationship, but never for so long, or with such complete conviction. We sat at our private table in the corner of the dining hall, while the rest of Easton Academy laughed and chowed down and checked over homework around us.

“What?” I said finally, turning my spoon upside down to suck strawberry yogurt off of it.

Clearing his throat, Josh shimmied forward on his chair, shoved his tray of half-eaten turkey sandwich aside, rested his elbows on the table, and leveled a dubious stare at me. One dark blond curl fell over his forehead and I smiled slightly, feeling that little tingle I felt whenever something particularly Josh happened—something only I would know was particularly Josh.

“So let me get this straight,” he said. “After everything that’s happened on this campus—the murder, the stalking, the kidnapping—you want to go up into the woods—by yourself, in the middle of the night, based on something a ghost in a dream told you—and dig a hole?”

Well, when he put it that way . . .

“Come on. I basically have to do it,” I said, placing the spoon and yogurt cup down. “If I don’t, I’ll always wonder if there was really something there.”

It was Ivy who had convinced me. That morning, as I’d gotten dressed, I’d railed on about how it was only a dream. And you didn’t see me running around Croton, Pennsylvania, looking for a river made of marshmallow fluff, did you? (That was a recurring dream of mine when I was in kindergarten.) No. You didn’t. Because dreams are complete insanity conjured up by our subconscious, not treasure maps to be followed in the dead of night. Ivy had listened to all of this patiently before saying the magic words—the ones I had just repeated to Josh.

“Yeah, but if you don’t go,” she’d said, her arms crossed over her chest, “you’ll always wonder.”

“Can I ask you something?” Josh said, dusting some cookie crumbs from the corner of his mouth. “What time did you have this little nightmare?”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering why that could possibly matter. “Um . . . it was this morning. When I woke up the sun was up. Like . . . six thirty?”

Josh’s green eyes widened. He picked up another cookie. “That is so weird.”

“What?” I asked.

“I had a nightmare this morning too, and you were in it,” he said. “I don’t remember what it was about, exactly, but when I woke up I looked at the clock and it was exactly six thirty-two.”

I felt an eerie tingle all down my back and froze with my spoon halfway to my mouth. “Really?”

He smirked and popped the cookie into his mouth. “No.”

“Ugh.” I balled up my white linen napkin and chucked it at him. He ducked to the side and the napkin fell innocently to the hardwood floor behind him.

“Okay, about this plan of yours, can I just say . . . no?” Josh said. He used his napkin to wipe his mouth, then tossed it down and chugged a glass full of whole milk.

“No?” I asked incredulously. “Since when do you tell me what I can and can’t do?”

Josh laughed, pulling his head back and shaking it in an amused way. “Like I’d ever try. No. I wasn’t telling you no, you couldn’t go. I was telling you no, you’re not going alone.” He paused and wiped his mouth with the napkin again, this time clearing away a milk moustache. “I’ll be coming with you. As of now, I’m not letting you out of my sight for one second.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling silly.

“Unless you think ‘Elizabeth’ would mind,” he added, throwing in some air quotes.

I laughed and rolled my eyes at him. “I don’t think she’d mind at all.”



PROOF



The snow on the quad was frozen solid across the top, so that the crust would hold for a moment with each step before the crunchy layer gave way and my boot sank into the softer, wet snow beneath. Every now and again, if I stepped just lightly enough, I left no footprint at all. My trail appeared as though I had played a sporadic game of hopscotch: a two-footed jump here, a one-footed hop there. The moon shone down on campus, reflecting off the otherwise smooth snow, brightening the sky and giving almost the illusion of day.

As I approached the landscapers’ storage building on the outskirts of campus, everything was still. No night owls, no crickets, not a living thing stupid enough to be out and about and making noise. Not one except for me. And . . .

“Josh?” I whispered harshly, creeping around the corner of the building, which bordered the woods. “Josh, are you—?”

A crash loud enough to wake the dead stopped me in my tracks. I briefly considered bolting, but then the side door slowly creaked open and Josh poked his head out—along with the heads of two rather large shovels.

“Sorry. Did I scare you?” he asked.

“Me and half of Connecticut,” I said, glancing back at the darkened windows of Hull Hall, my hand over my heart.

“You know, when I suggested going on a date, this is not what I had in mind,” Josh said, stepping outside.

“I know. We’re still going to do that,” I promised him. I looked at the open padlock on the shed door. “So how did you—”

“Hey!”

Josh and I both screamed and clutched each other, the business end of one of the shovels nearly colliding with my skull. I released his arm when I saw Ivy trudging toward us. She wore a black ankle-length coat and a black skullcap, and she had her hair done in two thick braids.

“What are you doing out here?” I demanded.

“You didn’t really think I was going to let you guys do this without me, did you?” she asked, raising her perfectly thin eyebrows. She lifted her chin toward the shed. “You should probably relock that.”

“Don’t you want a shovel?” Josh asked, angling toward the door.

She scrunched her nose. “I don’t do shovels.”

Josh laughed. I wished Ivy had told me she was coming instead of startling us in the middle of the mission, but I was glad to have her along. Sneaking around the eerie Easton woods in search of a ghost’s legacy was definitely a “the more the merrier” type of situation. Josh secured the lock on the door, slung both shovels over one shoulder, and nodded toward the woods.

“Lead the way, Elizawannabe,” he said.

I shoved him lightly and started into the woods. The spot where I’d been standing in my dream faced the back of the chapel, so I decided to walk around to the back, then head north from there to try to find the clearing. The three of us walked along in a straight line, Josh behind me and Ivy behind him, the woods silent except for the crunching of our shoes and the hiss of our breathing. Suddenly I remembered playing jungle adventures with my brother, Scott, and his friends when we were little—tromping through the woods behind our middle school with toy canteens and flashlights. Only then, my pulse hadn’t been pounding in my ears in this annoyingly unnerving way.

“Wow,” Josh whispered as we stepped into the large clearing around the chapel. “That’s a beautiful church.”

“You’ve seen it before, right?” I said, glancing over my shoulder at him.

He’d paused near the cornerstone and tipped his head all the way back to better see the tip-top of the spire. “Yeah, but never at night. I should come back up here and paint it before graduation.”

My heart panged at the thought of Josh leaving Easton, and he seemed to notice the change in my expression. He reached for my gloved hand and squeezed it.

“Which is many, many weeks away,” he reminded me.

I nodded. Ivy hung back at a respectful distance, her hands in the pockets of her coat, but I couldn’t help remembering that not that long ago, it would have been her hand he was reaching for. It was awkward enough when she’d been dating him and he was my ex, but now I was dating him again and he was her ex. The very fact that the three of us could be in the same room together, let alone on the same mission, was a small miracle. I cleared my throat and pulled away.

“Come on. We’re almost there.”

I walked to the center of the back wall, then turned my steps perpendicular to it and headed straight toward the woods. Now that we were so close, I suddenly realized how completely futile and insane this whole endeavor was. What did I really think I was going to find out here? This was just a product of my overactive imagination, spurred on by my obsession with the BLS and the book of spells.

But when I got to the tree line, I paused. Right in front of me was a pathway. It was a bit grown over, but it was there.

“What’s up?” Josh asked, coming up behind me.

“Look.” I pointed at the ground, trailing my finger up to indicate the line of the path. We both squinted into the darkness. Up ahead, it looked as if the trees parted. “Is that—?”

“A clearing?” Ivy said, stopping at my opposite shoulder. “You bet your ass it is.”

She pushed ahead, leading the way into the woods.

“I suppose we have to follow her,” Josh said.

“It would be rude, right? To leave her here alone,” I joked back.

“Majorly.”

I glanced up at the sky for a moment, feeling suddenly that someone was watching. Not in a bad or scary way, just in an . . . interested way. I reached for Josh’s hand, glad that I didn’t have to do this alone, and lifted my foot to step over the pile of dead leaves at my feet. When we caught up to Ivy, she was standing in the center of a circle of trees. The ground beneath her feet was packed dirt, no snow in sight. My heart quivered. I couldn’t have sworn it was the exact same clearing from my dream, but it was familiar. Slowly, I trailed my eyes around at the trees—oaks and birches, evergreens and maples. And then I froze.

“What?” Ivy and Josh said as one. “What is it?”

Josh sidestepped closer to me, the shovels clanging together, as if trying to see whatever I was seeing from exactly my vantage point.

“There,” I said, pointing. “That’s it. That’s the tree from my dream.”

Ivy and I arrived at the foot of the enormous oak at the exact same time. She crouched down, just as Elizabeth had the night before, and I was hit with a sickening punch to the gut. I almost reached out to grab her—to pull her back. But then, that was ridiculous. It wasn’t as if Ariana was really about to charge out of the woods and attack.

I took a deep breath to calm my fluttering heart and studied the woods around us. There was no one there.

“Look at this,” Ivy said. “This area is packed down in a whole different way. Look. It’s lower than the rest of the clearing.”

My stomach filled with butterflies the size of baseballs. Josh swung the shovels off his shoulder and handed one to me. He drove the tip of his straight into the hard, cold dirt.

“What are you doing?” I asked, stopping his arm with my hand.

“Digging,” he replied, matter-of-factly. “Isn’t that what we came here to do?”

I smirked. “What happened to skeptical Josh?”

“He’s officially left the building,” Josh replied. “So are you gonna help me or what?”

The two of us started to dig, while Ivy tucked her coat beneath her legs and sat down on a wide, exposed tree root to watch. The ground, frozen solid, made the work slow and frustrating. Every now and then a hard jab with the shovel would yield only half an inch of silt. Still, every second I envisioned myself hitting pay dirt—imagined the point of my shovel hitting something hard and metallic—whatever it was Elizabeth Williams had supposedly sent me here to find. At some point clouds moved across the moon, darkening the woods around us, and Ivy had to flick on the two flashlights she’d grabbed from the emergency kit in our dorm. Soon my shoulders started to ache and my abs got tired of supporting my back. I wiped sweat from my brow, wondering when I’d gone from freezing to overheated.

“Reed?” Josh said. He leaned both hands atop the end of his shovel handle and looked up at me. He was standing in a ditch about four feet deep. There was a streak of dirt from his nose to his earlobe. “Can we stop now?”

I glanced at Ivy. She was shivering in the cold. “How long have we been doing this?”

“Two hours,” she said, without glancing at her watch. She sighed. “This sucks.”

“I know. I thought for sure we’d find something,” I said as Josh clawed his way out of the hole. “Maybe,” I added, realizing how nutso I sounded. But then, they were here with me, and they hadn’t even had the dream.

“Are you sure you’ve never been in this clearing before?” he asked, taking a deep breath. “Maybe you dreamed about it because you’ve seen it yourself, not because—”

“Not because the ghost of Elizabeth Williams wanted me to find it?” It sounded beyond ridiculous, even to me. I couldn’t believe I’d led two of my best friends up here for nothing. “I’m so sorry, you guys. I feel like a complete—”

Just then, the clouds overhead parted, sending several shafts of moonlight down through the branches of the trees. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something glint. Right in the center of one of the piles of dirt Josh and I had produced around the hole.

“Ivy! Shine one of the flashlights over there!”

“Where?” she asked, standing up at the urgency in my voice.

“There!” I pointed at a spot just to the left of Josh’s feet, between him and the trunk of the tree. Ivy did as she was told, and I lost all ability to breathe.

“Oh my God,” Ivy and I said at once.

Josh whirled around as if he expected Elizabeth to jump down from the tree and bite his neck. I quickly skirted the hole and dropped to my knees next to the hint of gold. Using my aching fingers, I pushed the dirt aside until I’d uncovered a large, round pendant. I tugged it out by its chain and let the pendant lie flat in my palm. It was warm to the touch—odd, since it had been buried in frozen earth for who knew how long. An intricate design had been etched into the surface, and I tried to clear the grime away with my fingernail so I could make it out.

“What is it?” Josh asked, hovering over me.

Slowly I stood and polished the tarnished gold on my jacket. Finally I cleared enough of the dirt away to make out the design in the moonlight. Suddenly my head went light, and I reached out to grab Josh’s shoulder for support.

“What?” Josh asked again. “What is it?”

“It’s the same design,” I said, turning quickly to show it to Ivy.

Ivy brought her face low, her eyes hovering just over the swirling circle motif. “Exactly the same,” she said.

“Will someone please tell me what’s going on here?” Josh asked.

I looked up at him, my eyes shining even as my heart pounded with uncertainty and fear. “It’s the same design that’s etched into the cover of the book of spells.”



THE BOMB



“So now you’re so desperate for good jewelry you’ll just wear any old thing you find in the dirt?” Noelle said as she sat down in her usual seat at the Billings table: last on the end, facing the door so she could see everyone coming and going. “If you really want something, I’m sure Daddy will get you whatever it is. He’s still waiting for you to call him back, by the way.”

I rolled my eyes and dropped my tray across from hers. The locket felt warm against my skin and it gleamed in the overhead lights, thanks to the vat of jewelry cleaner Ivy had soaked it in overnight.

“That’s all you have to say?” I asked, fingering the locket as I sat. “I tell you that the ghost of a Billings Girl led me to a necklace in the woods near the chapel, and all you can do is insult me?”

Noelle flicked her napkin into her lap and shook salt and pepper onto her sliced hard-boiled egg. One of the crystal shakers clinked against her gold ring. She hadn’t looked me in the eye in about five minutes.

“Noelle—”

“Reed, do you even hear yourself?” she asked finally, resting both wrists on the edge of the table. “You sound like a crazy person. You don’t want to tell anyone that we’re sisters, but you’re perfectly fine running around telling everyone that some dead person led you to a locket in the woods?”

My heart panged with some unidentifiable emotion and I touched the locket again. Just then Tiffany and Portia slid past us to sit in the next two chairs. Noelle shot me a warning look, clearly telling me to keep my mouth shut, as if I needed to be told. She was the only one I was interested in talking to about this.

“Wait until you see the centerpieces I designed for your party,” Noelle said, deftly switching to a more audience-friendly topic. “I’m going with a whole Pisces theme, and I found a guy who does floral centerpieces with tiny aquariums in the bottom of the vases. Real fish and everything.”

“Fabulous,” Portia said, lifting her hair over her shoulder.

“What do they do with the fish after the party?” Tiffany asked.

“Don’t get your La Perlas in a twist, green girl. Daddy’s going to take them all home for his personal collection,” Noelle said. She tore off a piece of her bagel and popped it into her mouth, looking at me mischievously. “He’s paying for the whole thing, you know.”

A huge rock formed between my heart and my throat, and my hand automatically went to the locket again. I suddenly became very interested in my cereal.

“Really? That’s nice of him,” Tiffany said, eyeing me curiously.

“Why would he do that?” Portia asked, lifting her fork. “No offense.”

I shrugged and gave them a tight smile.

“He just knows how very close Reed and I are,” Noelle said, spearing an egg slice. “I mean, we’re practically sisters.”

I choked on my orange juice and a little bit of it went up my nose.

“All right, Reed?” Noelle prompted.

“Yeah. Sure.”

I managed another smile and took a deep breath, trying not to cough again.

“Reed! What an amazing locket,” Portia said suddenly, reaching for the pendant, which I hadn’t realized I was still toying with. “It’s so . . . unique.” She ran her thumb over the surface. “Definitely an antique. Where did you get it?”

I shot Noelle a panicked look. “Um, I got it at a rummage sale when I was home.”

Portia scrunched her nose. “What’s a rummage sale?”

“Would you let go of her already, P?” Noelle demanded. “She’s turning blue.”

Portia released me and I sat up straight again, righting the locket and rubbing at the back of my neck where the chain had cut into my skin. Portia was still sizing up the necklace out of the corner of her eye as she took a bite of her fruit salad.

“You should have that appraised. It could be worth something,” she said.

I glanced at Noelle, feeling hot under my arms and around my collar.

“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe I will.”

Kiki and Astrid arrived, dropping into the chairs next to Tiffany and Portia. Then Lorna, Amberly, and Vienna crowded into the last few seats, adjusting their trays on the table so everything fit.

“Check this out,” Astrid said, lifting her chin toward the head table where the headmaster and the tenured teachers usually sat. My blood turned cold when I saw that Mr. Hathaway was holding out a chair near the head of the table for Demetria Rosewell. She wore a winter white suit that made her black hair stand out even from across the room. She shook her curls back as she sat and gave a thin-lipped smile as the headmaster introduced the teachers around her.

“Why has she been hovering so much lately?” I said under my breath.

“I can tell you why.”

A chill shot down my back as Missy Thurber leaned toward me from behind. She rested one hand on the back of my chair and the other on the corner of the table. She must have been walking down the aisle behind me when I’d posed my question. She smelled of lavender perfume and peanut butter—a gag-inducing combination—and I held my breath. Constance and London hovered at the end of the table. From the corner of my eye I saw Sawyer Hathaway, my friend and the headmaster’s son, stand up from his table. He had a worried look on his boyishly handsome face, like he was anticipating a fight.

“I don’t think anyone here was talking to you, Missy,” Noelle snapped.

Missy stood up straight, mercifully giving me room to breathe, and moved to stand next to her friends. Lifting her chin so that I could practically see her brain through her huge nostrils, she addressed the entire table with the air of a girl who knew she was about to drop a serious bomb.

“Demetria Rosewell and Paige Ryan have decided to donate a few million dollars to the school to have Billings House rebuilt,” she said snidely.

My heart skipped an excited beat. Billings was going to be rebuilt?

“Why do I have a feeling that’s not everything?” Noelle asked, lowering her fork.

“Well, Demetria has been convening with the board the past few nights, coming up with a list of requirements for admission to the dorm,” Missy said. “But they’ve already decided on one thing.” She turned and looked me in the eye. “You, Reed, won’t be getting in. Not after all the trouble you’ve caused this year.”

My heart dropped and my fingers curled into fists atop the table.

“In fact, none of you will be in,” Missy said, making sure to look each of the others directly in the eye. “The board asked me for a list of the girls who were the most disruptive influences during all that mess with Cheyenne and Sabine last semester, and I was more than happy to provide it.”

“Missy,” Lorna said from the far end of the table, “you didn’t.”

Missy’s cruel eyes slid over to her former best friend. “You chose your side. Now I’ve chosen mine.” Her mouth twisted into a wide grin. “Ta, ladies!” she said, twiddling her fingers at us. Then she turned on her heel and strode off. Constance shot me an uncertain look, ducked her head, and followed, with London behind her.

“This. Cannot. Be happening,” Amberly said loudly.

I looked across the table at Noelle, whose face was so red I thought she might start to melt. Then suddenly Sawyer was there, looking sheepish with his hands in the pockets of his slim-cut gray cords. He wore a white shirt open over a black band T-shirt.

“Hey,” he said tentatively. “Are you okay?”

“Is it true?” I said, looking up at him through my lashes.

Sawyer gritted his teeth. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I would’ve told you, but I only found out this morning.”

“Why?” Noelle asked. “Why would your father go to them instead of my dad?”

Sawyer turned a little green, and I could tell that whatever he had to say next, he was afraid of saying it.

“They came to him,” he said. “And when they did, my dad called your father to check . . . to make sure he didn’t want to try to outbid them or something. See, Dad didn’t want Billings back at all, but apparently the school needs the money so . . . I guess he figured whoever would donate the most could control the project.”

“He told you this?” Tiffany asked.

“No. I overheard him this morning.” He turned to Noelle. “On the phone with your dad.”

“And?” Noelle and I said at the same time.

Sawyer closed his eyes for a moment, as if gathering his strength. “He said no. He said he didn’t want to have anything more to do with Billings, and he didn’t want his girls anywhere near it either.”

My face burned and my eyes met Noelle’s across the table.

“His girls? WTF?” Portia said. “Have you got some secret sister we don’t know about, Noelle?”

The other girls laughed halfheartedly, but I felt the orange juice traveling back up my throat. This—all of it—was very not good.

“Obviously, Sawyer misheard,” Noelle said through her teeth, staring me down. “And don’t worry, ladies,” she added, lifting her hair over her shoulders. “I’ll get to the bottom of this. There’s no way I’m leaving Billings in the hands of a loser like Missy Thurber.”



DATE NIGHT



“Sorry I couldn’t get us passes off campus,” Josh said. He dimmed the lights to a romantic glow and sat down across from me at the small pedestal table he’d placed in the center of the art cemetery. Arranged on its small wooden surface were boxes of steaming Thai food, everything from lemongrass chicken to coconut rice to salmon with mango sauce. “After everything that’s gone on in the last year, I guess Hathaway’s finally cracking down.”

I smirked as I reached for the chopsticks. “Or he just hates both of us.”

“That too,” Josh conceded. He lifted his wineglass full of sparkling champagne. “Still, I think I did pretty well.”

I picked up my glass and clinked it with his. “I’ll second that.”

We looked into each other’s eyes as we sipped our faux champagne, and I felt a twist of anticipation. When it came down to it, the art cemetery was the best place we could possibly be. Because all I could think about was kissing him, and kissing him in a way that probably couldn’t be done in a public forum.

“You want to forget the food?” Josh asked suddenly.

I dropped my glass on the table with a clang. “Good plan.”

We both stood up and collided with each other, his lips on mine before I could even catch my breath. He cupped my face with both his hands and tripped us sideways into the old-fashioned love seat pressed up against the wall. My feet hit a set of gilt-framed paintings as I fell on top of Josh, knocking the whole stack over with a terrific clatter, but neither of us even paused. I fumbled my hand up under Josh’s sweater and was met with the rough fabric of his chambray shirt.

I pulled away, my lips buzzing. “Can you?”

“What? Oh yeah.”

He sat up to tear his sweater off and I sat back to give him room. As he flung it on the floor, I went right to work on his buttons until I saw a hint of his bare chest, and then I kissed it. He leaned back again as I kissed my way over his collarbone, up his neck to his ear, and then found his mouth again. He let out a little moan as he kicked off his shoes. Then he shifted sideways, kind of tossing me aside so that we were lying facing each other, my back against the back of the couch.

I felt like we hadn’t been alone together in weeks, even though it was only days, and from the frantic direction of Josh’s hands, I could tell he felt the same way. It was like he wanted to touch every inch of me as quickly as possible, all the while kissing my lips. He pulled back suddenly and looked directly into my eyes. It took a moment for me to catch my breath. My hand was inside the opening of his shirt, holding onto his waist.

“I love you, you know,” he said, trailing a fingertip down my cheekbone.

“I love you too,” I said.

Then he laid his palm flat on my cheek. His fingers were unbelievably warm and his breath was ragged on my face. “But we’re not gonna do this here.”

I looked up into his eyes. “We’re not?”

He leaned in and kissed my cheek, then my temple, then my forehead. “We’re going to do this, don’t get me wrong. Just not . . . here.”

I swallowed a lump that had formed in my throat and exhaled. My head dropped forward and I rested my face against his chest. He placed his chin atop my head and just held me. He was right, of course. We couldn’t have our first time together be here. In this place where Dash McCafferty and I had confronted Thomas Pearson’s brother, Blake, after Thomas had died. This place where Sabine had drugged Josh and tricked him into hooking up with Cheyenne. It had always been our place before that, and we’d made it our place again since. But it was tainted. And Josh and I—we deserved better.

“Are you mad?” he asked.

“No,” I replied, shaking my head as best I could.

“Will a present make it better?” he asked.

I lifted my chin to look up at him. “Always,” I said with a laugh.

He sat up and I did too, adjusting the skirt of my dress, which had ridden up a considerable amount. Josh took a deep breath and blew it out, like he was relieved to have gotten through that conversation. I smiled and put my hand on his back. For some reason, in that moment, I loved him more than I could have imagined possible.

Glancing at me over his shoulder, Josh leaned forward and tugged something out from under the couch. It was a dark gray book with weathered yellow pages. When he placed it on his lap, I could just make out a gold date embossed near the bottom right corner.

1915–1916

My heart all but stopped “Is that—?”

“The Billings School for Girls annual,” he said, holding it up so I could see the spine. “Complete with class photos.”

“Shut. Up!” I said, grabbing for the book. He held it away—over the arm of the couch—like we were suddenly playing one-on-one out on the basketball court. “Where did you get that?”

“I dug it out of the archives this afternoon.”

I got on my knees and made another grab, but his arm was annoyingly long. He lifted his other hand to stop me and my butt hit the cushions again.

“What?” I asked petulantly.

“You have to promise me one thing,” he said.

“A gift with provisions? I don’t like it,” I joked.

He smiled and placed the book in my hands but kept his own heavy palm on the cover, holding it closed. “If she looks different in the picture than she did in your dream, you’ll drop this,” he said. “No more midnight treks through the woods, no more listening to people who appear in your dreams. Promise me you’ll drop it.”

I looked at him, the words crowding my throat, but I couldn’t seem to let them go. His green eyes turned serious and he looked at the floor. “Reed, I just . . . I want you safe, okay? That’s all.”

“I know,” I said. “I get it.”

And I did. Because after everything, that was all I wanted from him, too.

“I promise. If she looks different, I will drop it,” I told him.

“Okay,” he said. He lifted his hand from the cover.

I hesitated, looking at him uncertainly. “Josh? What if she does look the same?”

His eyes clouded with concern. “Then . . . I don’t know.” He nodded at the book. “Page twenty-two.”

I hungrily skipped to the designated page, rushing by ancient print and grainy black-and-white photographs. When the book fell open to page twenty-two, I stopped. Because there, staring back at me from a sepia-toned photograph set in a large oval, was Elizabeth Williams. The dark hair, pulled back from her face. The creamy white skin. The almond-shaped eyes. Her expression was serious, more serious than I would have predicted. There was a slight smile on her lips, but sorrow in her eyes. Eyes that I knew would have been green if the photo were in color.

Because Elizabeth Williams was the girl from my dream.

Tentatively I touched my fingertips to the page, feeling the depth of her sorrow within my chest. Beneath the photo was the inscription ELIZABETH JUNE WILLIAMS and below that, one word, ELIZA. So she’d really been called Eliza. I liked it a lot more than Elizabeth. It was less stuffy somehow.

“The thing is . . .,” Josh said slowly, putting his arm behind me on the couch, pressing his hand into the cushions near my hip. “The thing is . . . she looks like you. A lot like you.”

“Really?” I said, tearing my eyes from the photograph.

Whatever Josh saw in my eyes made him blink. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s her.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as we both looked down at the picture again. “Reed. I have to tell you something.”

“What?” I asked, breathless.

“The other day, when I said I had a nightmare and you were in it? And that I woke up from it the same time you woke up from yours?” he said.

I pressed my tongue into the top of my mouth. “Yeah?”

“That wasn’t a joke,” he said. “I actually did have that dream. I just . . . didn’t want to freak you out.”

My head went light and fuzzy and it took a moment for me to focus. “What was the dream about?”

Josh slumped back into the couch and pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. “I don’t remember. I know you were in trouble. I think someone was . . . trying to kill you.”

My heart dropped to my toes as his hands dropped from his eyes.

“You screamed to me for help, and then I woke up.”

I breathed in and out, trying to normalize my body. Trying to stop the rushing blood, the screaming thoughts, the terror and—oddly—the excitement that seized my heart at once. I turned my head and stared down at Eliza Williams, silently begging her to tell me what it all meant.

“Okay. That’s . . . okay,” I heard myself say slowly.

Josh sat forward again and looked me in the eye. “What the hell’s going on, Reed?”

I touched the locket around my neck, the metal suddenly so warm it reddened my fingertips. “I wish I knew.”



NOT WITCHES



“She really does look like you,” Ivy confirmed, looking from the open yearbook to me, then back down again. We were sitting in the center of my dorm room, her with the BLS book and me with the book of spells, comparing the two and trying to figure out which dates in the BLS book corresponded with which spells. It was amazing how careful Eliza had been. Nowhere in the BLS book did it mention spells or witchcraft or anything other than regular old meetings, gatherings, parties, and community service projects that the secret society had done. “You have the same jawline. And the eyes . . . Do you think you could be related?”

“Yeah, right,” I said.

Because that’s what the old me would have said. The one who was a product of two no-names from Pennsylvania. But now that I knew I was a Lange, who knew where the hell I’d come from—who my ancestors might be? Still, Noelle had never mentioned being related to Eliza Williams before. She would have claimed that connection if it was there, wouldn’t she? I took the book from Ivy, closed it, and set it aside on the floor. She went back to studying the BLS book and I went back to the book of spells.

“Did you notice there are some pages missing from this?” Ivy asked, turning the book toward me on the floor. I leaned forward to see the spot she’d opened to and, sure enough, there were a few jagged tears down the center of the book. Carefully, I ran a fingertip over their edges, feeling a shivery sense of apprehension.

“How did I not notice that before?” I asked.

“I don’t know. You’ve practically been living this book,” Ivy said. She shrugged and lifted it back onto her lap. “Whatever it was, it was written by Eliza. Her handwriting’s on the pages before and after,” she said, lifting her shoulders again. “Guess it was something she didn’t want anyone to read.”

I slumped back against the side of my bed, feeling—ridiculously—betrayed. “Yeah. I guess not.”

Slowly I flipped back to the front of the book of spells. The first page was a careful, intricate drawing of intersecting circles. I ran my fingertips over the design, thinking of Eliza and wondering what she’d felt the first time she’d seen this book. Touching my fingertips to the locket—which, as always, felt warm against my skin—I turned to the next page: The Initiation Rite. I felt a flutter inside my chest, recalling what had happened when I’d read the rite on Friday. I looked up at Ivy tentatively. She was staring right at me.

“What’s up?” she asked.

I licked my lips. “What if we recited this incantation?”

She looked at me, her face a blank slate. “Why, exactly, would we do that?”

“I don’t know.” I lifted a shoulder. “For fun.”

She gave a thoughtful frown, then shrugged. “Okay.”

She closed the BLS book and set it aside, angling for a better look at the book in my lap. One thing I loved about Ivy Slade: She was always up for anything.

I laughed. “That’s it? Just ‘okay’?”

She looked at me with a wry smile. “Why not? Nothing’s going to happen.”

I tilted my head, hoping she was right. She had to be right. Because even if I believed that Eliza Williams had actually visited me in a dream, and even if I thought it was weird that the gold locket always felt warm, and even if my candle had gone out then relit itself, it wasn’t possible that magic actually existed. It just wasn’t possible.

“We need candles,” I said.

“Why? You need to make this charade official?” Ivy joked. But there was something serious behind her eyes. Maybe she was more freaked by my finding the locket in the woods, and by the fact that Eliza really had been in my dream, than she’d let on.

“Okay. Forget it,” I said, disappointed.

Ivy scooted over next to me and crossed her legs so that our knees were touching. I moved the book so that it laid across both our laps, half on my thigh, half on hers. “Okay. Ready?” I said. She nodded and we began to read.

“We come together to form this blessed circle . . ..”

Both of us paused, looking at each other. We weren’t exactly a circle.

“Let’s hold hands,” Ivy suggested. She pulled her hands out from under the book and we clasped our fingers together over the pages. “Okay. Start again.”

“We come together to form this blessed circle, pure of heart, free of mind. From this night on we are bonded, we are sisters.” I looked at Ivy here and we both smiled goofily. “We swear to honor this bond above all else. Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister, we make this sacred vow.”

That was when the lights went out.

“Holy shit,” Ivy said under her breath.

I sucked in some air, still clinging to Ivy’s hands. It was just like the other night when my candle had died. Then both our cell phones rang at the exact same time, their tiny screens lighting up to cast square beams from the floor to the ceiling. I let out a noise that was half gasp, half squeak.

“Okay. Okay. Calm down,” Ivy said, gripping my fingers so hard they hurt.

She released one of my hands and grappled for her phone. “It says ‘unknown caller,’” she said, staring down at the screen, which cast a glow over only half her face.

I swallowed hard and grabbed my iPhone. My throat went dry. “Mine too.”

Then both screens went dead in our hands. “Ivy. There’s something I have to tell you,” I said in the darkness, my breath shallow and quick. My whole body prickled with sweat. “The other night, I said the incantation by myself in the basement at the chapel. And when I did, there was this sudden wind, and my candle went out, and two seconds later, it relit.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me this before we said the stupid thing together?” she hissed.

The door to my room opened suddenly, and Ivy and I both screamed. Noelle took one look at us and leaned into the side of the doorway. She was backlit by the hall light, which meant that only the electricity in my room had died. She held a tri-folded letter.

“What the hell is this?” she asked.

Then her eyes flicked to the book of spells, which had fallen off Ivy’s lap, but still laid halfway on mine. Yeah. I was never going to live this one down.

“Are you kidding me?” she said, standing up straight. “You guys! We are not witches!” she hissed, glancing over her shoulder into the hall.

Ivy and I looked at each other, my right hand still clinging to her left. Noelle hadn’t seen what we’d just seen. And even though her sudden, larger-than-life presence had brought me somewhat back to reality, the niggling belief I’d started to have when Josh showed me Eliza’s picture the night before was starting to grow.

Maybe . . . Was it possible? Could we be witches?

The moment the thought occurred to me, I laughed out loud. Because how ridiculous was that?

“We were just messing around,” Ivy said, dropping my hand and standing up. She wiped her palms on the back of her jeans and rolled her head around, cracking her neck. Her dark ponytail swung down her back and I took a deep breath at the sudden normalcy. Even my skin was starting to cool down.

“Good.” Noelle hit my light switch and the overhead lights popped on. I looked up at them, startled. “Because I have something to show you guys,” Noelle said, taking a couple of steps into the room. She turned the page around, holding it in both hands to show us. “I just got into Yale!”

“Are you serious?” I blurted out, jumping up. I grabbed the letter from her fingers and read the first couple of lines. “Noelle! Congratulations!”

Throwing my arms around her, I hugged her hard. Tears sprang to my eyes as it hit me full force that she would be gone next year, for real this time, but I told myself this wasn’t about me. Yale was what Noelle had always wanted. She’d be at school with her boyfriend, Dash McCafferty, and the two of them would surely be the power couple on campus. Plus, New Haven wasn’t that far from Easton. As Ivy League schools went, it was the best possible outcome for me.

“That’s great, Noelle. Congratulations,” Ivy said as I released Noelle. She even managed to sound sincere. “Did you call Dash?”

“Of course. I expect a huge box of Yale crap in the morning,” Noelle said with a giddy laugh. “But right now, we party.”

“What?” I asked, glancing at the clock. It was already past ten.

“You heard me. We’re going to the chapel. Get your crap together, bitches,” Noelle said. “It’s time to celebrate.”



ALIVE AND WELL



Kiki cranked up the sound on her new iDock as the rest of us danced in a circle with Noelle at the center. She threw her arms up over her head and swung her heavy hair around, dancing for all the world as if there was no one around but her. It wasn’t like Noelle to let loose to quite this degree, but then, she’d finally secured her future and she deserved this celebration.

Plus, she’d already downed an entire bottle of Taittinger on her own. So I’d also never seen her quite so drunk.

“Go, Noelle! Go, Yale! Go, Noelle! Go, Yale!” Amberly chanted along with Lorna and Rose, their fists pumping in the air. Vienna swigged from a champagne bottle with one hand, recording the party on her Flip with the other. She was swaying a bit in her high-heeled Ferragamo boots, and I could only imagine the tape was going to be nauseating to watch. All I could do was hope the whole thing wouldn’t end up on Facebook later that night.

Noelle bent at the waist, then flipped back up again, trying to execute some kind of sexy move, but she fell backward instead. She tripped into my and Ivy’s arms but quickly righted herself and cleared her throat.

“Tiffany’s turn!” she shouted, tossing her hands up, then grabbing Tiffany and dragging her into the center of the circle.

Tiffany blushed but obliged, doing a few hip-swinging moves in the middle before whipping out her camera and clicking off some random shots of the rest of us. That afternoon, she’d also gotten her acceptance letter to the school of her choice, the Rhode Island School of Design, abbreviated as RISD, which everyone pronounced “Rizdee.” She’d gotten into their prestigious photography program, even though she’d neglected to inform them of her famous father’s identity. I bet money they were going to be psyched when they eventually did find out, though. Tiffany’s dad, Tassos, was one of the most sought-after fashion photographers in the world.

“Go, Tiff! Go, RISD! Go, Tiff! Go, RISD!”

“Portia’s turn!” Tiffany called out, twirling Portia into the center of the circle.

“Go, Portia! Go, Sorbonne! Go, Portia! Go, Sorbonne!”

Portia went right into a series of moves that looked like something out of a stripper-pole exercise video. Everyone whooped and laughed, and I found I couldn’t stop smiling. As much as I was going to miss my friends next year, their excitement and happiness were infectious now. Finally, all three of them got together to bump and grind in the middle of the circle, and Vienna climbed up on the first pew for a bird’s-eye view of the action. While everyone else started hamming it up for the camera, Ivy grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the makeshift snack area—one of the choir pews where we’d set up a few bottles and a bunch of boxes of chocolates Vienna had stashed away for this exact purpose.

“What’s up?” I asked Ivy, even as my stomach clenched. I knew exactly what was up.

“Okay, I know I said not to freak, but we have to talk about what happened back in your room,” she said, pressing her fingers together to form a sort of steeple in front of her chest. “What the hell was that?”

“Technology glitch?” I surmised, laughing nervously.

“Right,” she said with a dubious expression. “The lights in just your room go out, then both our cell phones ring at the same time with no one at the other end. How do you explain that?”

“Uh . . . ” I racked my brain, trying to think of something that would sound reasonable. “Solar flare?”

She rolled her eyes. Behind us, Vienna and Lorna attempted to hoist Portia up on their shoulders.

“Reed, come on—”

“No, Ivy, you come on,” I replied. For some reason I was finding it far easier to doubt the whole thing once someone else started to believe in it. “What are you trying to say, really? You don’t really think something happened when we said the incantation. I mean, do you really think we’re—”

“Really think you’re what?” Astrid said, reaching past me to swipe a chocolate.

Ivy and I looked at each other, snagged. I stalled by grabbing a chocolate of my own and shoving it in my mouth. As I bit down, I almost gagged. Ugh. Hazelnut.

“We were just saying how lucky they are that they all got into their first choice,” Ivy improvised.

“And I was just saying . . . do you really think we’re not going to get in to ours?” I added quickly, toying with the locket around my neck. “Ivy’s totally superstitious, so she thinks our chances are somehow, like, less now.”

Astrid just looked at us, one cheek filled with chocolate, making her look part chipmunk.

“What do you think?” Ivy asked.

Astrid chewed slowly and swallowed. “I think you losers should stop worrying and start partying.”

She grabbed both our hands and dragged us back toward the dancing, shoving us into the center of the circle, where we joined Portia—who was back on her feet—and Noelle and Tiffany. Noelle grabbed me up in her arms and, with an incredibly straight face, started to lead me in what I think was a cha-cha. Laughter bubbled up in my throat, and I vowed right then and there that I wouldn’t think about Eliza Williams or the book of spells for the rest of the night.

Tonight was about my Billings sisters—the ones who were alive and well and by my side. Not the dead ones who were haunting my dreams.



JUST A DREAM



The lights on the dance floor throbbed to the beat of the music, which vibrated the floor beneath my feet. Every step was uncertain as I tried to weave my way through the crowd, shoving a bare-backed sumo-wrestler type with my elbow, taking the pinpoint stiletto of a black Louboutin in the toe. Everywhere I looked there were unfamiliar faces, all distorted by punk makeup and dyed hair.

Where was she? I knew she was here somewhere, but everyone was so tall, so sweaty, so . . . bizarre.

Suddenly, someone slipped past me, the silky smooth fabric of a black robe tickling the skin on my arm. I felt a cold whoosh in my lungs as the figure passed, and I turned for a better look, but whoever it was had already disappeared into the crowd. Then, out of the corner of my eye, another robe. My heart caught with fear. This person stood stock-still in the middle of all the mayhem, face completely covered by the heavy, black hood. But I could tell I was being stared at, so I quickly turned away . . . and slammed right into another hooded figure, its chest so solid I bounced off. I wanted to reach up and rip the hood free, find out who or what was underneath, but something told me not to. Something told me I wouldn’t like what I found. Sweat popped up along my brow as I whirled off, fighting the crowd, desperate to get away. I tripped over someone’s outstretched leg and suddenly found myself at the edge of the dance floor.

I took a shaky breath and laid my hand flat over my locket. Before me was the lobby of Billings House. There was the gleaming oak banister. The faded gold wallpaper. The framed photos of former Billings Girls lining the walls. The ancient but pristine Oriental carpet in the center of the floor. And there stood my friends. All of them. Wearing their black dresses, holding their candles. They smiled at me over the flickering lights. Noelle Lange, Kiran Hayes, Taylor Bell, Tiffany Goulborne, Natasha Crenshaw, Cheyenne Martin, Shelby Wordsworth, Vienna Clark, London Simmons, Rose Sakowitz, Portia Ahronian, Ariana Osgood. I looked down and saw that I was wearing a bleached white robe. My hair was combed out over my shoulders and gleamed in the candlelight. I felt warm and safe and at peace. Like those apparitions in their black garb could never hurt me. Then someone took my hand. I looked over and smiled.

“Astrid! There you are!” I said, throwing my arms around her neck.

“I’ve been here all along, love. Where have you been?” she asked.

She smiled as I released her, and the girls began to chant.

“We welcome you to our circle. We welcome you to our circle. We welcome you to our circle.”

I smiled at Astrid as she gazed back at me, her eyes full of pride. Then, out of nowhere, a black cloth bag descended over her face. Astrid let out a bloodcurdling scream as she was dragged backward, away from me and toward the door.

“Astrid!” I shouted.

I looked to the sisterhood for help, but they all simply stood there, their smiles placid, continuing their chant.

“We welcome you to our circle. We welcome you to our circle. We welcome you—”

“Help! Noelle! Do something!”

Astrid screamed and kicked and flailed. The door behind her opened and she reached out, clutching the sides of the doorway with both hands.

“Stop!” I shouted, moving toward her. “Leave her alone!”

For the first time, the person who’d grabbed her showed her face, appearing over Astrid’s right shoulder. The straight blond hair. The condescending blue eyes. It was Cheyenne Martin.

“She’s mine now, Reed,” Cheyenne said through her teeth.

I whirled around to look at the sisters. The spot where Cheyenne had stood a moment before was empty. All that was left in her place was a pink cardigan sweater, in a pool on the floor.

“We welcome you to our circle. We welcome you to our circle. We welcome you to our circle,” the sisters chanted.

Astrid let out one last, strangled scream as the door slammed behind her.

My eyes popped open. I was on my side on my bed. My room was dark. My fingers clutched my pillow next to my face, and I was breathing hard. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to press out the image of Astrid’s kidnapping, the eerie expressions of peace on the faces of the former Billings Girls.

It was just a dream, I told myself. Just a dream.

Clearly it had been brought on by Noelle’s recent “kidnapping.” And far too much chocolate at tonight’s celebration.

I took a deep breath and rolled over onto my back. Already the images were fading and my pulse was returning to normal. I moved my foot and it hit something hard. My head shot up and I saw that the book of spells was still open near the foot of my bed, where I’d left it when I’d dozed off earlier. I thought about closing it and putting it away, but my limbs were too heavy and tired to move. Instead I rolled over onto my other side to face the wall.

Somewhere in the back of my consciousness I heard the soft, whispering sound of loose pages fluttering to the floor. Then my eyelids drooped closed and I quickly slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep.



A SITUATION



At breakfast the next morning, Missy’s table was surrounded by a bunch of girls in our year, everyone talking excitedly as they leaned in toward some kind of magazine or catalog. I tried to get a peek at whatever it was as I strolled by, but London saw me and moved her arm, blocking my view from the page. Still, I thought I glimpsed swatches of fabric, and I definitely saw Constance shove a huge color wheel into her bag.

A sinking feeling sucked at my stomach. Was it possible? Were they picking out paint and fabric colors for the new Billings House?

I placed my tray down across from Noelle’s and she scowled, perturbed. “Since when does the reject table get to shoot us looks?” she asked, taking a sip of her coffee. “They’ve been looking down at me all morning.”

“And you’ve just been taking it?” I asked.

Her nostrils flared slightly as she placed the mug down. “Let them have their fun. They think they’ve won a battle, but the war isn’t over.”

A thrill of anticipation shot through me. A couple of months ago Noelle had told me she had no interest in bringing Billings back. But now she sounded more than a little invested.

“Does this mean . . .?”

Noelle smiled. “Oh, don’t you worry, Reed. I’ve decided to make it my mission to crush Missy Thurber’s every wish. If there’s a Billings on campus next year, you’ll be running it.”

“But how?” I asked, thinking of Mrs. Lange and her promise that we could set things right. Had Noelle reconsidered exploring the book of spells?

“Well, remember the other day when I told you that Daddy would get you anything you wanted?” she asked, lifting her eyebrows over the tipped rim of her coffee cup.

I squirmed. Somehow I didn’t like where this was going. “Yeah . . . ”

“I think you should ask him to put in a bid for Billings!” Noelle announced. She placed her cup down with a clang. I gaped at her. She had to be joking.

“You want me to ask your dad to build me a million-dollar dorm so I can live in it my senior year,” I said.

“Actually, it’ll probably be more like ten mil.” She lifted both shoulders casually. “And why not? You’ll ask him when we go to the city this weekend for your birthday party. The timing really couldn’t be more perfect.”

“Noelle—”

“I have to say, Reed, I was a little annoyed at you for not having called him back yet, but now I realized you’ve been playing it all perfectly,” she said, her eyes shining with pride. “Make him wait. Make him grovel. By the time we get there, he’s going to be ready to give you my trust fund.” She blinked. “Actually, don’t make him wait too long.”

“I really don’t feel comfortable with this plan,” I said tentatively.

“Do you want Billings back or not?” she asked.

“Yeah, but—”

“Then you should be willing to do whatever it takes to get it back,” she said firmly. “That’s the Lange way.”

I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to remind her right now that I wasn’t a Lange. And Brennans weren’t much for throwing money around. Instead, I decided to let the subject drop for now and reached for my orange juice glass.

“You slept with her?”

The entire cafeteria fell silent at the sound of Ivy’s inhuman screech. I whirled around and saw her standing near the far wall of the cafeteria, under one of the larger paintings depicting a quaint street in Easton circa the turn of the century. The object of her rant was Gage Coolidge, one of my least favorite people at Easton, and Ivy’s long-term on-again, off-again friend-with-benefits. He looked around nervously, his shoulders a bit hunched as he noticed the entire world was watching.

“Ivy, chill. It was nothing. And I told you, I was drunk.”

“Like that’s an excuse!?” Ivy shouted, her face red with rage. “You knew exactly what you were doing! Admit it!”

Gage reached for her. “Ivy. Baby. Stop it. You know I love you. I would never—”

“Don’t say that!” Ivy cried, shoving him off of her. He hit the wall, and the painting over his head shimmied on its mount.

The Easton security team sprang into action. Two of the guards rousted themselves from their posts near the doors and started toward Ivy at a swift, but not panicked, pace.

“You’re such a liar, Gage,” Ivy seethed, her hands curled into fists at her sides. “You’re a liar and a slut and a cheat! I don’t know why I ever got back together with you!”

The painting tilted suddenly as one of its strings snapped. I gasped, but Ivy didn’t seem to notice.

“Ivy,” Gage implored.

“No! Just leave me alone, Gage! I hope you die.”

Just then, the second string snapped and the heavy painting plummeted. Half the dining hall gasped; the other half screamed.

“Gage! Look out!” I shouted.

Everything happened so quickly it was all a blur. Gage looked up, his eyes widened, and he staggered sideways just in time to keep from getting his face flattened, but the corner of the frame slammed into his shoulder. His head hit a chair as he went down and landed, sprawled on the floor, the frame half covering his face.

“Oh my God,” Ivy said, crouching next to him with her hands over her mouth. “Oh my God!”

“Miss, please. Step back.” The security officers had swooped down at the last second. One of them took Ivy’s arm and helped her to her feet. All around me people loud-whispered.

“Is he okay?”

“Could have broken his neck . . . ”

“Why did it fall . . .?”

I ran over to Ivy and put my hand on her back, just as Josh arrived from the other direction, looking scared and tired, with dark circles under his eyes. Ivy buried her face in my shoulder as the security guard carefully moved the frame. There was a gash across Gage’s forehead and the blood had seeped onto the floor. I swallowed back a surge of bile.

“Is he okay?” Ivy whimpered, tears streaming down her face as she looked up at me.

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure. The second guard leaned in toward Gage’s face, cocking his ear toward his lips.

“He’s breathing,” he said. “Call nine-one-one.” The other guard did as he was told and the first guard stood up. “Nobody touch him. It’s best if he’s not moved.”

“Oh my God, Reed, what did I do?” Ivy said quietly. “What did I—?”

“You didn’t do anything. It was an accident,” Josh said as I stroked her hair behind her ear.

“No, but . . . right before it happened, I imagined it happening,” she whispered furtively. “I saw it. . . . I wished the painting would fall down on his head.”

My blood stopped moving in my veins. I glanced at Josh and his eyes were wide. Ivy’s words still hung in my ears as Gage suddenly awoke and looked around. “What happened?” He touched his fingers to his forehead, then swooned when he saw the blood.

“Don’t move, son,” the guard said, dropping to his knees next to Gage. “You had a blow to the head.”

“See? He’s fine,” I told Ivy. “He’s gonna be fine.”

Before long, Gage sat up slowly with the help of the guards and was lifted into a chair. The entire dining hall breathed a sigh of relief, and there was a smattering of applause, like he was an injured football player who’d managed to limp off the field. Ivy took in a broken breath and nodded.

“Okay. Everything’s okay,” she said.

“Reed!”

We both jumped at the sound of my name. Rose and Kiki had just come in through the double doors. Kiki was dressed, but her hair was wet beneath her knit cap. Rose was still in her pink plaid flannel pajamas, her gray coat open and billowing around her.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s Astrid. She’s . . . missing,” Rose said breathlessly.

Instantly, every last detail of my dream from the night before flooded my brain, making me light-headed. Astrid. The black-robed figures. The lobby of Billings. The ritual. Cheyenne dragging Astrid away. I fell heavily into the nearest chair.

“What do you mean, missing?” Ivy said.

“I woke up this morning and she was gone,” Rose said. “Her bed was a mess, which isn’t unusual, so I figured she was in the bathroom, but she never came back. Her wallet’s in the room and so are her art supplies, her iPod. She’s just gone.”

“Maybe she just went out for a morning walk,” Ivy suggested. “Maybe she wanted some exercise.”

“Astrid is allergic to exercise,” Kiki said, holding herself tightly around her waist. “Something’s wrong.”

“Have you told anyone?” I heard myself say.

“The headmaster knows,” Rose replied. “I just spent the last half hour in his office telling him over and over again that I didn’t hear her leave.” She pressed her fingertips to her temple. “Why am I such a deep sleeper?”

I glanced over at Noelle, who shot me a questioning look. Not so long ago, she and her grandmother had faked her kidnapping. Was it possible they were behind this, too, somehow? Noelle looked convincingly clueless, but she’d proven to be a good actress in the past. But why would she and her family want to mess with Astrid?

Or maybe Astrid was messing with us. She was the one who’d accused Noelle of scaring the bejesus out of us. Maybe she’d somehow found out that it had all been a joke and was getting back at us by pulling the same prank. It was definitely something she would do, with her wicked sense of humor. My panicked heart slowed slightly in relief at the thought, but then I remembered my dream. And I freaked out all over again.

At that moment the double doors opened with a bang, and in walked Headmaster Hathaway, trailed by four policemen in full uniform. Someone’s walkie-talkie was bleeping and beeping and crackling, and once again the dining hall went silent. I looked over at Noelle again and she, like everyone else in the room, looked startled and sick. We’d been through this too many times.

“Attention, students!” Headmaster Hathaway shouted, stopping at the top of the center aisle. His skin looked gray under the glowing lights. The cops fanned out around him, standing in a line with their feet in wide stance, as if they were readying themselves to handle a stampede. The headmaster cleared his throat and lifted both hands. “No one panic, but we have a situation.”



SELF-IMPORTANT



Headmaster Hathaway had imposed a curfew. Everyone was to be in their own dorms by 8 p.m. and in their own rooms by nine. The campus, meanwhile, was crawling with cops. Some in uniform, some in plain clothes, all with stern body language and serious “don’t mess with me” glares. There was no chance we were going to be able to sneak off campus to the chapel without being stopped, or at the very least followed. So I sent out a text telling everyone in the BLS to meet me in my room at 7 p.m. No excuses allowed.

Of course, I didn’t need to add that last warning. Everyone showed up, most of them early. We all wanted to be together, to reassure one another that everything was going to be all right. I had a bad feeling that what I was going to tell them wasn’t going to reassure anyone.

I stood in front of my closed dorm room door. My friends were all gathered on my bed and on the floor. Everyone except for Kiki, who was pacing in circles near my closet like a caged animal, and Noelle, who had claimed my desk chair and was looking at me like she knew what was coming and was not happy about it. Oh well. Not even Noelle could have everything her way.

“You guys,” I began, my heart fluttering with nerves. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

I looked Noelle in the eye. It was time for complete and total transparency. I’d kept so many secrets, had so many hidden agendas in the past two years. I was tired of lying.

“Noelle and I are sisters.”

Noelle’s eyebrows shot up. I guess she didn’t think I was going to lead with that. But it was something that was going to come out sooner or later, and I felt like I had to tell them in order for the rest of the story to make sense.

“What?” Amberly blurted. She looked at Noelle as if personally betrayed. “Noelle? Is that true?”

“Yes,” Noelle said, keeping her eyes trained on me. “Half sisters. It turns out my dad had a bit of trouble keeping it in his pants back in the day.”

Vienna and Portia snickered, while everyone else seemed stunned silent. As distraught as I was, even I smiled. I should have known Noelle would find a way to make the telling of it less painful.

“So that’s why your dad’s paying for her party,” Portia said.

“Great,” Kiki snapped, pacing away from the corner. “What does it have to do with Astrid?”

I froze for a moment. I hadn’t forgotten why we were really here, and I didn’t want anyone else to think I had.

“I’m getting there,” I said. “Just . . . hear me out.”

And I told them everything. How Noelle and I had found the book of spells. How I’d said the incantation by myself that night and what had happened. How I’d dreamed about Eliza Williams and found the locket, and about the yearbook and how Eliza was definitely the girl in my dream. And then I told them that Ivy and I had said the incantation again, and what had happened directly afterward—that the lights had gone out and our cell phones had rung. Aside from some squirming and exchanged glances, my friends stayed mostly quiet.

“Now here’s the part I’m really freaked out about,” I said, my throat dry. “Last night I had another dream.”

Kiki, who had stopped pacing as soon as I’d uttered the words “book of spells” and had been engrossed ever since, looked at me with an expression that was somehow both wary and intrigued. “About what?” she asked. “Was it about Astrid?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I dreamed that she was kidnapped.”

“You did?” Ivy blurted, standing. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I thought it was just a dream,” I said.

“Well, who kidnapped her?” Kiki asked. “I mean, in the dream?”

I bit my lip, knowing this was not going to go over well, and fiddled with the locket. “Cheyenne.”

There was a long, loaded silence as everyone in the room locked eyes with one another. And then they all burst out laughing. Everyone but Kiki and Ivy, who just looked sick to their stomachs, and Noelle, who shook her head, like, What am I going to do with you?

“Thanks for that, Reed,” Tiffany said, getting up and patting my shoulder. “We all needed a good laugh.”

“You guys, I know this sounds crazy!” I said as they all began to rouse themselves from their seats. “But first the locket is right where my dream led me and then Astrid goes missing right after I dreamed she was kidnapped? Isn’t that a little—”

“Coincidental?” Rose said gently.

My mouth snapped shut as I realized I’d been arguing in favor of me being psychic. Or at the very least superintuitive. Which was exactly the opposite of what I wanted to be. I’d been hoping they’d tell me it was just a fluke, but now that they were, I felt somehow . . . betrayed. What was wrong with me?

“She’s right, Reed. Please,” Amberly said, shoving her arms into her coat. “This is a little self-important, even for you.”

I felt that one like a shot to the heart. “What? I’m not trying to be self-important. I know it sounds crazy, but I need your help. I’m afraid to go to sleep. What if I have another dream? What if we’re all in danger or what if—”

“Reed, come on,” Noelle said. “I know we’ve had a lot of drama around here in the past, but this is Astrid. Personally, I think everyone’s overreacting.”

“What?” Kiki blurted, her eyes on fire.

Noelle shrugged. “Doesn’t she have a history of doing stuff like this? Bailing from schools, freaking out her parents, trying to get attention?”

“It’s true. She actually once called herself the Rebel Without a Clue,” Lorna said with a laugh. There were a few amused twitters throughout the room, and I felt my shoulders slump.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she showed up here tomorrow morning with some souvenirs from Dollywood or something,” Noelle continued.

“No. She would have told me if she was going anywhere,” Kiki said, shaking her head as she clutched her arms at her sides. “Or she would have left a note for Rose.”

“So because she didn’t inform you guys, that means Reed’s seeing the future in her dreams?” Tiffany said incredulously.

“And besides, weren’t Astrid and Cheyenne, like, BFFs?” Portia said, pulling her hair out of the collar of her coat.

“Yeah, I mean, if Cheyenne was going to come back from the grave to kidnap anyone, it definitely wouldn’t be Astrid,” Vienna joked.

This time the laughter was louder and everyone started for the door.

“Unless Cheyenne missed her and just wanted to hang,” Amberly added, preening as she earned an even bigger laugh.

I felt desperate as they started to file out into the hallway past me. I didn’t know what I was hoping for anymore, but I loathed feeling like I was the butt of some joke when I was just trying to help.

“Hey guys, I almost forgot to tell you—I volunteered with the headmaster to head up a group of students to put up flyers in town,” Tiffany said, lifting her camera bag from the floor and settling the wide strap on her shoulder. “If you want to come with, we’re meeting on the chapel steps tomorrow after fifth, and we’ll get excused for the rest of the day.”

“I’m in,” Portia said.

“Me too,” Rose added.

“You’ll be there, right, Reed?”

There was something in Tiffany’s question that sounded like an admonishment. Like she was taking me to task for wasting their time. Like she half expected me to say no, because helping find Astrid wasn’t something a self-involved person like me would do.

“Yes,” I said firmly, even though I wanted to shake her for not taking me seriously. For not caring enough to listen. For not trusting me. “I’ll be there.”

“Good,” she said in a condescending tone.

She walked out and I wanted to slam the door behind her.

“If it’s any consolation, Reed, I believe you,” Ivy said.

I turned around. She, Kiki, and Noelle were the only ones left.

“I do too,” Kiki said.

“You do?” I asked.

She lifted her shoulders and walked over to my desk, where the book of spells sat closed atop my laptop. Carefully she ran her finger-tips over the embossed circle design. “There are a lot of things in the world no one can explain, and even more things no one ever talks about. I’m not about to claim witchcraft isn’t real, just because I’ve never seen it for myself.” She took a breath and hugged herself. “I actually think it’d be kind of cool to be a witch.”

I gave her a small smile. I wasn’t sure I was a witch, but at least she’d made me feel a little less crazy.

“Personally, I think you’re nuts, but I love you anyway,” Noelle said, picking up her Birkin as she headed for the door. “But I have to love you. You’re my sister.”

She smirked, lifted her hair over her shoulder, blew me a kiss, and walked out.



VIVID



I stared out the window that night, watching one of the newly hired security guards make his circuit of the pathway outside the dorms. As the day had gone on, the police presence had thinned, replaced by private security personnel brought in by the school. The gossip was that with no ransom note and no evidence of a struggle, the police were hesitant to categorize Astrid’s disappearance as a kidnapping, or anything else sinister, until she’d been gone for more than thirty-six hours. As Astrid’s best friend, Kiki had been interviewed for longer than any of the rest of us, and she’d come out of the headmaster’s office red in the face and looking like she wanted to take a bite out of someone. Once we calmed her down, she told us that, just like Noelle had theorized, the police thought Astrid had simply split. Kiki told them that if Astrid had run off she would have taken her iPod, her favorite vintage Doc Martens, and her sketch pad, all of which were still in her room, but they’d simply told her not to go anywhere in case they wanted to talk to her again.

They’d called me in next, and I was so angry throughout the whole thing I spent the entire fifteen-minute conversation digging my fingernails into the underside of my chair. I told them I was positive Astrid hadn’t left on her own, but when they’d asked me what made me so positive, I had stopped short of telling them about the dream. I wasn’t that crazy.

Or maybe I was. Who knew?

The door to my room clicked open and my heart hit my throat. I whirled around to find Josh slipping through the door, looking relieved to have gotten there in one piece.

“Hey,” he said. He crossed the room and wrapped his cold arms around me.

Talk about relief. I sank into him, placing my cheek against his shoulder. “Hey. Thanks for coming. There’s no way I’m going to sleep alone tonight.”

“This is one favor you can ask for anytime,” he joked.

He rested his chin atop my head, and we both looked out the window again. The guard whistled as he strolled toward the front door of Pemberly. I couldn’t hear the tune, but I could see his lips were pursed, a thin stream of steam issuing from them in bursts and starts.

“Did he give you any trouble?” I asked.

“Me? Nah. I move with the wind,” Josh said with a smirk. He turned me around by my shoulders and gave me a long, soft kiss. “It’s getting late. Should we do what I came here for?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

I slipped into bed and he shed his shoes, coat, sweater, and jeans, tossing them all on my desk chair until he was wearing nothing but his white T-shirt and plaid boxers. I lifted the blankets and welcomed him in. He gave me another quick kiss and I turned around, cuddling back into his arms.

“Sweet dreams, Reed,” Josh whispered, his breath warm on my hair. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

He curled his arms around me and I drew his hands up under my chin, clasping them inside mine. As my eyes fluttered closed, I almost believed he was right.

    *   *   *

“Reed? What do you think of this?”

I looked up from the book of spells. Lorna stood in the center of Sweet Nothings, the Billings Girls’ favorite boutique in Easton, with dozens of dresses slung over one arm, their hangers clinking together as she moved. Dangling from her hand was a gold chain, and on the end of the chain was a pendant. A locket.

My locket.

My hand darted to my neck and found it bare. My insides clenched with anger. Lorna had stolen my necklace.

“Reed?” she prompted. “Can you help me put it on?”

The tons of clothes were gone now. She held the chain open around her neck, waiting for me to clasp it. Swallowing my ire, I placed the book of spells aside on the bench on which I was sitting and stood up. Maybe it wasn’t my necklace at all—just one that looked like mine. One step and I teetered on my heels. When I looked down, I was wearing a pair of vinyl, high-heeled boots. They didn’t belong to me, but I’d seen them somewhere before. For some reason, the sight of them made me tense, nervous, and sad all at once.

I took another step toward Lorna. She turned to face me, as if wondering what was taking me so long, when suddenly the necklace tightened around her throat. Lorna’s eyes bulged and her lips pulled back.

“Reed!” she rasped.

“Lorna!” I took a step toward her. My ankle turned, and I grabbed a rack of sweaters for support.

“Reed! Reed, help me!” Lorna choked.

“She can’t help you.”

The voice sent a violent shudder down my spine as I tried to right my feet under me. Sabine DuLac glared at me over Lorna’s shoulder, her hands clasping the two ends of the gold chain as she pulled. Her black hair was wild and unkempt around her shoulders, and her light brown skin looked waxy, almost gray. Her once-sharp cheekbones now appeared sunken and there were angry red circles around her green eyes. She was wearing a black robe with wide sleeves, the hood pushed back from her face. I tried to take another step, but the heel broke beneath me and I hit the floor. My hip exploded with pain. Sabine snickered as she looked down at me.

“Turnabout’s fair play,” she said.

I realized suddenly that my skirt had flipped up and my underwear was exposed to the world. Out of nowhere, dozens of faces hovered over me, laughing, and I remembered. These were Cheyenne’s boots. The ones she’d used to embarrass Sabine last fall. I turned and looked up at the spectators—Gage Coolidge, Hunter Braden, Walt Whittaker, Marc Alberro, Sawyer and Graham Hathaway, Upton Giles, Thomas Pearson—and they were all laughing. I opened my mouth to scream at them, to get them to help Lorna, but nothing came out. And they seemed not to notice anything but my humiliation.

“She has no power here,” Sabine said, her French accent thicker than ever. She turned her lips toward Lorna’s ear. “She never had any power.”

Lorna reached out to me with both hands, fingers stretched to their limit. Blood poured into the whites of her eyes. Her lips slowly turned blue. Sabine jerked her backward, cutting her neck with the chain. And then, finally, Lorna’s head lolled sideways. She was dead.

“No!”

I slammed my forehead into the wall and woke up, seeing stars.

“Reed! Reed, what is it? What’s wrong?

Josh pushed himself up on one hand. His chest heaved beneath the thin cotton of his shirt. I sat up, holding onto my head, biting back tears.

“It was Lorna . . . Sabine . . . Sabine choked her to death.”

“What?” Josh drew me into his arms. I gasped for breath as I rested my cheek against his chest. I could hear his heart beating and it seemed to be racing even faster than mine. “It was just a dream,” he said. “It’s okay.”

I closed my eyes and tried to believe him, but all I saw was Lorna’s sagging head. Sabine’s evil grin. Astrid being dragged through the Billings door by Cheyenne. Rose’s and Kiki’s faces that morning when they’d come to tell me the news.

“Josh.” I pulled away. “What if it wasn’t just a dream? What if—?”

“Reed.” He reached out and smoothed my hair with his palm. “Sabine is behind bars. She can’t hurt anyone.”

“Yes, and Cheyenne’s dead, but Astrid’s still missing,” I replied.

I threw the covers off my legs and got up. I couldn’t sit anymore. I had to think. I slid the locket back and forth on its chain, making a rhythmic zipping sound as I paced. “Reed, listen to what you’re saying,” Josh said, looking up at me. “What are you going to do, call the police and tell them you dreamed that Lorna was killed by a girl who’s been locked up for two months?”

“Yes! No,” I said, wringing my hands. “I don’t know.”

“Just take a deep breath,” Josh said, rising. He put his hands on my shoulders. “The Astrid thing might still be a coincidence,” he said. “This could just be a dream.”

“Stop trying to calm me down!” I blurted, turning away from him.

I shoved my hair back from my head and pressed my eyes closed, trying to get those images of Sabine and Lorna out of my head. Trying to will them away. But they wouldn’t go. If anything, the images only grew more vivid. They were stronger than most dreams. Starker. I could practically smell the new-clothing and leathery fresh scents of Sweet Nothings. Could practically feel those stupid boots pinching my feet.

“I know it sounds crazy, but it felt so real,” I said quietly.

Josh blew out a sigh. “Okay, so . . . what do you want to do?”

I turned and looked at him, gratitude flowing through me. “You believe me?”

Josh’s green eyes were full of pain and distress and concern. “I believe you’re seriously upset, and I believe there’s something weird going on around here. But then . . . when is there not?”

We both managed a halfhearted chuckle.

“Why don’t you call Lorna?” Josh suggested. “Once you hear she’s okay, you’ll be able to sleep.”

I glanced at the clock. It was after 2 a.m. But this was life or death.

“Okay.”

I grabbed my iPhone off my desk and hit Lorna’s speed dial. As the phone began to ring, I closed my eyes and silently chanted.

Please pick up. Please pick up. Please pick up.

One ring. Two. Three. I looked at Josh, terror seeping slowly into my veins.

“Four rings,” I told him.

He swallowed. “Well, it is the middle of the night.”

Five rings. Six.

“Hello?”

“Lorna!” I blurted.

Josh’s face flooded with relief. He put his hands over his eyes for a moment, then dragged them down to cover his mouth.

“Reed? What time is it? Did they find Astrid?” Lorna asked.

Instantly I felt beyond guilty. Not to mention stupid, gullible, and nuts. “No. I’m so sorry. I misdialed. Just . . . go back to sleep.”

“Oh. Okay.” Lorna let out a yawn. “’Night.”

Then she hung up.

I blew out a breath and dropped the phone on my desk. “She’s fine.”

“Good,” Josh said. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, chewing on the inside of my cheek. Already the images of the nightmare were starting to fade. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Josh said. He gave me a hug and kissed the top of my head. “I’m just glad I was here.”

“Me too,” I replied.

We dropped back into bed and Josh lay down, one arm around me as I rested my cheek on his chest. He held me tightly and I listened to his breath as it eased toward the steady rhythm of sleep. I turned my face toward Josh’s ribs, my nose flattening against his side.

“Don’t ever leave me,” I whispered.

“I won’t,” Josh whispered back.

I smiled and closed my eyes. Seconds later he was snoring lightly. Seconds after that, so was I.



WAKE-UP BANG



I awoke from a solid, deep sleep to the sound of loud banging on my door. The pinkish purple light of dawn blanketed my room, and I was just blinking my blurry eyes at my digital clock when the door was flung open and Mrs. Shepard, our housemother, looked inside. Normally impeccably dressed, she wore a purple tracksuit and untied sneakers. Her brown hair was back in a ponytail, and there was a line of dried night cream along her jaw.

Josh and I sat up as one, clutching the blankets to our chests. Mrs. Shepard’s mouth was open with an unspoken announcement, but she froze for a second at the sight of Josh. We were so frickin’ expelled, it wasn’t even funny.

Mrs. Shepard’s mouth snapped shut. “Get up and get dressed. All students to the chapel in ten minutes.”

Then she closed the door and was gone. It wasn’t until that moment that I heard the commotion. Mrs. Shepard wasn’t the only one banging on doors. There were some shouts, a few drawer slams in adjacent rooms, and the sounds of people whispering furtively.

“Oh God,” I said, looking at Josh. The blankets were curled so tightly in my fists the seams were cutting my palms. “Oh God. Josh?”

His skin was waxy and pale, his curls sticking out haphazardly as he whipped the covers off and got up. “We don’t know anything yet. Don’t freak out. Maybe they found Astrid. Maybe it’s fine.”

I took a deep breath and nodded, but I felt as if no oxygen had made it past my nose. Josh quickly yanked his jeans on and reached for his sweater as I tried to make myself breathe. Tried not to think about Lorna. Tried not to imagine the worst.

We dressed quickly and raced across campus with all the other clumps of confused, bleary-eyed students. When we finally shuffled into the chapel, my eyes flicked to the pew where I usually sat with my friends, but no one was sitting where they were supposed to be. Guys were on the girls’ side, freshmen were in the back, seniors along with juniors up front. Josh and I exchanged a glance and slipped into the end of the last pew. I looked around for Lorna and Constance, who was Lorna’s roommate in Pemberly, but I didn’t see them. Josh’s arm had been locked around my shoulders from the moment we walked out the door of my room and it was still there. I leaned into him, noticing the expressions on the faces around me. Kids were scared, confused, tired, concerned. But it was the adults who really disturbed me. Housemothers and male dorm advisors stood along the walls of the chapel, men with their hair sticking up on one side, women devoid of makeup, none of them talking, none of them daring to look anyone in the eye. Their faces all held slight variations of the same emotion: dread.

“Any idea what this is all about?”

Noelle slid into the seat at the end of the aisle, forcing Josh and me to scoot toward the center. She’d taken the time to brush her hair and swipe on mascara and lip gloss. Apparently I’d gotten my sense of urgency from my mother’s side.

I felt a sudden stab of righteous anger and turned to Noelle. “Tell me you and your grandmother had nothing to do with this,” I said through clenched teeth,

“What?” Noelle said breathlessly.

“Tell me this isn’t another test for me. Or for Astrid and Lorna. Just swear to me, Noelle.”

A flash of irritation lit her eyes, but she blinked it away. “Reed. I swear,” she said, laying a hand on my arm. “I have absolutely no idea what’s going on.”

I turned away, tears filling my eyes. I wanted to believe her, but at this point, I had no idea what to believe anymore.

“Wait . . . Lorna?” she asked. “Why did you—”

“This is about her,” I heard myself say. “She’s dead.”

“What?” Noelle gasped.

“Reed, come on,” Josh said, putting his hand over mine. “You don’t know that.”

He gave Noelle a look I couldn’t read, and I closed my eyes as a tear slipped down my cheek. Just then, the double doors behind us closed quietly and I heard footsteps hurrying down the center aisle. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know it was Headmaster Hathaway and a troupe of police. The din in the room momentarily grew to a fevered pitch, then quieted to a lull, indicating that the headmaster had reached the podium. There was a slam, and I forced myself to look up. The headmaster, wearing a full suit but no tie, with a good growth of stubble on his usually razor-scoured chin, cleared his throat.

“Students and faculty, I’m afraid I have a grave announcement,” he said.

Josh’s arm tightened around me. I felt Noelle stiffen in her seat. Whispers whisked around the room.

“Despite our efforts to increase security, and despite the police presence on campus—”

I heard the sarcasm in his voice as he looked over at my old pal Detective Hauer, who stood in the corner in his usual uniform—rumpled blazer, creased shirt, cotton tie. This is your fault, the headmaster was saying silently. I have to do this because you refused to take Astrid Chou’s disappearance seriously.

“Another student, Lorna Gross, has gone missing.”

The collective gasp in the room was so predictable it was almost funny. But all I heard were the words gone missing. Not been killed. Not died. I felt an odd sensation that was somewhat akin to hope.

Meanwhile, both Josh and Noelle were staring at me. Josh because, I suppose, he was starting to believe that I was actually psychic. Noelle, I’m sure, wondering how I knew it was Lorna. I touched the locket around my neck and breathed in and out.

“The police have now launched a full investigation into both these disappearances,” the headmaster continued, raising his voice to be heard over the whispered questions and quiet sobs. “In the meantime, the board of directors has decided that, for your safety, Easton Academy will close its doors until further notice.”

Now the noise was uncontrollable. Several students stood up. Some even made for the door. There were shouts and slams and, somewhere, an out-of-place laugh.

The headmaster picked up a gavel and brought it down several times on the top of the podium.

“Silence! Silence, please!” he shouted. Everyone quieted immediately. “Just give me two more minutes of your time.” His voice was uncharacteristically plaintive. Like he was begging for our patience, our sympathy, our help. He pressed both hands to the sides of the podium and bent at the waist, bringing his face close to its surface for a moment as he gathered himself. Double H was hanging on by a thread. For the first time since I’d known him, my heart went out to him. He took a deep breath and straightened up.

“Your parents and guardians have all been informed of the situation,” he said, looking across the large, airy room. “Several students already have cars waiting for them on the circle, but please, before you leave campus, sign out with a member of the security personnel. There will be a guard stationed at the door of each dorm. I understand that the instinct is to flee, but we want to make sure each and every one of you is accounted for.”

The students around me nodded, clutching hands, hanging on his words as if he could somehow save them from whatever fate had befallen my friends.

“Before I let you go, I just want to say . . . we’re going to do everything we can to locate your classmates and to ensure that Easton Academy’s campus is secure going forward,” he said. “In the meantime . . . please be safe.” There was a long, suspended silence. The headmaster’s eyes shone. “You are dismissed.”

What followed was like a video I’d once seen of the running of the bulls in Pamplona, Spain. The guards at the doors barely had time to get them open before a burst of humanity spewed forth. Everyone was on his or her cell phone, frantically making travel arrangements or calling parents to see if arrangements had already been made. The sophomore guy who’d been sitting next to Josh vaulted over the back of the pew when he realized that Noelle, Josh, and I weren’t moving.

“Reed. What happened?” Noelle asked slowly. “How did you know it was Lorna?”

“She had another dream,” Josh answered.

“Lorna was . . . she was murdered,” I said slowly. I looked up into Noelle’s eyes. “By Sabine.”

Noelle pressed her lips together and stared straight ahead. Sawyer walked by with his brother, Graham. He shot me a sympathetic look but didn’t stop. Behind him were Rose and Kiki. They paused at the end of our pew, letting the other students filter out around them. Then Ivy was there. And Tiffany. Vienna and London appeared, clutching each other, which was interesting considering I was pretty sure they hadn’t spoken in weeks. Portia and Amberly arrived together. Everyone looked grim as they gathered.

“Where’s Constance?” I said.

“I saw the police bringing her into Hull Hall on my way over here,” Ivy replied. “She was a wreck, but physically she looked okay.”

“What the hell is going on?” Tiffany said, hugging herself as some of the faculty skirted by us. “First Astrid and now Lorna. This has something to do with us, doesn’t it?”

I couldn’t answer. How was I supposed to tell them about my dream? They’d all laughed at me just yesterday. And besides, even with all the evidence, I was having a hard time believing any of it myself. Because how could I suddenly be psychic? I wasn’t even sure I believed in psychics. I touched the locket with the tips of my fingers and avoided eye contact.

“It looks that way,” Noelle said. Her phone beeped and she took it out to check the screen.

“Reed, did you have another dream?” Kiki asked.

Noelle stood up and the other girls took a step back, as if she was radiating fire. “Let’s not even go there,” she said. “Right now we just need to concentrate on getting out of here and making sure everyone’s safe.”

Kiki glanced at me past Noelle’s shoulder. “But what if—?”

“Reed,” Noelle said, staring Kiki down. “Daddy’s got a car waiting for us. Let’s go.”

I wasn’t going to argue with that. I wanted out of there more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life. I looked shakily at Josh and he lifted a hand to my face. “Don’t go home,” he whispered. “If you can, go to New York with Noelle. I’ll go crash at Lynn’s apartment there. I’ll be five blocks away.”

I nodded wordlessly, tears slipping from my eyes. Then he kissed me and I got up and took Noelle’s hand.

“We’ll call you guys later,” Noelle said, her voice slightly less forbidding than it had been a moment ago. “All of you just . . . go straight home.”

The other Billings Girls parted to let us through, unwilling to mess with Noelle, and she hustled me toward the door like a girl dragging her little sister clear of danger.



ANCESTORS



“I know, Mom. I know. But I’ll still see you on Friday for the party,” I said as I threw my favorite sweaters and jeans into my duffel bag. If there was a party, of course. I held the phone between my ear and my shoulder, my neck straining as I flitted around my room, grabbing a lip gloss here, a notebook there, trying to figure out whether I’d really need my history text and how long we’d be gone. “It would be stupid for me to fly out there and then turn around and fly right back. Hopefully by then Astrid and Lorna will be found and everything will be okay.”

“I just . . . I would feel a lot more comfortable if you were here,” my mother said. “With us.”

I paused, a T-shirt balled up in my hand.

“I know,” I said softly. “But being in New York . . . ”

I’ll be with Noelle. And, more important, with Josh, I thought.

“I’ll be closer to school if it reopens and we have to come right back,” I said. “And Mr. Lange . . . ” I paused, swallowing hard as I recalled how intimately my mother once knew Mr. Lange—how intimately we were all connected. “I’m sure he’ll have some serious security set up for us.”

I shoved the T-shirt into my bag, then quickly added the framed photograph of me and my father—my real father—that sat atop my desk. Then I zipped up the duffel and tossed it toward the door.

“Okay. If that’s what you really want to do,” my mother said sadly. “Just call me when you get there. In fact, call me every hour.”

I exhaled a laugh, my heart squeezing into a tight ball inside my chest. “All right. I will.”

“Love you, Reed,” she said.

My throat closed. I hadn’t told my mother I loved her many times in my life. She’d spent most of my childhood on her back in bed, hopped up on prescription drugs and blaming my entire family for her sucky situation. Since she’d gotten sober last year, the words had been uttered between us more frequently, but now I was finding them harder than ever to say. Now that I knew she’d been lying to me about who my father was my entire life.

But then, I could be the next to go missing. If I didn’t say it now, when would I have the chance again?

“Love you too, Mom. And Dad,” I added quickly, clutching the phone so tightly it almost slipped out of my grasp like a greased pig.

“We’ll see you at the big party,” she said, trying to sound upbeat. “Be safe.”

“I will.”

I hung up the phone, shoved it in the back pocket of my jeans, and grabbed my pillow. Outside the open door of my room, girls rushed past with their backpacks and laundry bags, their teddy bears under their arms, their cell phones pinned to their ears. As I tossed my pillow toward my packed bag, I noticed the long, dingy laces of my favorite sneakers sticking out from under my bed and dropped to my knees to fish them out.

I pulled out the first shoe but had to flatten myself on the floor to dig for the other. As I grabbed it, my fingers grazed the edges of some folded papers. Grasping them between my thumb and forefinger, I tugged them out. As soon as I saw what they were, I sat back hard on my butt. The pages were thick and yellowed, frayed along one edge as if they’d been torn from a book. I unfolded them in my lap, and one hand fluttered to my mouth.

It was Eliza’s handwriting, though slightly more haphazard and seemingly rushed than usual. From the size and the texture, I could tell that these were the pages that were missing from the BLS book. Suddenly I recalled the fluttering noise of falling papers the other night, when I’d woken from one of my nightmares. These must have been tucked somewhere inside the book of spells and tumbled out that night.

There was a commotion out in the hallway as someone dropped their suitcase and it burst open all over the floor. I got up shakily and closed the door, then sat down on my bed. Breathlessly, I began to read the pages.

I never would have believed the horrifying events of the past few days if I had not witnessed them with my own eyes, if my own heart had not been shattered by what has occurred. I realize the risk of putting these words to paper—of the danger myself and my friends might face if this book were ever to fall into the wrong hands—yet I must write them. I must record what has happened, if only to remind myself one day that I am not insane—if only to warn the coming generations of what has transpired.

I gulped in a breath. Eliza’s terror poured off the pages. Pressing my lips together, I read on. Each line was like a fresh knife to my heart. Painstakingly, Eliza told the story of Caroline Westwick, a girl who had attended Billings a few years before Eliza had gone there, and about the coven Caroline’s sister Lucille had started. She told of how Lucille wouldn’t let Caroline in, and how Caroline had taken it personally, stolen the books, and cast spells on herself until she’d gone mad. She wrote that Caroline had committed suicide, throwing herself off the roof of the Easton chapel, and that her final words were “I don’t belong.”

Of course, we didn’t know any of this when we happened upon the locket and the map that day in the garden. If we had, perhaps we would have been wary enough to stay away. Or perhaps not. We shall never know.

The next few paragraphs told of how Eliza, Theresa Billings, Catherine White, and Alice Ainsworth had formed a coven of eleven girls. Some of the girls were apparently reluctant but were convinced by Theresa’s cunning. She described the night they had read the incantation, and what had happened just after the words were spoken.

A fierce, cold wind whipped through the temple, extinguishing each and every candle. We were all gripped with terror, but then, a moment later, only the candles we held in our hands flickered to life. Eleven points of light forming a circle in the darkness. We knew then that the spell had worked. We were witches.

My hand clutched my stomach. The light had gone out, and then their individual candles had flickered back to life. Just like that night in the chapel basement. Just like the night Ivy and I had said the incantation as well. My brain swam and I closed my eyes, holding back a wave of nausea. This couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. Outside in the hallway a door slammed, and I opened my eyes, forcing myself to continue.

There were stories of fun spells—a boy with boils on his hands, a headmistress with a wayward skirt. Stories of celebrations with the coven, retellings that sounded so much like the gatherings I’d had with my own friends it was almost eerie. And then, just as I was feeling comfortable again, another part stopped me cold.

And then, a few nights ago, I had the dream. At the time, I thought it was nothing but a horrible nightmare born of my morbid imagination, but now I know it was so much more.

Eliza had dreamed that her friend Theresa and the maid, Helen Jennings, had thrown Catherine White into a ditch in the woods, killing her. And then, just a few nights later, Catherine died in almost that exact way. She was fighting with Theresa when Eliza happened upon them: A spell had gone wrong, and Catherine had fallen to her death.

I leaned back against my bed, trying to breathe. Catherine had died? All those times I’d read through the BLS book, I’d imagined the two of them together, hanging out on the Billings campus, reading books and flirting demurely with hot turn-of-the-century boys. But from the date on the entry, Catherine and Eliza had barely known each other a month when she’d died.

But this wasn’t the worst realization of all. Eliza had a horrible nightmare that had sort of come true. Now I’d had two horrible nightmares that had sort of come true. Did this mean that Astrid had really been kidnapped? That Lorna was really . . . dead? My heart all but stopped inside my chest and I bent forward at the waist, fighting for breath as I was assaulted by the horrifying images from my dreams. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

I looked down at the pages in my hands and wished I had never found them. Whatever this was, I couldn’t handle it. Whatever it was, I wished it was happening to anyone other than me.

After taking a few deep breaths, I forced myself to sit up straight again. Part of me didn’t want to read any further, but I knew that I had to. I had to know. Stoically, silently, I read. I read about the coven bringing Catherine back to life. About how it had turned out to be some kind of monster and not Catherine at all. How the thing had attacked Eliza. How Helen and Theresa had saved her. How the thing had cursed all of them, and all of their ancestors, before finally falling over dead.

I felt sick and scared and confused. Did I really live in a world where things like this could happen? I felt like I was reading a horror novel, not a diary. But these things had actually happened to Eliza—or at least, she believed that they had. The sorrow as she described the night she and her friends had brought Catherine’s body back to the site of her original death was so real. The description of how they’d buried the trunk full of books, and how Eliza had thrown the locket in the ditch as well, was detailed and vivid. As I read these last words, my hand touched the chain around my neck.

If Eliza had been so done with it, if she’d hated it enough to throw it away, why had she led me right back to it?

The second the thought crossed my mind, I scoffed at myself and got up off the floor. A thick fog cleared rapidly from my brain as I extricated myself from the fantasyland of Eliza’s story and planted my feet firmly in the real world.

This was crazy. This whole thing was making me certifiable. A ghost hadn’t led me anywhere. It was impossible. I was falling for all of this like some gullible moron, but it couldn’t be true. No truer than Cheyenne sending me e-mails from the grave or leaving me spooky presents to find. All of that had had a reasonable explanation—Sabine had been trying to scare me. Clearly something similar was going on now. Someone was messing with me. It was the only explanation.

But how did they get inside your dreams, Reed? A little voice inside my head asked. What about the dreams?

Suddenly my door swung open and my heart hit my throat. Noelle looked me up and down.

“Get your coat on. Let’s go.”

“Wait,” I said. I closed my eyes and held out the pages to her. “Please just read this. Just read it and tell me I’m not going crazy.”

Noelle sighed with impatience but took the pages. As she began to read, all the color drained from her face. “Where did you get this?”

“It’s Eliza’s,” I said. “It fell out of the book of spells. I’m pretty sure the pages were torn out of the BLS book at some point. Who knows when?”

I sat down shakily on my desk chair and Noelle sat on the edge of my bed. To my surprise, she slowly, carefully, read each and every word. The pages trembled in her fingers as she shuffled them.

“Somebody’s messing with us,” she said suddenly.

I took in a breath and waited for the relief to follow, but it didn’t.

“What do you mean, us?” I asked.

“This,” she said, standing and holding a couple of pages in each hand. “This doesn’t just affect you anymore. It affects me, too.” She put the pages back together and studied them. “Who could have done this? It’s so freaking elaborate. I mean, look at the pages. They really do look ancient. Who could have known about—?”

“Noelle.”

Her head popped up. She looked confused, like she’d forgotten where she was or that I was there too.

“What do you mean, it affects you, too?” I asked.

She hesitated a moment and I felt my blood start to boil. I’d told her everything. She’d better not even think about holding back from me.

“Girls!”

We both jumped as Mrs. Shepard stuck her head in the room. “Downstairs in five minutes!”

“Okay!” we both replied.

As soon as she was gone, I stood up to face Noelle. “What, Noelle? What is it?”

“Okay, promise you’re not gonna read too much into this.” Noelle took a deep breath. She folded the pages up, tucked them under her arm, and shook her hair back, lifting her chin as if ready for a fight. “Theresa Billings? She was my great-great-grandmother.” She cleared her throat. “Our great-great-grandmother.”

“What?” I blurted out.

My heart pretty much stopped. My eyes blurred as I stared at her, trying to figure out what this could mean.

“My father’s mother’s mother’s mother,” Noelle said, narrowing her eyes. “Yeah. I think that’s right. Anyway, remember how annoyed I was when you found the BLS book in your room? That was because I saw her name on the list of members. I figured if anyone should have it, it should be me.”

I nodded once.

“But now that I know we’re sisters . . . ”

“Yeah.”

My brain would not go past one-word answers. It was like it was afraid to think beyond that. Everything beyond that was a swirling black void of horror.

“So that means that you and I are Theresa Billings’s ancestors . . .,” Noelle said in a leading way.

Suddenly I felt like I was spinning and falling, spinning and falling, right down into the void. I clung to the back of my chair and tried to ground myself.

“So whatever that thing was that took over Catherine’s body, when it cursed them, it cursed us,” I said.

“Yeah. Sure,” Noelle said with a scoff. “And I’ve got some crown jewels I’d like to sell you.”

Suddenly everything snapped into focus. “Noelle, did you not read what Eliza wrote?”

“I read what somebody wrote,” Noelle said with a dubious expression. “Clearly none of this is true, Reed. It’s a piece of science fiction! This kind of stuff does not happen in the real world!”

“Fine. You think someone planted that in my room? Let’s just see.” My whole body shook as I walked over to my duffel bag, unzipped it, and yanked the BLS book out of the bottom, spewing clothes all over my floor. I dropped it on my desk with a bang and opened it right to the spot where the pages had been torn out. “Give me the pages,” I demanded, holding out a hand.

Noelle rolled her eyes but handed them over. She stepped up behind my right shoulder and watched as I lined the torn side of the pages up with the torn scraps along the spine. My mouth went completely dry. The tears, the bumps, the shreds—all of them lined up perfectly.

“Nobody planted this, Noelle. Eliza Williams may have been crazy, but she wrote these pages,” I said. “Whether or not any of this really happened, she believed that it happened.”

Noelle glanced at me, her skin suddenly waxen. My experiment had clearly scared her. She took a step back, groaned, and covered her face with her hands.

“If you want to believe all of this, then you should probably have all the facts,” she said. Her hands dropped, leaving behind momentary red fingerprints on her pale skin.

“What facts?”

“Well, there’s something else,” Noelle said. She looked at the pages and the book instead of at me, and tucked her hands into the pockets of her coat all casual. As if we were discussing the latest issue of Vogue. “And you’re not gonna like it.”

My heart hit my toes. Suddenly I realized the dorm had gone silent. Everyone had fled but us.

“What?” I said.

“Catherine White? This person who turned into some thing that cursed our family?” Noelle said, looking me in the eye. “She was a distant relative of Ariana’s.”



THE ARIANA CONNECTION



“Yes, Vienna, all bodyguards are welcome,” Noelle said into her cell that night, rolling her eyes over her shoulder at me as she sat down on the chaise in front of her personal fireplace. “Okay. See you soon.”

She ended the call and tossed the phone onto the settee next to her.

“That’s everyone,” she said, sitting back as if exhausted.

We’d just called all of the Billings Girls—including Missy, Constance, and London—most of whom were staying somewhere in the city, and asked them to come over. Ivy had been on her way to her home in Boston but had told her driver to turn the car around. Kiki, who lived in California, was staying at her aunt’s place in Brooklyn, and Amberly’s parents had put her up in a suite at the Waldorf with a pair of armed guards, and her mom was on her way out from Seattle via private jet to be with her.

“Missy was the hardest sell,” Noelle said. “But she’s coming.”

“Good,” I said flatly.

I dropped the magazine I’d been furling in my hand onto the bed and walked over to sit on the edge of the cushioned settee. Noelle’s bedroom, on the second-from-the-top floor of her parents’ opulent Upper East Side home, was roughly the square footage of the entire Billings House—or at least it seemed to be. Aside from the huge bedroom with its four-poster bed and massive fireplace, her suite had its own kitchen and bath, a living room, and a closet that could have fit both my bedroom and my brother’s inside of it. Right now we were lounging in the cozy alcove adjacent to the foot of her bed, a real fire raging in the brick fireplace as snowflakes began to swirl outside the huge windows overlooking Central Park. With four guards placed throughout the house at her father’s orders, I felt completely safe, and with the insane spread of food the cook had sent up for us upon arrival, I also felt cared for. Not that I had been able to eat a single bite.

“What are you going to say to them when they get here?” Noelle asked, crooking her arm behind her head and leaning back into it.

“I’m going to tell them what I found,” I said. “One dream could have been a fluke. Two were a coincidence, but three?”

“So you really think you’re psychic?” Noelle said doubtfully.

“I don’t know, but I know that if I dream about your death next I’m going to warn you,” I shot back.

We both turned to look at the fire. I watched the flames dance and thought of the flickering candles in Eliza’s story.

“I have to ask you something,” I said.

“I had a feeling,” Noelle replied patiently.

“If you knew all along that Catherine White was related to Ariana . . . why didn’t you tell me?”

Noelle blew out a sigh and sat up straight. She crossed her legs at the knee and placed her hands on either side of her on the delicate brocade of the chaise.

“Reed, it was ten million years ago,” she said slowly. “I didn’t think it mattered. To be honest with you, I’m still not sure that it does.”

I let that one roll off my back. “But how do you even know?”

Noelle pressed her fingertips into the corners of her eyes for a moment, as if fending off a nasty headache. Then she stood up and walked closer to the fire, crossing her arms over her chest. She stared down into the flames for so long, I thought she’d forgotten I’d asked a question.

“At the end of our junior year, Ariana did a genealogy project for her sociology class,” Noelle began. “She was always into that stuff and she took the project seriously—a lot more seriously than everyone else. While she was doing her research, she found out that her great-great-grandfather’s sister, Catherine White, had gone to Billings at the turn of the century.” She paused and looked up at the painting above the fireplace, a colorful, abstract rendition of the original Billings House that Noelle’s father had commissioned for her a couple of years back. “I’ll never forget how excited she was. She came running back to Billings like she’d just found out she was descended from royalty or something.” Noelle looked at me over her shoulder. “She figured the relationship proved she was a legacy so she could get an invite to the Legacy the next year.”

I narrowed my eyes, thinking back to all the invitation and plus-one drama last fall. “But she didn’t.”

“No. It turned out you had to be a direct line,” Noelle said, sounding almost sad. “A great-great-great-aunt wouldn’t cut it.”

“Oh.” I bit my lip. An ember jumped out of the fireplace and glowed on the slate hearth. Noelle lifted her foot and placed the toe of her boot on top of it, crushing the light out of it.

“So, if Eliza’s story is true, then Ariana’s great-great-great-aunt cursed our family for all eternity,” I said.

Noelle turned around fully. “Weird, huh?”

“Actually, it makes sense out of a whole lot of crap,” I replied.

Noelle arched her eyebrows. “So you think . . . what? Ariana murdered your boyfriend because she was playing out some kind of ancient curse?”

“I know, I know. It sounds insane. But isn’t this all just a little too coincidental?” I said, touching Eliza’s locket with my fingertips. “And don’t forget Sabine. She was related to Catherine too.”

Noelle shook her head, her expression irritatingly condescending. “Reed, Ariana killed Thomas because she was out of her mind with jealousy. And Sabine did what she did because she was plain out of her mind. Clearly there’s something off in their DNA. It has nothing to do with a curse.”

“Whatever,” I said, standing. “What I want to know is, whatever happened to Eliza and her family? And what about Helen?”

“Google them,” Noelle said lightly. “If we find out their kids all died in a fire or were born with two heads, then I’ll believe you.”

There was a rap on the door and Ginny, the head of security and the one female guard of the bunch, opened it. Apparently she was ex-Secret Service, and I could imagine she’d been very good at her job. With her broad shoulders, WNBA-worthy height, and serious scowl, she could intimidate anyone.

“Your guests are starting to arrive,” she said, ushering Tiffany and Rose inside.

They walked toward us warily, and I saw Tiffany eyeing the food laid out on a buffet-style table near the far windows.

“Nice spread,” she said, placing her camera bag down on the end of Noelle’s bed. “Are we having a party?”

Rose, who looked tired and harried and scared, looked Noelle and me over slowly. “Why do I get the feeling you guys didn’t invite us here to eat?”

I took a deep breath and looked at Noelle. She made a dismissive gesture with her hand, like, This is your thing. You deal with it.

“Let’s wait until everyone gets here,” I said. “I only want to tell this story once.”



DISSENSION



“So this is why all this is happening?” Constance asked tremulously. “You guys are cursed?”

I had just read Eliza’s entire entry to all of them, then explained the dream I’d had about Lorna. Ivy had squirmed up from her seat at my description of Eliza’s coven’s initiation, and I knew she was thinking the same thing I was—that Eliza’s description of what happened after they’d read the incantation was exactly like what had happened to us. As the story went on, I saw Tiffany, Portia, and Vienna grow more restless and eye-rolly, while Rose, Constance, London, and Amberly looked completely terrified. Kiki seemed merely intrigued, her eyes never leaving mine as I spoke, but Missy simply stared straight ahead the entire time, her jaw set obstinately, as if wishing she could be somewhere else.

“We’re not cursed!” Noelle said, throwing up her hands.

Amberly looked to be about five seconds away from being in dire need of smelling salts. She lifted her head weakly. “But Reed just said—”

“I know what she said, all right?” Noelle replied, pacing from the head of her bed to stand next to me in front of the gathering of our friends. “I just . . . don’t think it’s true.”

“So what? You’re good-cop, bad-copping us?” London asked, raising her eyebrows. She was wearing a high-neck, baggy sweatshirt and yoga pants, her dark, highlighted hair back in a ponytail. I’d never seen her look so demure in my life. “One of you tells us it’s real, the other says it’s all a joke? Are you trying to get us to, like, confess to something?”

“No,” I said. “No one thinks that anyone in this room is responsible for anything.”

“This is ridiculous,” Tiffany said, standing. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe in witches and I don’t believe in psychics and I kind of don’t believe I stayed here this long.”

“Tiff, please,” I said, feeling desperate as she made for the door. “I don’t know what to believe either. I just wanted to warn you guys, in case—”

“In case what? You dream about me next?” Tiffany said impatiently, whirling on me.

My mouth snapped shut and she took a breath, looking at me sympathetically.

“Look, I’m sorry. I’m just a little tense lately, okay?” she said. “I finally got into RISD, finally saw the finish line, and for once in our stupid high school careers everything was normal. All I wanted was some smooth sailing from now until graduation, and then bam. Astrid and Lorna go missing and here we all are again.” She threw her hands up and twirled around once. “Back in life-or-death land,” she said, widening her eyes sarcastically.

The other girls eyed one another, and it was clear that they felt the same way. “I know,” I said. “It sucks. Believe me I know. But it’s not my fault this is happening. I’m just trying to make some sense of it.”

“Or maybe it is your fault,” Missy said.

Everyone turned to look at her. Ivy clucked her tongue and rolled her eyes, turning away from Missy as if she were trying to keep herself from pouncing on her. Missy, who was sitting on a pillow with her back against the wall, leaned forward. “Missy,” Noelle said in a warning tone.

“No. I’m totally serious.” Missy shoved herself up from the floor, lifting her blond braid over her shoulder. “I believe you, Reed. It all makes perfect sense. You are cursed.”

“What?” Portia said. “Girl, you are OOC.”

“No, I’m not out of control,” Missy said through her teeth, crossing her arms over her chest and taking a step forward. “Think about it. Everything was fine at Easton until she showed up. Then Ariana goes off the reservation, Thomas ends up murdered, Sabine comes to town and kills Cheyenne, then shoots Ivy,” she said, nodding at Ivy’s back. “Then you guys go away for break and Reed ends up kidnapped and left to die on a deserted island, and when you get back, surprise! Billings is leveled and now two of our friends have gone missing. You are cursed, Reed. We’d all be better off if you’d never come into our lives.”

“All right. That’s enough!”

I turned and gaped at Ivy. I think we were all surprised that the words had exploded from her mouth and not Noelle’s. Missy turned red with shock but stopped ranting.

“Forget about everything that happened in the past,” Kiki piped up, lifting herself up from the settee so that she was sitting on the arm, her boots resting on the expensive fabric of the seat. “Let’s look at what’s happening now. If Reed and Noelle are cursed, then why is it Lorna and Astrid who’ve gone missing? Where do they fit into all of this?”

Something passed through Missy’s eyes at that moment. Some spark of knowledge. Some realization.

“What?” I blurted out, stepping toward her. “What do you know?”

The entire room went silent with tension. Everyone stared at us like we were two lions poised to attack.

“Nothing,” she said, shifting her gaze.

“Bullshit,” Ivy put in, storming over. “What the hell, Missy? If you know anything, you have to tell us.”

Missy lifted her chin. “I don’t have to tell you anything. You’re the ones who decided I wasn’t good enough to hang out with you anymore.”

“Missy,” Constance said, her voice tearful. “Please. Do you know something?”

“No!” Missy wailed. “No! God! I don’t. Don’t you think I would tell you if I did? Lorna’s one of my best friends. Or she was, anyway,” she added, shooting me another accusatory look.

“You know something. I can tell,” Ivy said, grabbing Missy’s arm. “Spill it, Missy.”

“Get off me!” Missy cried, wrenching away from Ivy. She bent at the waist and grabbed her leather bag. “I should never have even come here.”

Missy stormed past me toward the double doors, which were open to the hallway, Ginny and her partner, Goran, keeping watch just outside.

“Missy, wait,” I begged.

“Forget it,” she snapped, not looking back.

“Get back here,” Ivy shouted, going after her. “Missy! You’re not going anywhere until you tell us what you know!”

At that moment I swear I felt a burst of cold wind and both heavy doors slammed shut. Constance and Amberly screamed. Missy stopped in her tracks. If she’d been three steps further, those doors would have hit her. Slowly, I turned to look at Ivy. Her dark hair danced forward around her cheeks on a wisp of a breeze, before falling lazily down around her shoulders.

“What the hell was that?” Tiffany demanded.

“The wind,” Noelle said, going over to an open window and slamming it closed. “I opened the windows because it was getting stuffy with the fire and everyone in here at once.”

Shakily, Ivy turned to look at me. We both knew it wasn’t the wind. It was just like that falling painting in the cafeteria yesterday morning.

“It’s the incantation, isn’t it?” Ivy said to me, as if no one else was there. “It actually worked.”

Just then the two doors were flung open again, and everyone gasped. Noelle’s grandmother, Lenora Lange, walked into the room, her high heels clicking against the marble floor. When she saw Ivy, she startled a bit, almost as if she could feel the fear coming off of her. Quickly, Mrs. Lange cleared her throat.

“Now, girls. We can’t have this dissension,” she said clearly, succinctly. She looked around the room, meeting each and every girl’s eyes in turn. “If we’re going to stop what’s happening to your sisters, we’re going to have to work together.”



UNIQUE POWER



“The first thing you should know is that the curse is real,” Mrs. Lange said.

My blood froze in my veins. No one moved—not Missy, not Ivy, not even Noelle. I felt as if there should have been an ominous rumble of thunder outside the window, but when I looked outside, all I saw were lazily swirling snowflakes and a dark blue New York City sky.

“At least, it’s real to some people. Real enough for those people to be causing problems,” Mrs. Lange continued. She walked over to the buffet table and poured herself a glass of sparkling water. She took a long sip before turning around again, cradling the crystal tumbler in both hands. The last time I’d seen Mrs. Lange she’d been all business in a suit. Today her short white hair was pushed back with a tortoiseshell headband, which made her sharp features seem softer. She wore a striped button-down shirt, a navy blue cashmere cardigan, and gray wool pants. But even in casual weekend wear, she commanded everyone’s attention and respect.

“The Billings alumnae have long fallen into two categories,” she said. “Those who believe in the curse, and those who do not. For the past fifty years or so, there hasn’t been much evidence that the descendents of Eliza Williams, Theresa Billings, and Helen Jennings were actually cursed.” She paused and gave a laugh. “Most of us have done quite well for ourselves. But those who believe happen to think that Reed has brought the curse to fruition by her presence at Easton.”

My throat felt prickly and tight as I turned to face her. “What?” I said. “Why me?”

Mrs. Lange walked toward me, her eyes shining. She placed one hand on my wrist. Her fingers were cold and moist from the glass, but her grip was strong.

“Because, my dear, you are not just descended from Theresa Billings, but from Eliza Williams as well.”

The room around me grew stiflingly hot, and everything blurred. Suddenly I saw Eliza’s face in my dream. The curious way in which she’d looked me over. Her sad eyes so much like mine.

“The thing is,” Josh had said in my ear as we stared at the annual, “she looks like you. A lot like you.”

She’d had a foretelling dream, and now I’d had foretelling dreams. Her crazy, possibly psychic, possibly witchy blood was in my veins.

I took the water glass right out of Mrs. Lange’s hands and chugged it, then choked on the bubbles.

“Reed,” Noelle said, grabbing my arm. “Are you all right?”

I nodded as I coughed. The water fizzed up my nose and tears stung my eyes. Noelle led me over to the cushioned bench at the end of her bed. For a long moment I sat with my head between my knees. I could feel my friends staring at me and wished they would all go away. Wished that I would wake up from this nightmare like I’d woken up from all the others.

Except I hadn’t really woken up from any of them, since they were all coming true.

“How?” Noelle said finally. “I don’t understand how this is possible.”

“Reed’s mother’s grandmother was Eliza’s daughter, Catherine, named after Eliza’s old friend,” Mrs. Lange said. “Catherine disowned her daughter, Lea, when she decided to run off with a steel worker—someone Catherine saw as beneath the family name. After that Eliza’s line fell out of wealth . . . but not out of spirit or strength,” she said with admiration in her voice. “That’s evident in you, dear. This is why the alumnae have taken such interest in you from the beginning: As both a Billings and a Williams, you could have a unique amount of power.”

I looked down at the locket, warm as always against my chest. It had once belonged to Eliza. It had once belonged to my great-great-grandmother.

“This is ridiculous,” Missy said with a sneer. “She doesn’t have any power.”

Suddenly I heard Sabine’s words from my dream the night before. She has no power here. She never had any power.

I stared up at Missy, my chest clenching. Was she was connected to all this somehow?

Mrs. Lange turned to look at Ivy, who seemed startled by the attention. “You said the incantation, didn’t you?”

Ivy looked timid for the briefest moment but then shook her hair back and lifted her chin. “Yes. We did. Just the two of us. How did you know?”

“I can see it in your eyes,” Mrs. Lange said with a smile. “It worked. You two girls have summoned the power.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head, wishing this all away. “You need to have eleven girls for the incantation to work . . . right?”

Mrs. Lange sat down next to me and placed her hand on mine. “Don’t you see, Reed? The fact that it worked just proves the theory. With both Theresa’s and Eliza’s blood in your veins, you can summon the power almost on your own.”

A fizzing sensation began at the back of my skull and spread down over my shoulders all the way to my toes. Just like that, I knew. She was right. This was why I’d started having the dreams—dreams just like Eliza had. Because I had said the incantation that night in the chapel and summoned this . . . whatever it was. And Ivy . . . she’d moved objects without touching them.

Was this really all because of me? Because of who my great-great-grandmothers were?

“Ugh! I can’t take this anymore,” Missy spat. “I am so sick of hearing about the great Reed Brennan!” Her face was red and her eyes narrowed into angry slits as she glared at me. “You don’t have unique power, Reed. Not magical or any other kind. Billings is going to be rebuilt without you, and you’ll never set foot inside it again. And if you ever even set foot on the front walk, I’ll be the first person to slam the door in your face.”

She shot Mrs. Lange a withering glare and turned around. “If this insanity turns out to somehow be true, it doesn’t mean you have double the power. All it means is you’re doubly cursed!” she shouted back over her shoulder.

When she was gone, the only sound in the room was the crackling of the fire. Mrs. Lange took a deep breath and shook her head slightly, as if shaking off a small but irritating fly. Then she stood up and looked at the rest of the girls, all of whom were frozen, as in a tableau, around the fire.

“If any of the rest of you would like to leave, this is your chance,” she said.

I stared at my friends—Noelle, Ivy, Constance, Kiki, Rose, Tiffany, Portia, Amberly, London, and Vienna—and wondered what they were thinking. Some of them looked scared, others annoyed, others sympathetic. But it was Constance’s eyes that got me. She looked like she wanted to give me a hug.

I cleared my throat and stood, handing the empty glass to Noelle.

“Guys, I don’t know if I’m psychic. I don’t know if I’m cursed. And I definitely don’t feel like I have some unique amount of power,” I said, wiping my hands on my jeans. “All I care about . . . the whole reason why I asked you here . . . is keeping all of us safe. So please just . . . stay inside. Stay with your families. And if any of us calls anyone else, answer the phone.”

“Even Missy?” Amberly said, her voice thick.

There was a halfhearted laugh. “Yeah. Even Missy,” I said. “The best thing we can do right now is look out for each other.”

“And if anyone’s parents aren’t around and you want to stay here, you can,” Noelle added.

Slowly, everyone started to get up. They looked scared, but I could tell that they were glad they’d come. At least we knew we had one another’s backs now. At least everyone had all the information. I hugged each of them as they made for the door, and Constance held on to me longer than anyone.

“Hey, Reed,” Kiki said, pausing at the back of the group as the girls crowded through the doors.

“Yeah?” I said, suddenly exhausted.

“Call us if you have any more dreams,” she said.

This time, no one laughed.



NEXT



“You’re nothing, Reed! Nothing! You should never have been accepted at this school! You don’t deserve to be here!”

My pulse thrummed in my ears as I backed across the Billings roof, Missy advancing on me with predatory ferocity in her eyes. Her black robe billowed in the wind, the hood jumping up and down on her back. As I tripped closer to the edge, my mind raced, trying to figure out a way out of this, praying that someone would glance up and see. I frantically looked toward Ketlar, willing Josh to run out the front door. Willing him to save me.

But something was wrong. Ketlar was not where it was supposed to be. I was looking at Billings from high above. I whirled around and realized that this was not the roof of my dorm at all. We were standing atop the Easton chapel.

How the hell had we gotten here?

“Everything was fine before you came here, Reed!” Missy continued ranting, her face practically purple with rage. “Thomas is dead because of you! Cheyenne is dead because of you! It’s all your fault!”

“No,” I said tearfully, even as the horrible guilt squeezed my heart. My head shook hysterically. “No. It wasn’t me. I didn’t do those things.”

“You can’t be that naive,” Missy scoffed. “Those things were done because. Of. You!”

With each word, Missy shoved me toward the edge of the roof. Through blurry, stinging eyes, I searched behind her for the door—the door through which Noelle had tiptoed that night long ago, coming to rescue me from Ariana. The door was there, even though we weren’t at Billings.

“You need to die,” Missy said as the backs of my thighs hit the stone turrets along the side of the roof. “It’s the only way. If you die, the curse will be broken.”

My mind screamed at me to say something. To come up with the words that would convince her. But she was insane. She was out of her mind. Just like Ariana had been. Just like Sabine.

Then, behind her, the door opened and closed. My veins flooded with relief. But it wasn’t Noelle coming toward us with a field hockey stick. It was Ariana. And her sadistic, murderous gaze was focused on the back of Missy’s head.

“Missy!” I shouted. “Look out!”

She laughed. “Like I’m gonna fall for tha—”

Suddenly Ariana brought the hockey stick down across Missy’s throat. Missy’s eyes widened in surprise and terror.

“Ariana! No!” I screamed, buckling at the waist as tears poured from my eyes.

Missy’s hands flew up to grip the stick, but her actions were futile. Ariana jerked the stick back and up with both hands. Missy started to scream, but her neck snapped and the sound died.

“No,” I whimpered, as Missy went limp. “No, no, no, no, no . . . ”

Ariana smiled placidly at me as she dragged Missy’s body toward the stone wall and carelessly tossed her over the edge. A moment later I heard the thump of her body hitting the steps.

“Why,” I sobbed, falling to my knees. “Why are you doing this, Ariana? Why?”

She turned and glared down at me, her eyes hungry like a rabid animal’s. “You’re next,” she growled.

She pounced on me, her fingers curling around my shoulders as she let out a screech.

“No!”

I sat up in bed, gasping for breath, sweat pouring off my body. Noelle looked up from her pillow. “What is it? Reed? What’s wrong?”

“Missy,” I said with a gasp. “It was Missy.”

At the same time, both our cell phones rang. I lunged for mine, saw Josh’s smiling face on the screen, and picked up the call.

“Josh!”

“Reed! Are you all right?” he asked.

“What?” I blinked. “Yes, I’m fine. I just had another dream.”

There was a pause. I could hear his ragged breathing clear as day. “I know.”

A sinking feeling went through me as I realized what that meant. Then the bed shifted as Noelle got up. Eliza’s torn pages fluttered to the floor and I realized with a start that Noelle must have been reading them in bed, after I’d fallen asleep. Slowly I turned to look at her, still holding my cell to my ear. She stood at the side of the bed, one hand holding back her thick hair, the other clutching her phone. Over in the fireplace, the last of the embers glowed red, throbbing like a heartbeat.

“Reed?” Josh said, sounding panicked. “Reed, are you there?”

“Okay. Yes, of course. We will,” Noelle said grimly. “Thanks for calling me, Paige.”

She lowered the phone. I’d never seen her look so scared. “It’s Missy,” she said to me. “She’s gone.”



THE CONNECTION



“I get it now,” Noelle said, pressing her fist into her hand as she paced back and forth in front of the fireplace. “I see the connection.”

Downstairs the house was full of commotion as Mr. Lange and his security team made phone calls, ordering up bigger and badder systems, probably tapping the phones or installing hidden security cameras or ordering up some vicious guard dogs. I sat on the bench at the end of the bed, my phone in my hands, waiting for it to ring again as it had been doing nonstop since the news had gotten out. Josh was on his way over, and I felt like I was sitting on a bed of pins and needles, waiting for him to walk through the door. Outside the huge windows the sun was just starting to make itself known, lighting the sky with pinkish-purple hues. It looked like it was going to be a beautiful day.

“What connection?” I asked Noelle, intimidated by her frenetic restlessness. “What are you talking about?”

“I know why they’ve taken Astrid, Lorna, and Missy,” Noelle said, her eyes wide, as if she’d been mainlining espresso all night. She grabbed Eliza’s pages from the floor, wrinkling the edges in her grasp. She flipped through them, reorganizing them, searching them frantically for something.

“Why who have taken them?” I asked standing.

Noelle groaned in frustration as her eyes scanned a page. “Look!” she said finally, holding one out to me. “Look what it says right there. Caroline Westwick’s final words.”

I didn’t have to look at the page. I’d practically memorized it. “I don’t belong.”

“Right!” Noelle said. “Eliza says that Helen had a theory that everything went bad because a girl who hadn’t been properly chosen and initiated had been let into the group.”

“The coven,” I corrected.

Noelle rolled her eyes, letting her arms and the other pages flop to her sides. “Fine, the coven. So if what Grandmother said about these alumnae factions is true, if there are really some crazy old bats out there who think that all this stuff is real, maybe they’re trying to get rid of the people who weren’t properly chosen to be in Billings.”

A whoosh of realization nearly blew me off my feet. Astrid, Lorna, and Missy hadn’t been vetted by the other Billings Girls and invited into the house like tradition dictated. They had been handpicked last fall by then-headmaster Cromwell when he’d been trying to do away with all the elitism he felt Billings House engendered.

“Noelle,” I said, feeling a rush of excitement. “You’re brilliant.”

“I know,” she replied, looking more like herself than she had since Paige’s phone call.

Then the triumphant rush fizzled and died. Because if she was right, this wasn’t over.

“That means Constance and Kiki are in danger too,” I said.

“And technically Sabine,” she added.

I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah. Can’t say I’m that worried about her.” I lifted my phone. “We should call them. And the police.”

“The cops will never believe us,” Noelle said, grabbing the phone from my hands. “We have to go tell Grandmother and Daddy.”

I planted my feet as she tried to tug me toward the door. I’d only seen her father for five seconds upon our arrival. We’d basically exchanged hellos and that had been awkward enough. I had kind of hoped I could wait out the rest of my stay up here in the cocoon of Noelle’s suite and not see him again until the big birthday bash, when there would be so many people present I might not actually have to talk to him.

“Reed? Come on,” Noelle said.

I hesitated. She rolled her eyes. “You’re going to have to be in the same room with him sometime.”

“Fine,” I said. “But you do the talking.”

She smirked, took my hand, and pulled. “Just the way I like it.”



FATHER AND DAUGHTER TIME



Mr. Lange sat on the edge of the leather couch in his office, his hands forming a steeple in front of his mouth as he listened to Noelle’s story. Even though it was the crack of dawn, he wore expensive-looking gray trousers and a dark blue button-down shirt without a crease in sight. Not a hair on his head was out of place, but I supposed that wasn’t difficult to manage with a close-cropped Caesar cut. His handsome brow was furrowed, and every now and then he’d look up at me furtively, as if checking to make sure I was still there.

This man slept with my mother. This man slept with my mother and made me.

I was in serious need of some air, but instead of hoofing it for the nearest window, I clutched Josh’s hand. We sat together on the love seat in the U-shaped seating area. He’d arrived just before we walked into Mr. Lange’s office, and I couldn’t have been more glad to have him there. Part of me was dying to ask him about his dream—the one that had woken him up and inspired him to call me—but that would have to wait.

“If I’m right, Constance Talbot and Kiki Rosen are in danger too,” Noelle said, glancing at her grandmother, who stood with her back to the window, wearing an impeccable royal purple suit. “We need to warn somebody.”

Mr. Lange took a deep breath and blew it out. He leaned back, the couch cushions squeaking as his weight shifted. He didn’t seem surprised by all this talk of covens and curses and factions.

“This is why I didn’t fight when Hathaway told me he was tearing down Billings,” he said gruffly. “This is why I want nothing to do with the new construction. Everyone who has ever been associated with that place is either off their rocker or dead.”

Wow. So much for Noelle’s idea about a new Billings being my birthday gift.

“Wallace.”

“Sorry, Mother,” he said automatically. “Except you.”

She smirked and I almost laughed. It was kind of humorous, seeing a man of his size and stature scolded by his diminutive, elderly mom.

“Well, what do you think, Mother?” he asked finally.

“You don’t believe me?” Noelle blurted out.

“Of course I believe you, Noelle,” he semisnapped, his brown eyes annoyed. “But this is a serious situation. Would you mind if I asked for a second opinion?”

Noelle fell silent. Mrs. Lange took a few steps toward us, lacing her fingers together, then unlacing, lacing, then unlacing. It was the closest thing to a nervous gesture I’d seen from her.

“I think you should make some calls,” she said.

“Fine.” Mr. Lange unfolded himself from the couch, rising to his full six-foot-four height, his silhouette blocking out all the sunlight from the window behind him. “Mother, if you’d call the Talbots and the Rosens,” he said, moving to the huge desk that stood in front of the biggest wall of bookcases I’d ever seen. “I’m going to call my assistant and have her cancel Reed’s party.”

Noelle and I exchanged a look.

“What? No.” Noelle walked over and stood on the opposite side of the desk, her fingertips grazing the surface. “Daddy, you can’t do that.”

He held the desk phone’s receiver in his hand but pressed his fingertip into the connector button, silencing the dial tone.

“And why, exactly, can’t I?” he asked, his gaze once again flicking to me.

I cleared my throat and stood up, releasing Josh’s hand.

“Because . . . if whoever is doing this is really after the Billings Girls, they won’t be able to stay away,” I said.

“Which is exactly why we’re canceling,” he replied, speaking slowly, as if I were somehow addled. My face burned and I looked to Noelle for help.

“But Daddy, if we have the party, we hold the home-field advantage,” she said. “We can draw them in and pounce.”

Someone in the corner cleared her throat. We all turned around to find Ginny, the head guard, raising a finger. “If I may say, sir, as a strategy . . . it’s not bad.”

“Using my daughters as bait is a good strategy?” he snapped.

My skin tingled uncomfortably. It was the first time he’d referred to me as his daughter. I reached back for Josh’s hand, and he stood up and hugged me instead.

“I don’t like it,” he said unhelpfully.

“Sorry, Hollis, but I don’t think you get a vote,” Noelle said over her shoulder.

“Yes, he does,” I said, my mouth half against his shirt.

He kissed the top of my head.

“Sir, I promise you that if you allow me to run the security for this event and to bring in the rest of my team, not only will no harm come to your family, but we’ll catch whoever’s doing this,” Ginny said, her voice low with emotion. “Let me do my job.”

Mr. Lange glanced at his mother. She gave the slightest of nods. He closed his eyes for a moment, pinching his forehead between his thumb and forefinger.

“Fine,” he said finally. He dropped the phone back into its cradle. “But I want to see all security plans at least twenty-four hours before the party begins.” Then he looked up at me and Noelle and wagged a finger between us. “And I’m not taking my eyes off the two of you the entire night.”

“Sounds like a blast,” Noelle said sarcastically.

Mr. Lange let out a sigh and looked down at his desk, shaking his head. “Is that it?” he asked finally. “Because I have a lot of calls to make.”

“Come on, you two. Somewhere in this house there’s some French toast with our names on it,” Noelle said to me and Josh, heading past us for the door.

“Actually, Reed, I’d appreciate it if you’d stay for a moment,” Mr. Lange said.

I looked up at Josh, gripping him even harder. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “I’ll be right outside.”

I nodded and let him go. Mrs. Lange and Ginny left the room as well, closing the door behind them.

“Have a seat,” Mr. Lange said to me. He tapped the end of a pen atop his desk as he walked slowly around it. As I retook my place on the love seat, he sat down near the end of the couch again, kitty-corner from me. I pressed my legs together, clasped my hands atop them, and held my breath. He opened his mouth to speak, then shook his head and laughed.

“Wow. I normally don’t have any trouble making speeches,” he said.

“You don’t have to make a speech,” I blurted out. “I get it.”

Although I got nothing.

“And I’m sorry I didn’t call you back,” I said. “I was just . . . ”

I trailed off. What was I supposed to say? I just wanted nothing to do with you?

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about that,” he said. He leaned forward with his forearms across his knees and pressed his fingertips together. “I’m sure you have a million questions. I just want you to know I have zero expectations here. As much as I’d like to get to know you, I can only imagine what you think of me, so I understand if you’d rather me just be the peripheral father of your best friend.”

The humble nature of his words was so unexpected, I was touched. The few times I’d been in Mr. Lange’s presence, he’d always been larger than life, in charge, and somewhat gruff. That he would soften so much for me had to mean something.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said.

“Yes. Anything.” He leaned forward, forearms on his knees, and touched all ten fingertips together.

“How long have you known?” I asked.

His eyes grew wet almost instantly and he quickly looked away. “Since the day you were born,” he said. He pinched his forehead again and blew out a sigh. “My mother, of all people, told me. I went to the hospital and saw you . . . ” He got this faraway look in his eye. “You were so tiny. Tinier than Noelle had ever been.” He paused for a fond, private laugh, then sighed once more. “I told your mother I would help her, that I would be involved in any way she wanted me to be. She thanked me and promptly told me to go away. She wanted your dad, to be your . . . well, your dad.”

“And you were fine with that?” I blurted out, surprising even myself.

“No, actually, I wasn’t,” he said. “But it wasn’t up to me.”

“What about your wife? Does she know?” I asked.

There was a pained look in his eyes. “She does. I told her when I found out. We dealt with it.” He took a deep breath and blew it out. “Can’t say she was overly excited when you came into Noelle’s life,” he said, shooting me an apologetic look. “I can only imagine you noticed her somewhat . . . cool demeanor in St. Barths.”

I nodded slowly. At the time I’d thought Noelle’s mom was never around because she was flighty and eccentric, but she was just avoiding me.

“So until the day I was born you never knew my mom was pregnant with your . . . ” I swallowed. “How did your mother know?”

He gave a rueful laugh. “That woman, like her mother before her, has always kept an almost obsessive eye on the old families—the Williamses, the Billingses, and whatnot,” he said. “She probably somehow knew about you before your mother did.”

I gave a small smile.

“Anyway, I just wanted you to know . . . I don’t know . . .,” Mr. Lange said. “I suppose I just don’t want you to be uncomfortable around me.”

I looked him in the eye. “I’m not,” I said, only realizing it was true as I said it. Suddenly I was glad he’d made me stay behind. “Thanks, Mr. Lange.”

His eyes shone as he gave a tight, hopeful smile. “Anytime.”



ALMOST FAMOUS



Everyone in the restaurant was staring at us. Not that I could blame them. It was a boring, cloudy Thursday afternoon, and with two huge bodyguards hovering at our table, their backs to the window, blocking the view of Park Avenue for the rest of the diners, we were conspicuous enough to draw interest. One girl at a nearby booth kept holding up her cell phone at odd angles, ostensibly trying to get a signal, when she was obviously trying to get a photo of Noelle. She probably figured she was famous and wanted to zap her pic off to Page Six. Noelle had clearly noticed and was playing her role perfectly, wearing her huge, dark sunglasses at the table, even though we were inside.

Sucker.

“Hey, guys,” a female voice said.

Goran and Sam, our two escorts for the day, took a menacing step toward Ivy as she swung her bag to the floor next to the empty chair at our table.

“She’s cool, guys,” Noelle said, holding up a hand. They instantly backed off, like a pair of dogs on a leash.

“Hey, Ivy,” I said with a weak smile.

It was good to see her, good to be out, good to at least be pretending that everything was normal. Or as normal as it could be, with a former NFL linebacker breathing down my neck, supposedly trying to make me feel safe. Of course, the man’s neck was as thick as a tree trunk, so my guess was no one was about to mess with him.

“Sorry I’m late,” Ivy said, scooting her chair closer to the table.

“You should be,” Noelle said flatly. She touched each of her pieces of silverware, straightening them on the table. “You’re the one who called this little meeting.”

We both glared at her. Noelle lifted her shoulders. “What?”

I rolled my eyes and turned my attention to Ivy. “So? What’s up?”

She waited for the waiter to lean past her shoulder and fill her water glass.

“Do you need a few minutes?” he asked, his tone clipped.

“Please,” Ivy said politely, casting a glance at the closed menu atop her china plate. He gave a nod and hurried off.

“I’ve been thinking,” Ivy said, placing her elbows on the table and clasping her hands. She leaned forward and lowered her voice to a whisper. “We should get the rest of the girls together and do the incantation before your party.”

“Check, please!” Noelle said, raising a finger and starting up from her chair.

“Noelle!” I hissed as the waiter glanced over, confused, from a nearby table. “We haven’t even ordered yet!”

Noelle lifted her sunglasses, pushing them back into her hair. Cell-phone girl finally snapped her picture, and Noelle shot her a look that could have knocked over a skyscraper.

“I’ll hit the hot dog cart on the way home if it means avoiding this conversation,” she said through her teeth.

“Just hear me out,” Ivy said, raising her dark eyebrows. She pressed her lips together before adding, “Please?”

That must have been a tough word for her to utter to her worst enemy. Noelle seemed moved that Ivy had put in the effort. She rolled her eyes but sat down again, waving off the baffled waiter.

“Okay, fine. I’m always up for a laugh. Why in the name of Prada would I ever want to do this?” Noelle asked.

Ivy took a deep breath and blew it out. “When Reed and I said the incantation, something happened,” she whispered.

“I know, I know. The lights went out and your cell phones rang,” Noelle said, waving a hand. “Spooooky.”

Ivy looked at me and I could tell she was starting to get agitated. I gave her what I hoped was a calming look.

“It wasn’t just that,” I told Noelle quietly, touching the locket. “It wasn’t until after I said it in the basement that night that I started having the dreams about our friends. And Ivy . . . ” I looked at her and hesitated. We hadn’t talked about the things I’d seen her do, and I wasn’t sure if she wanted to.

“I think . . . no, forget that . . . I made that painting fall on Gage’s head the other day,” she said quietly. “And when Missy was walking out yesterday . . . I saw the doors slam a few seconds before they actually did.”

I knew it. I knew it.

“You’re serious,” Noelle said, her chin tucked. “You think you can move things with your mind?”

Behind her, Goran shifted from one foot to the other, and he and Sam exchanged a look. They were probably thinking they’d been hired to protect a bunch of wack jobs.

“I know I can,” Ivy said.

Noelle’s eyes narrowed. “Okay, fine. Move this salt shaker.”

She pushed a silver shaker toward Ivy across the linen tablecloth. Ivy clucked her tongue. “It doesn’t work like that. I have to be angry.”

“Oh, really.” There was a bang and Ivy’s face turned red. She gritted her teeth and cursed under her breath, reaching toward her foot. “Angry now?” Noelle asked, tilting her head with a smile.

“Did you just stomp on her foot?” I demanded.

“Just trying to help,” Noelle said angelically.

“Ivy, I’m so sorry,” I said, appalled.

“It’s fine.” She straightened up again and turned her chair toward me, away from Noelle. “Look, I just think that if we’re all going to go to this party and act as bait, we may as well say the incantation first. If all the girls can do stuff like we can do . . . maybe they’ll be able to protect themselves if anything happens.”

I saw the logic of what she was saying. I just had zero confidence that we could convince any of them to do it.

“Oh, please. That is so not why you want to do this,” Noelle said, taking a sip of her water. “You just want it to be true. You want to be a real witch. Admit it, Ivy. You spent your entire childhood watching Charmed reruns on TNT and hero-worshipping Rose McGowan, didn’t you?” Then she squinted and tilted her head. “Or no . . . you’re more of a bitchy Shannen Doherty type . . . .”

Ivy gritted her teeth and looked me in the eye. “Is it okay if I kill her?”

I smirked. “I wouldn’t try. Goran’s packing.” We both glanced warily at the bodyguard and the bulge on his right hip. He sniffed and shifted his jacket to try to camouflage it better. “Besides, without her we won’t have eleven.”

Ivy’s eyes lit up. “Seriously? You’ll do it?”

“Oh, come on,” Noelle said impatiently. “You guys, just because some crazy faction of alums thinks this is real, that doesn’t mean it is.”

I shot her a silencing stare and whipped out my cell phone. “I’ll start with Tiffany.”

“I’ll call Portia,” Ivy said giddily.

Noelle rolled her eyes and summoned the waiter with a flick of her hand. “I’ll have the salmon and they’ll both have the heaviest pasta you’ve got on the menu.”

“What?” I said, lifting the phone to my ear as it began to ring. “Why?”

Noelle crunched on a cube of ice and sighed. “Because maybe if I can lull you guys into a food coma, I can prevent this thing from happening.”



BRIGHT SIDE



“Somehow I can’t see Eliza and Catherine shopping for candles inside a Pottery Barn,” I said as we stepped through the huge glass doors, out of the frigid cold and into the warm, airy shop on Fifth Avenue.

“Yeah, well, it’s the one place you can always guarantee they’ll have white candles,” Noelle said, standing next to me. She sighed and shook her head. “I still can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“Come on,” Ivy said, breezing by with an empty wire shopping basket dangling from her arm. “They usually keep the candles in back.”

Heaving another sigh, Noelle followed after Ivy and Goran trailed her, his head swiveling slowly from right to left as if it were on a timer. Noelle pulled out her iPhone to check her messages as she skirted a couple of little kids chasing each other with pillows. Sam and I tried to catch up, but a woman in a wheelchair cut me off and stopped in the middle of the aisle to inspect a mahogany desk. Glancing at Noelle’s retreating back, I hooked a right and started to go around a table full of plates and napkins, when I spotted a silver clock on a shelf, shaped like an old-school airplane. The face of the clock was the front of the plane, and the hands were the propellers. My father would love it. And after my conversation with Noelle’s dad the night before, I’d been feeling a lot of guilt about my dad, as if just talking to Mr. Lange were a betrayal.

I picked up the clock and checked the price. There was a red slash through the bar code on the sticker and the scrawled note 1/2 off! Sweet. I always had a hard time finding gifts for my dad that weren’t Pirates-, Penguins-, or Steelers-related.

Sam turned so that a middle-aged guy could get by us, and I felt suddenly uncomfortable. It was weird, being shadowed by someone I’d barely talked to.

“What do you think of this?” I asked, holding it up.

He frowned, surprised. “It’s a plane clock.”

I blinked. “Yeah . . .?”

“Why would you want a clock made out of a plane?” he asked, his brow knitting.

“Because it’s cute,” I replied.

“Never understand what people will spend their money on around here,” he said under his breath, shaking his head and looking off toward the door.

My face burned, but I chose to ignore him. Glancing around the side of the towering display, I saw Noelle and Ivy pause near the back of the store. I grabbed one of the boxed clocks off the highest shelf, then went to join my friends. Actually, I probably shouldn’t have left those two alone for as long as I already had. Knowing them, they were probably fighting over whether we should get twelve-inch tapers or nine. A crowd of female shoppers in fur coats skirted right past me, one of them elbowing me aside as if I wasn’t even there, and I bit my tongue. I stood on my toes to try to see over their shoulders as they walked toward the stairs to the second floor. I spotted the candle section, but Noelle and Ivy were suddenly nowhere in sight.

I paused near a basket of white votives and looked around. Where had they disappeared to?

Then, suddenly, my heart lurched. Had they actually disappeared?

But you didn’t dream about Noelle and Ivy going missing, a little voice in my head told me.

Then I scoffed, unable to believe my inner voice thought that was a logical argument.

Sam had stopped at the end of the aisle, but he didn’t seem perturbed that the others were gone. I supposed that as long as I was safe, he was doing his job. I scanned the store again, flipping my hair over my shoulder, trying to look casual. I didn’t see Noelle’s tall frame or Ivy’s dark hair anywhere. All we were supposed to do was buy some candles. What were they doing? Browsing the linens section?

I tucked the plane under my arm and took off, walking the aisles at the back of the store one by one. Every time I came to a corner I told myself they’d be around the next one, but they never were. When I got to the kitchen section I paused to take a breath, and felt a sudden, foreboding tingle down the back of my spine.

Someone was watching me.

“Everything okay?” Sam asked,

I jumped and nearly knocked over a precarious stack of heavy white dinnerware.

“Yeah. I’m fine. I just . . . Where did they go?”

“Hang on,” Sam said. He lifted his hand to his mouth and spoke into his wrist. “G? What’s your twenty?”

He lowered his arms and waited. And waited some more. Then he took a few steps away from me and tried again. “G? Please respond.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone slip into the next aisle. Slim frame, long dark hair, dark skin. My heart leapt to my throat. I took a tentative step away from the wall and peeked between two shelves. The girl’s back was to me, but I could see most of her profile. She wore her hair in a low ponytail, and colorful earrings dangled against her sharp cheekbones.

Sabine.

“Omigod,” I said breathlessly.

Someone grabbed my wrist and I screamed, whirling around.

“God! Jumpy much?”

Paige Ryan stood before me, her auburn curls back in a plaid headband. I looked across the aisle again and came face-to-face with the girl I’d been ogling. She was Asian American, with dark brown eyes and a petite frame. She looked nothing like Sabine at all.

“Are you all right?” Sam asked, coming up behind me.

“I’m fine,” I said through my teeth. “Did you find them?”

He nodded. “They’re waiting for us at the front.”

I let out a relieved sigh.

Paige looked me up and down. “What’re you doing here?”

“Getting some air,” I replied. “What are you doing here? I’d think that shopping would be the last thing on your mind, what with your cousin going missing.”

“I needed a distraction,” Paige shot back.

In her defense, she did look rather harried. She wore almost no makeup and had broken out across her forehead. Her gray cashmere sweater was pilly and she was actually sporting jeans, which I was certain I’d never seen her wear.

“Well, good seeing you,” I lied, backing away.

“Hope you get to go back to school soon,” she said through her nose, picking up a coffee mug to inspect it. “At this point you may have to do an extra semester.”

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically.

She took a step toward me, cocking her head. “And you won’t be doing any of it in the new Billings. Not if I have anything to say about it.”

Then she placed the cup back down on the glass shelf with a clang and strolled away. It was amazing, how much she sounded like Missy. Those two seemed to be a faction unto themselves. With a deep, cleansing breath, I turned around and headed toward the front of the store, my bodyguard in tow.

Noelle, Ivy, and Goran hovered near the door with their shopping bags. I gave them a quick wave as I joined the short line to buy my father his new clock. As the line inched forward I told myself to look on the bright side. Sure, there was a bodyguard tailing me, three of my friends were missing and possibly dead, and I’d just had a run-in with a bitch, but soon I’d have a Father’s Day present for my dad three months early, and at least Sabine hadn’t escaped from prison and started stalking me. Even on the worst of days, there was always a bright side.



NOELLE’S POWER



We sat in a circle in the middle of Noelle’s private living room. The chairs and the couch were shoved up against the walls, and several gleaming silver trays of pastries and fruit were placed at the center of the cushy, dark pink rug. We’d kept the lights bright, and Noelle’s current favorite playlist pumped through the speakers. Her theory was that if any of the girls realized why they were there before we told them, they’d bolt before we could ever get started. I saw no flaws in that logic.

“Okay,” I said, sitting down between Noelle and Ivy, feeling nervous. We’d decided that making everyone wear full-on white was out of the question, but I’d donned my white roll-neck sweater and light jeans for good measure. I zipped the locket back and forth on its chain and looked around at my colorfully clad friends. “Let me tell you why we’re here.”

“You’re gonna try to make us into witches, aren’t you?” Vienna asked, her mouth full of chocolate éclair. She looked at me over her fingers as she licked them one by one. She was wearing yoga pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt that stretched across her stomach. Stress eating was starting to affect her usually fit body.

No one laughed or scoffed or moved. They all just gazed at me with varying expressions of expectation, annoyance, and fear. So much for them not knowing why they’d been invited.

“I’m not trying to make you into anything,” I replied, glancing at Ivy. “We just . . . we figured that since there happen to be eleven of us—”

“Left.” Kiki stared straight ahead, her hands pressed flat into the floor at her sides. Her earbuds hung around her neck and her hair looked limp and unwashed. “There are eleven of us left.”

My heart was tight inside my chest. “Yes.”

Suddenly the room felt very warm. No one breathed, it seemed, for an oddly long time.

“We thought it might be fun,” Noelle piped up, turning a palm toward the ceiling.

“And I thought it might help us protect ourselves,” Ivy put in.

“So you really believe all this,” Tiffany said flatly, reaching for the fruit platter and dragging it toward her across the carpet. “You really believe that when you guys said this incantation, you developed some kind of power?”

I took a breath and shook my head. “I don’t know what I believe, Tiff. I just know that if it is real . . . then Ivy’s right. We might have a better shot of keeping ourselves safe.”

“I can’t believe you actually agreed to this, Noelle,” Portia said with a nervous laugh.

“Yeah, well, I’ve already got a therapy appointment booked for tomorrow morning,” Noelle joked. “Maybe Dr. Markowitz can help me sort out why.”

The other girls laughed and I felt my shoulders relax a bit. Noelle didn’t need any incantations. She was already so powerful. She had the ability to make everyone in the room feel chill, or turn them tense on a dime.

“Really, though, I just thought it might take our minds off things,” Noelle said. “And besides, Reed would just not let it go,” she joked again, rolling her eyes.

More laughter. I glanced at Ivy, who was clearly not amused, but I didn’t care. If Noelle’s tactic worked to get the others on board, I was all for it.

“So, what do you guys think?” I asked, glancing around.

Tiffany finished chewing her last bite of strawberry and closed her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but fine. I’ll do it—if only to prove this whole thing is a joke.”

“I’m in too,” London said. She glanced at Vienna and blushed. “I think it’d be kind of cool to be a witch.”

“Well, if she’s in, I’m in,” Vienna said, dusting powdered sugar off her fingers. She’d just downed another doughnut. “What do we need to do? There’s no blood involved, right?”

“I’m not doing it if there’s blood,” Rose said, looking peakish.

“There’s no blood involved,” I assured them, feeling a rush of excitement so sudden and fierce it actually made me nauseous. I nodded to Ivy, who grabbed a small stack of papers behind her and started passing them out. “All we’re going to do is hold candles and say this incantation.”

Rose chewed on her lip as she read the words, kneading her hands together. Tiffany read it through once and put it aside, as if she’d already memorized it. Amberly’s page shook as she held it, and a line appeared between her eyes as she concentrated. I held my breath, imagining that this was similar to how Eliza had felt when she realized her friends were going to join her. They were going for it. They were really going for it.

“This is never gonna work,” Noelle whispered to me, leaning toward my ear.

I lifted one shoulder and bit back an unexpected grin. For the first time in my life, I was certain she was wrong.



ACCORDING TO PLAN



As I looked around the circle of my friends, candlelight casting their faces in dancing shadows, I suddenly felt like a complete idiot. Like the ringleader in some crazy endeavor to experiment with some new drug or base-jump off the Empire State Building or get everyone to shave their heads. This little undertaking was just as stupid, and potentially just as dangerous—at least as dangerous as the first two. Not that I would ever admit that out loud. Because I couldn’t take another eye roll from Noelle without knocking her on the head.

Ivy returned to the circle after making sure everyone’s candles were lit. She stood to my left, Noelle to my right. Directly across from me, Rose stared into her flame as if mesmerized and Amberly seemed to be blinking in slow motion. Kiki’s jaw was set in determination, and Tiffany kept checking her watch. Portia toyed with her gold chains, her thumb hooked over the longest two as she ran it up and down the length of them. Vienna and London whispered, holding hands, and Constance just stared at me, like she’d follow me wherever I wanted to lead.

Somehow that scared me more than any of my nightmares had.

There was a round of deep laughter outside the closed doors of Noelle’s living room, which exited onto the same hallway as the now infamous double doors to her bedroom. The laughter reminded me that time was of the essence here. It had taken a lot of convincing to get all the bodyguards and security personnel to leave us alone in here—Amberly’s had pointed out that most threats came from “someone you know and think you can trust” (preaching to the choir, dude). I figured we had ten minutes tops before the whole army of them came banging down the door.

“Everybody ready?” I asked.

Nods and murmurs rippled around the circle.

“All right. Here we go.”

“We come together to form this blessed circle, pure of heart, free of mind,” I began. I was surprised by the strength of the voices around me, and it squelched my nerves a bit. “From this night on we are bonded, we are sisters.”

I glanced at Constance, feeling a stab of guilt so intense it nearly knocked me over. Once upon a time I had sworn to be her sister, and London’s too, and I knew how betrayed they’d felt when I’d formed the BLS and kept them out.

“We swear to honor this bond above all else. Blood to blood, ashes to ashes, sister to sister.” I closed my eyes for the briefest moment, knowing what was coming. Or what was supposed to come. “We make this sacred vow.”

I held my breath. A cold wind swirled through the room, and I heard a couple of people gasp. Amberly grasped Rose’s hand and whimpered as all the candles flickered out. I glanced at Ivy, and she gave me a sly, triumphant smile. Then I looked at Noelle. Her face betrayed nothing.

The candles now extinguished, I waited. Then, slowly, they started to flicker to life again. First mine and Ivy’s. Then Noelle’s. Then Kiki’s, London’s, and Vienna’s. Portia’s glowed like a tiny pinprick, as if it were having trouble coming to life, but Rose’s popped up so fast, she took a step back. Amberly stared at her candle, but nothing happened. I blinked, perplexed, and looked at Ivy. Tiffany’s candle smoked for a second but didn’t light. Constance’s candle, however, was flickering merrily.

“That’s weird,” Ivy said.

“Nice trick, Reed. With the wind and everything,” Tiffany said, looking around at the windows. Finding them closed, she cast her glance at the various air-conditioning ducts overhead. “How’d you time that one?”

“I didn’t time anything,” I said. “That’s what happened when I said the incantation the first time. The wind, then the candle. At the time, I thought the wind had come down the stairs when Noelle opened the door, but . . . ”

“There was no wind when we did it,” Ivy said. “Just the cell phones.”

“But my cell phone didn’t ring,” Amberly said, glancing toward her foot where she’d laid her phone on the floor.

“No. It wouldn’t. Because we used the candles this time,” I said, feeling impatient.

“So why didn’t my candle light?” Amberly asked, her bottom lip puffed out petulantly.

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“And mine’s barely doing anything,” Portia said, waving it around like a Fourth of July sparkler. “WTF?”

“I don’t know,” I said again.

“So what does it mean?” Kiki asked, her gaze intense. “Are we witches or not?”

“Maybe we’re witches and they’re not,” London said, waving a finger at Tiffany and Amberly. “Because, you know, our candles lit and theirs didn’t.”

“Or maybe the factory that makes the quote magically relighting candles unquote made a couple of defectives,” Tiffany shot back.

“Tiff, we got the candles at Pottery Barn,” Noelle said flatly. “As far as I know, they don’t do trick candles.”

“So what does that make me?” Portia said. “Some kind of weak-ass witch because my candle barely lit?”

“Maybe you guys just aren’t believers,” Kiki blurted out.

“You’ve got that right,” Tiffany retorted.

Suddenly everyone was talking at once, throwing out theories, debating the reality of what they’d seen. I closed my eyes, the voices colliding and roiling inside of me, stretching my nerves to their breaking point.

And then, suddenly, a whistle split the air. I opened my eyes to find Noelle standing there with her thumb and index finger stuck inside her mouth.

“Everyone shut up!” she shouted.

They did, of course.

“Reed,” she said, turning to me, holding her candle casually at her side. “This is your baby. What do you suggest we do now?”

I breathed in, counted to ten, then swallowed back my confusion, my excitement, my annoyance, and my fear—which was a mighty large pill to swallow. Everyone looked at me, hanging on my next words. I recalled Eliza’s torn diary pages in my head and knew exactly what we should do.

“I think we should try out some of the basic spells.”



NUTBARS



“This is one of the first spells Eliza and her friends tried,” I said as we all gathered around the small round dining table near the bay window in Noelle’s living room. It was a spot where she liked to eat croissants and sip black coffee while reading the Style section of the New York Times and looking out over the park, or nurse a hangover with the blinds drawn, depending on the day. Ivy, Kiki, Constance, London, and I leaned into the table, while the others crammed in behind us. Tiffany was over by the wall, scrolling through photos on her camera, the picture of indifference. I wondered if she was really uninterested, or if she was just posing as such. But if this spell worked, she would be convinced. All of them would.

If it worked.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” London demanded, pressing her hands onto the surface of the polished table.

I looked down at the ornate silver spoon we’d laid in the center of an old-fashioned doily. Was I really going to try to make the thing float? Suddenly I felt conspicuously unworthy, like the first time I’d played Grand Theft Auto with my brother’s friends and kept driving my car into pylons while they cackled at me.

“Maybe Ivy should try it,” I said, taking a step back. “We already know you can move things with your mind.”

“Allegedly,” Noelle snorted, fiddling with her hair.

“Fine. I’ll try it,” Ivy said curtly.

She stood so close to the table the edge made a dent in her plaid gabardine skirt. Her dark eyes squinted down at the spoon. I pressed my lips together and crossed my fingers at my sides.

“Levitas,” Ivy said.

The spoon jerked. Amberly screeched and covered her eyes. Someone else gasped. Tiffany shoved herself away from the wall, angling her chin up as if to see over Vienna’s and Noelle’s shoulders.

“What happened?” she asked.

“It moved,” Amberly whimpered through her fingers. “The spoon moved.”

“I thought it was supposed to float,” Kiki said.

We all looked at Ivy. The spoon lay still, flat at the center of the doily. Her cheeks turned pink and she looked at the spoon again.

“Levitas,” she said, more firmly this time.

Again, the spoon jerked. It was now at an angle and clearly off center. Tiffany strolled over and peered down at it.

“Please. One of you is shaking the table,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“I didn’t,” I said, raising my hands. I was standing a clear six inches away.

“Me neither,” Kiki said.

Everyone turned to London, who was still grasping the tabletop. “What?”

Then she looked down at her fingers, clucked her tongue, and backed away, stuffing her hands under her arms. “It wasn’t me, I swear.”

“Try it again,” Noelle ordered. Her hands were frozen, her fingers tangled near the ends of her hair.

Ivy sucked in an audible breath, clearly annoyed, and took a step back from the table. No one was touching it now. “Levitas.”

Nothing happened. My heart sank so low I thought I might never be able to hoist it back up.

Tiffany laughed. “See?”

I realized for the first time that I had truly expected the spell to work, and my face stung as if I’d just come in from a jog in the summer sun.

“Why isn’t it floating?” Ivy asked through her teeth.

“I don’t know,” I replied, touching my fingertips to my locket.

The group around the table started to break up and I could practically feel the skepticism radiating off of them. Not to mention their annoyance at me for wasting their time, and their irritation at themselves for having been sucked in. Honestly, I didn’t blame them. I felt the same way. Except my feelings were directed at Eliza Williams and Mrs. Lange.

“Wait,” Kiki said, grabbing the book of spells off one of the chairs where we’d left it. “Come on, you guys. Let’s just try something else.”

“I think we’re done here,” Portia said, lifting her black leather bag onto her shoulder.

“Guys, please don’t go,” I said. “I know you’re upset, but let’s try it again. Maybe we did something wrong. Maybe someone else should try it. It could be fun.”

Amberly, who had more color in her face now that the experiment had failed, flipped her blond hair over her shoulder and tilted her head. “Since when is watching a spoon not move considered fun?”

A few of the girls laughed, hiding their smiles behind their hands. Suddenly everyone was walking toward the door. I could hardly believe they wanted to give up that quickly—but then I suddenly realized what it meant. It meant that they didn’t actually want to believe. Not like Ivy, Kiki, and I did.

Maybe Kiki was right. Maybe that was why it wasn’t working. What if all eleven members of the coven had to believe? If I took that theory and combined it with London’s idea, it meant that Tiffany, Amberly, and Portia hadn’t even believed enough to become witches during the incantation. And if the three of them weren’t witches, that would weaken the coven, too.

“What are you thinking?” Ivy asked quietly.

I blinked, really listened to my thoughts for the first time, and felt ill. I was going off the deep end.

“Guys, just wait,” I said loudly.

Thankfully, they all stopped. I grabbed for my messenger bag and pulled out a folder I’d stashed there before they’d arrived. I felt tired all of a sudden—beaten down.

“Just in case any of you is interested, I made copies of the basic spells page on Mr. Lange’s copier,” I said, handing them out. “Practice them at home. You never know. . . .”

Tiffany snatched the page from my hand, folded it, and stuffed it into the side pocket of her camera bag without glancing at it. She walked out without another word. London took one and looked it over, her expression serious. The rest came to me in a begrudging line, each of them taking her paper and tucking it safely away. I had no idea whether any of them would actually pull those pages out again, but how could they not? How could my friends not find this whole thing as intriguing as I did?

“Thanks, Reed,” Kiki said, placing the book down and taking her homework page, as it were.

“Yeah, sorry it didn’t work out like you wanted,” Constance added, her paper fluttering slightly as she took it.

I looked at them both—the two who knew they were potentially in more danger than the rest of us—and swallowed back a warning that would probably only make them feel worse.

“Thanks for humoring me, you guys,” I said.

They closed the doors behind them and about a minute later, I heard a loud group laugh as they waited for the elevator. Humiliation burned in my very bones. My friends were out there laughing at me.

“I don’t get it,” I said, turning to Noelle and Ivy.

“I know.” Ivy flopped into one of the dining chairs, which we’d pushed off to the side, and slumped so low her hair hung down the back almost to the seat. “I swear I felt different after the first time we said the incantation. And I know I made that painting fall and those doors slam.”

“Plus I didn’t start having the dreams until after I’d said it,” I added, leaning back against the table.

“Do you think there’s something in what London said?” Ivy mused, folding her hands over her flat stomach. “Maybe it didn’t work on Tiff and Amberly because they didn’t believe in it, and maybe having two or three nonbelievers in the group weakened the incantation?”

I stood up straight. “I was just thinking the same thing!”

“You guys have completely gone off the reservation,” Noelle said.

I flinched. I’d almost forgotten she was there.

“I don’t believe any of this crap either, but my candle relit,” she said, gesturing toward the pile of singed-wicked candles on a side table. “This is all one big ridiculous joke.”

Ivy and I looked at one another, stunned and annoyed.

“But you said it yourself,” Ivy countered, sitting up straight. “We got those candles at Pottery Barn, so how do you explain the fact that, like, eight and a half of them blew out, then relit?”

“I don’t know, Ivy,” Noelle said, throwing her hands up. “Maybe that gust of wind only squelched them for a second and then they came back. We’ve all seen that happen before. And maybe it hit Tiff’s, Amberly’s, and Portia’s more directly and that’s why theirs didn’t relight.”

“So how do you explain the wind?” I asked.

“This house is like a hundred years old,” Noelle said, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s always been drafty.”

Ivy and I rolled our eyes in unison.

“Whatever. I don’t care if you guys agree with me,” Noelle said. She grabbed the candles up in bunches and walked over to a thick metal garbage can near the door. “All I know is, your experiment didn’t work. And there are still a bunch of nutbars out there who believe in this curse thing.” She punctuated her points by throwing the candles into the can with a clang, one by one. “So if you don’t mind, I’d like to focus our time and energy on finding out who those people are, and stopping them.”

She slapped her hands together.

“Because when I find them,” she said, “I am going to take absolute pleasure in personally kicking every one of their crazy little asses.”

Then she turned around and flounced over to her bathroom, slamming the door behind her. A moment later we heard the bath running and the stereo flick on.

Ivy sighed and pushed herself up out of her chair. “Is it lame that I really thought it was going to work?” she asked.

My eyes darted to the offending spoon. “No,” I said weakly, sadly. “I wanted it to work too.”



BODIES EVERYWHERE



“Happy birthday, dear Reed! Happy birthday to you!”

I looked around the dining room at all my friends, my heart warm. I couldn’t believe they’d all come out to Croton just for me, but there they were, gathered in my family’s dining room, singing their hearts out with glee. My mother placed the birthday cake down in front of me, candles ablaze. I looked up at her before making my wish, knowing she’d be smiling back at me with pride. But then my heart stopped. It wasn’t my mother at all, but a black-robed figure, its face hidden by a huge black hood. I gasped and looked around.

Noelle placed a paper noisemaker between her lips and blew. Sawyer Hathaway and Upton Giles exchanged party hats. Thomas Pearson laughed and slapped Dash McCafferty’s shoulder as he doubled over. Over in the corner, Astrid, Lorna, Kiki, and Constance danced while London and Vienna checked out my huge pile of gifts. None of them seemed to see the dozens of black-robed figures dotted among them, stiff as corpses in all the merriment and chaos.

“Blow out your candles, Reed,” a gravelly voice said in my ear.

I looked up at the creature who stood where my mother should have been. The heat from the candles blazed unbearably hot and my vision wavered. All the colors blurred around me. The balloons and streamers, the brightly hued dresses and crazily wrapped gifts—all of it faded together just as the voices and laughter swelled. This was too much. I was going to pass out.

Take a breath, Reed. Focus. They’re here for a reason. They’re going to hurt someone else.

I forced myself to stand and took a lurching step forward. Instantly I tripped over something solid and Thomas caught me by the arm.

“Watch out, new girl,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling mischievously.

“Have a nice trip?” Gage put in, earning a round of laughter.

“Sorry, I—” I looked down and screamed. At my feet was a dead body. A girl, her face hidden beneath the bright paper tablecloth.

I turned around to run and tripped again. Another body. Another hidden face.

“No!” I screamed, clutching the first arm I could grab onto. “No!”

“What’s your problem, Glass-Licker?” Ariana sneered down at me.

My heart clenched. I backed away from her and this time tripped backward, falling down hard. My hand came down on someone’s torso. When I lifted it again, my fingers were coated in blood.

“No!” I screamed. “No! Someone help me!”

I reached up to my friends, but they didn’t hear. Portia and Rose walked by me, stepping over dead limbs like they weren’t there. Tiffany shouted something unintelligible and everyone laughed. My heart pounded frantically in my ears. Why couldn’t anyone hear me? Why couldn’t they see? The floor was covered with dead girls and all they could do was stand there and laugh?

“Help me! Somebody! Please, please, help me!”

Suddenly someone grabbed me by the shoulders and whirled me around. The person opened desiccated lips and screeched, “You don’t belong!”

I sat up in bed, screaming loudly enough to wake the dead. Noelle grabbed my hand just as Ginny, Goran, and Sam banged into the room, guns drawn. I cowered back toward the headboard and curled into a ball, attempting to catch my breath.

“What is it? What happened?” Ginny asked, holstering her weapon as she crossed to the bed. All I could do in response was whimper as the other two guards took off in opposite directions to check the other rooms.

“It was just a dream,” Noelle answered for me. She ran a hand over my sweaty hair. “Reed? What happened? What did you dream about?”

I shook my head, squeezing my eyes closed in an attempt to blot out the images. But closing my eyes only made the memories more vivid.

“Was it Kiki? Constance?” Noelle pressed.

“No,” I blurted, opening my eyes again. “It was . . . I don’t know what happened. All I know was it was my birthday . . . and there were dead bodies everywhere.”

Noelle’s mouth set in a tight line. She looked at Ginny as she continued to stroke my hair.

“It’s gonna be all right,” Ginny said reassuringly. “We’ve got the party covered. Everything’s going to be fine.”

I nodded and let Noelle wrap her arms around me. Unfortunately, after everything that had happened, Ginny’s words meant nothing to me. It had been a vivid, powerful nightmare. And lately, all my nightmares had been coming true.



PARTY, PARTY, PARTY



Since first arriving at Easton last year, I had attended some elaborate parties. Birthday celebrations on yachts, fund-raising parties at swank New York City locales, clambakes in Nantucket where the most basic thing on the menu was barbecued lobster meat in sweet-cream butter sauce. Not to mention the Legacy soirees—huge events with elaborate settings, attended by the most overly indulged, ridiculously privileged, stunningly beautiful kids on the Eastern Seaboard. But my seventeenth birthday party blew them all out of the water.

If I hadn’t been so distracted trying to keep an eye on all my friends, I would’ve been having the time of my life.

The Lange mansion had three huge party-appropriate rooms on its ground level. First there was the grand foyer, with its marble floor, winding staircase, and two-story ceiling. Then there was the ballroom, which had literally hosted balls at some point in its history, and could therefore adequately hold upward of two hundred guests. Finally, there was the dining room, which boasted fireplaces at both ends and normally held a gleaming oak table long enough to seat forty people comfortably.

Tonight that table had been removed and replaced by several cozy seating sections for people to lounge on while they noshed on seafood skewers and swigged five-hundred-dollar champagne. Colorful bubbles floated across the ceiling, and the sound of waves was being piped at a subtle level through dozens of hidden speakers. On the low tables at the center of each seating section were the aquarium centerpieces Noelle had promised, and along the walls stood elaborate arrangements of coral and sea anemones, which had somehow been animated to sway lazily, as if they were actually growing from the bottom of the ocean. The ballroom was set up for dancing, with colorful mesh eels dangling from the ceiling, undulating eerily and flashing different hues to the beat of the music the DJ was spinning from his booth. The walls had been papered with light blue and aqua green swaths of fabric, which heaved like waves, and actual sand dunes lined the walls.

I hadn’t spent much time in there, however, because my friends had been keeping to the dining room, huddled together at two of the comfy seating areas. Whenever they did move, they were easy to track, since they stayed in a clump as they shuffled from room to room. Ironically, they reminded me of that old children’s book, Swimmy, in which Swimmy the fish teaches his tiny friends to swim together in the shape of one big fish in order to keep the larger predators away. Just like the tiny fish, my friends were sticking together for safety. I was glad they were taking the threat seriously, even if they hadn’t believed in the book of spells. Unfortunately, Kiki hadn’t arrived yet, and her absence was starting to make me tense. Especially considering she and Constance—who was currently downing a shrimp cocktail to my left—were the two under the greatest threat.

“You don’t have to hover, you know,” Noelle said, looking up at me as the latest group of well-wishers edged away into the crowd. “I can keep an eye on everyone.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind,” I replied.

I glanced over my shoulder toward the corner where Goran and Sam were stationed. They had agreed to keep a reasonable distance so as not to cramp our style, but I always felt their eyes on me. Not to mention my mom’s and dad’s. At the moment they were standing a few feet away from the bodyguards, chatting with Constance’s parents, whom they had just met. Luckily, Noelle’s mom and dad were elsewhere. I’d yet to see my mother in the same room with my biological father, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to—ever. Imagining how that scenario might play out made my head feel like it was going to explode.

Noelle got up onto her knees and leaned her hands on the back of the couch on which she, Portia, and Rose were sitting. “I didn’t do all that planning just so you could stand there and not enjoy it. Go! Dance! Find your floppy-haired boy toy. I’m on babysitting duty.”

I laughed and lifted one shoulder. I hadn’t seen Josh yet tonight, and I couldn’t wait for him to arrive. “Well, if you insist. . . . Thanks, Noelle.”

She shooed me away and I finally turned, noting how Sam hopped into action the second I stirred. I greeted a few more guests as I moved through the door and into the foyer—some faces familiar, some completely new—and made my way into the ballroom. All the while my senses were on high alert, and I made sure to keep an eye out for anyone out of place, any strange movement, any prying eyes.

The music in the ballroom was so loud the floor shook beneath my silver shoes, and my rib cage seemed to radiate the beat. I paused for a moment to get my bearings in the relative darkness. I heard my brother, Scott, let out a whoop from somewhere near the center of the dance floor, and all I could do was hope he wasn’t making too big of a jackass out of himself.

“Reed! There you are!”

Suddenly I was caught up in a quadruple hug. I recognized Kiran Hayes’s signature flowery-musk scent before I ever got a look at her face. When I pulled back, there she was in all her supermodel glory. Just the sight of her brought back so many memories of my first days at Easton and Billings that my eyes flooded with tears. She wore a dark green dress with an elaborate ruffled collar that grazed her razor-sharp cheekbones and accentuated her olive complexion. With her was Taylor Bell, another of my first friends at Easton. Her curly blond hair was pulled back in a crazy ponytail and she wore an off-the-shoulder blue jumpsuit that made her look as slim as Kiran. The third set of arms belonged to Natasha Crenshaw, my former roommate and still good friend, whose royal blue dress was conservative but still accentuated her every curve. Her long black curls had been twisted into an elaborate bun at the nape of her neck, and her dark skin shone under the strobe lights.

“Guess Noelle gave you a heads-up on the color scheme,” I said with a smirk, noting how their outfits complemented the décor.

“It’s good to have friends in high places,” Kiran demurred, taking a sip of her champagne. “You look amazing!”

“Thanks,” I replied, looking down at my own dark aqua dress. The silk skirt floated around my knees like a cool breeze, and the portrait neckline played down my athletic shoulders. I’d found it at the foot of Noelle’s bed that morning, inside a huge white box with a pink bow. The card read HAPPY BIRTHDAY—WALLACE LANGE. I had a feeling Noelle had actually picked it out, but I appreciated the gesture.

“Amazing, but tired,” Natasha added, reaching for my hand. “Everything okay?”

I smiled, exhausted. Leave it to Natasha to not only notice my current state, but call me out on it.

“It’s the birthday girl!”

Dash McCafferty burst from the crowd along with Gage and Trey Prescott, wrapping me up in a brief hug. His blond hair had been cropped short and he wore a suit so new it looked stiff. Still, he was one of the top five hottest boys in the room.

“It’s good to see you, Dash,” I said, a bit formally, giving him a pat on the back. I was still wary of any physical contact between the two of us after what had happened at last year’s Legacy—and the aftermath.

“Hope you don’t mind, P.A., but I didn’t get you a gift,” Gage said, swigging his scotch. “I’ve been laid up since the ‘incident’ last week.”

He tried to do air quotes but dumped half his drink on the floor, splashing Taylor’s shoes.

“Hey!” Taylor said, shoving him with one hand. “Watch it, Coolidge.”

“Ooh! Look who’s grown a spine since leaving Easton,” Gage said, wagging his fingers at her. “Guess that’s what happens when you matriculate at an inner-city PS.”

“Well, you haven’t changed,” Taylor groused. She grabbed a napkin from a passing waiter and bent to swipe at her shoes.

As much as I wanted to catch up with my old friends, I needed to go check on the girls again. I was about to make an excuse to bail when someone grabbed my wrist. My heart hit my throat, but it was only Kiki, and my body flooded with relief.

“Reed. I need to talk to you,” she said urgently.

“What’s up? Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, I just . . . ” She cast a furtive look at the others, but they were all debating whether Gage was a jerk or not. Like that was even debatable. “Some of it worked,” she said, drawing me in closer.

My pulse thrummed in my ears. “Some of what worked?”

“The spells,” she said through her teeth. “I’ve been practicing them, and I got a few of them to work.”

Suddenly my mouth went dry. Someone whirled past, air-kissing me and wishing me many happy returns, but I didn’t even register who it was.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked.

She shook her head slowly from side to side, not taking her eyes off mine. I tugged her away from my other friends toward the wall.

“Which ones?” I asked. I basically had the list memorized, though I hadn’t tried any of them myself today. There had been too much to do in preparation for the party, but I was also kind of . . . angry at the book for failing me. I hadn’t even looked in its direction since last night.

Yes, I was giving a book the cold shoulder.

“Well, Levitas, first of all,” Kiki whispered, looking around furtively. “Forget the spoon. I made an entire set of silverware dance.”

My pulse raced in my veins, tickling every inch of my body. “Seriously?”

“Yep,” Kiki said, grinning. “And I got Ventus to work too.”

I blinked. “Wait. You made wind?”

Kiki nodded proudly. “I moved the curtains in my room and everything.”

I could hardly breathe I was so excited. “Kiki, do you realize what this means?”

“I know,” she said.

I grabbed her hand and looked around. “Come on. You have to show me.”

“Where? This place is crawling with people. Not to mention security detail,” she said.

“I’ll find a place.”

We were just stepping away from the wall when a waiter stepped up next to us and handed me a small, square card.

“What’s this?” I asked him.

“A message for the birthday girl,” he said before moving on.

I looked at Kiki. That was weird. And weird, considering our current circumstances, was not good. I glanced behind me and felt bolstered by Sam’s presence about ten feet away.

“Open it,” Kiki said.

Fingers quaking, I tore open the small envelope. Inside was a flat card with a message scrawled across it in familiar handwriting.

Reed,

Meet me in Noelle’s room for a birthday surprise.

Love,

Josh

I felt a momentary rush of relief, but it didn’t last long. The last time I’d been passed a note during a party, it had been a fake—a note from Dash that had actually been from Sabine, telling me to meet him on the roof. And the rest was awful history.

Suddenly, my phone vibrated in my clutch. I exhaled loudly and yanked it out. It was a text from Josh.

STOP STRESSING. IT’S REALLY ME. I JUST WANT TO GIVE YOU YOUR PRESENT IN PRIVATE. NOW GET YOUR BUTT UP HERE!

I laughed, relieved for real now. I glanced at Kiki reluctantly. “I should go.”

“That’s cool,” she said. “Just find me when you come back down.”

“I will. Thanks.” I shoved the note and the phone back into my bag and headed for the door. As much as I wanted to see Josh, my excitement was tinged with regret. If Kiki could really perform spells, I was dying to see it. Maybe I’d just have to cut the Josh-time short. I was halfway through the lobby when I almost collided with Noelle, Ivy, and the Billings pack.

“Hey! We were just coming to dance with the birthday girl,” Noelle said.

“Actually, I’m on my way upstairs. Josh is up in our—your—room,” I told her. “Distract Sam so I can slip away?”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Ivy asked, glancing up the stairs. “Maybe he should come with you.”

“They’re not letting anyone upstairs unless they’re on the family’s approved list,” I said, gesturing toward the two beefy guards at the foot of the steps. “I’ll be fine.”

“Okay,” Noelle said. “But come right back. I mean it. No naked birthday fun. Josh is just going to have to wait until the threat is neutralized.”

I blushed hard and glanced at Ivy, who was also pink around the edges. “I have no intention of engaging in naked birthday fun,” I assured them, wondering if Noelle had said that only to torture Ivy. “I promise, we will both return to the party in fifteen minutes. If we don’t, you can call in the National Guard.”

I turned around and started toward the stairs. Sam made a move to follow, but Noelle stepped in front of him, one hand to the center of his beefy chest.

“Let her go. She’ll be fine,” she said.

“But I—”

“It’s her birthday and she wants some alone time with her man,” Noelle told him. “So unless you want to be part of an illegal threesome . . . ”

That was the last thing I heard before jogging up the steps. I laughed under my breath as I made my escape, my heart beating wildly, knowing that for once, only good surprises awaited.



HAPPY BIRTHDAY, INDEED



At the top of the carpeted steps, I turned left and made my way down the hall toward the elevator that would whisk me to Noelle’s floor. It was amazing how muffled the sound was from up here. Aside from the dull thud of the bass coming through the floorboards from the ballroom and the occasional shriek of laughter, everything was silent. As I approached the small elevator alcove, my steps slowed. Usually light radiated out from the alcove at all hours, but right now it was dark.

I felt a cold wisp of a wind tickle the hair on the back of my neck, and suddenly, the gold locket felt warm against my chest. My hand fluttered up to touch it.

Images from my last dream flooded my brain. The birthday cake, the robed figures, the dead bodies. What was wrong with me? This had to be a trap. Of course it did. How could I have possibly thought it was a good idea to go anywhere alone right now?

I took an instinctive step back, heard a creak, and whipped around. There was no one there. Down in the foyer, a glass shattered and was met by a resounding round of applause.

I should just go back to the party, I thought, taking one step in that direction. Surrounded by a crowd, I’ll be safe.

But then, all I had to do was get in the elevator and it would take me right to Josh. No one could attack me if I was alone in an elevator. And I wanted to see him. Really, it was all I wanted right then. If I could just see him, everything would be fine. I turned around again and something caught my eye. A video camera bolted to the ceiling in the corner, trained right at me. I let out a breath, feeling foolish. Surely if someone shady had somehow slipped by the guards on the first floor—which was unlikely—and come up here, they would have been pounced by one of the dozens of security personnel. I was just being paranoid. Not that anyone could blame me, after everything that had happened to me in the past two years.

Steeling myself, I walked over to the alcove. The lightbulb in the overhead fixture was out. That was it. There was no sign that it had been tampered with—no shattered glass on the floor, no hanging corners or wires sticking out. No one was lying in wait. I hit the button and the elevator instantly pinged. My heart hit my throat.

Damn, I was jumpy.

The doors slid open and I stepped inside. As soon as I did I had this awful premonition that a hand was about to descend on my shoulder. I turned around quickly, but no one was there. Reaching out a violently shaking hand, I hit the button for Noelle’s floor. The doors couldn’t close fast enough. Every second it felt like someone was about to leap inside and grab me. Every moment a gloved hand was going to come around the corner and hold the door. By the time the doors finally did close, I was hyperventilating.

“Okay, calm down,” I told myself, as the elevator ascended with an efficient hum. I leaned forward, resting my head against the cold, reflective gold doors. “Everything’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

When the doors slid open again, I stepped out slowly, glancing left before I turned right. Again, I heard a creak. The door to the emergency stairs wasn’t closed all the way. Had someone just come through there? Suddenly terrified, I sprinted into Noelle’s room, slamming both the doors behind me, and whirled around, fully expecting to be jumped, blindfolded, dragged away. But when I turned, the only person standing in the candlelit room was Josh. He wore a blue suit and a dark gold tie. His hair was slightly neater and more styled than usual, and in his hand was a small red jewelry box.

“Hey, Reed.” He pried the box open with a creak and a pop. Inside was a gorgeous square aquamarine stone, surrounded by tiny diamonds. A ring. “Happy birthday.”

“What? What are you?” I tore my eyes away from the sparkling stone, which seemed to magically reflect every one of the dozen candles dotting the room, and looked at Josh. Suddenly I was breathless for a whole new reason. “Are you serious with that thing?”

Josh cracked up. He took a step forward. “Don’t worry. It’s not an engagement ring or anything,” he said. He plucked the bauble from the box, holding the delicate gold ring between his thumb and forefinger. “It’s your birthstone.”

“I . . . I know,” I said, stepping toward him. “It’s beautiful.”

Josh swallowed hard. He took my right hand delicately in his own and slipped the ring onto my ring finger. It fit perfectly and felt surprisingly light. “I just wanted you to know . . . how much you mean to me,” he said earnestly, looking me in the eye. “If we were ten years older, I’d be asking you to marry me right now.”

My heart expanded to fill my chest and tears stung my eyes, but this time they were perfectly happy tears. No fear, no anger, no nostalgia. Just happiness.

“And I’d be saying yes,” I said.

Josh grinned. He pulled me to him and kissed me and kissed me and kissed me, until I seriously considered breaking Noelle’s no-naked-birthday-fun rule. The room gradually seemed to grow warmer and warmer, until tiny beads of sweat broke out along the back of my neck, but we just kept kissing. His arms around mine, his chest to my chest, our knees knocking together. We kissed like it was the last time we’d ever have the chance.

“I love you so much, Reed,” Josh said, finally breaking away. Our foreheads touched, and his hands were tangled up in my hair.

“I love you too,” I said breathlessly.

It was a totally, utterly perfect moment. Then I heard a thud, and Josh’s eyes went wide, and he crumpled to the floor. After that, all that there was in the world was my scream.



VILLAINS



“You are the strongest of us all, Reed. You’re the only one who can save them. The only one who can save yourself.”

Eliza Williams spoke directly in my ear. But I couldn’t see her. Everything was dark. All I saw was blackness stretching out for all eternity. My head lolled to the side and I started awake, but even with my eyes open, all was black. My head radiated with pain.

“Use your power, Reed. Use it to warn them.”

Frustration bubbled in my veins. I wanted to reach out and grab her. Shake her. Slap her as hard as I could. But I couldn’t move my arms. How was I supposed to use my power to save myself? My power, if I even had one, was prescient dreams. And since I hadn’t dreamed that someone was going to knock Josh out cold and grab me, the ship had basically sailed on using my powers for anything.

“Warn them, Reed. You can warn them.”

I had no idea what she meant, and a whimper escaped my throat, waking me for another split second before I floated off into a new state of semisleep. I just wanted to know if Josh was okay. I just wanted him to be here, wherever here was. I scrunched my eyes closed as hard as I possibly could and thought of him. His eyes, his hands, his mouth, his touch. I wanted his arms around me. I wanted him to tell me everything was going to be okay. Forget saving myself right now. All I could think was, I’m here, Josh. Please find me. Please help me.

I saw him looking up into my eyes. Saw myself falling into him. His arms wrapping around me. Safe, safe, safe in his arms.

Suddenly the blindfold was ripped off my face, and a fingernail scratched my cheekbone. My head snapped back and slammed against something hard. I saw stars—brightly colored, flashing, popping stars—floating before my vision. I shook my head from side to side to clear it, and saw that I was in some kind of basement room. The ceilings were low, the floor was made of stained cement, and the only light came from several tall candelabras set up around the periphery. Tied to identical wooden posts, directly across from me, were Astrid, Lorna, Missy, and Constance.

Now I was fully awake.

“Astrid! Lorna! Missy! You’re okay?” I blurted.

Tears streamed down Lorna’s face, and Astrid was covered in what looked like dried mud. Neither of them looked anywhere close to okay. But they were alive. At least they were alive. But where was Josh? What had they done with Josh?

“Reed? What’s going on?” Constance asked, her voice quaking.

She was still wearing her pink party dress, and a trickle of blood ran from her temple to her jaw. When had they taken her? How long had I been out? My fingers clenched into fists behind me, the simple movement straining my biceps. I looked down at myself for the first time. My ankles and my hands were lashed to a wooden pole. My shoes were gone and the skirt on my dress hung lower on one side, torn at the seam. Aside from the throbbing pain at the back of my skull, however, I appeared to be in one piece.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Just stay calm.”

“Stay calm?” Missy shrieked. “What do you think those are for?”

She nodded toward the center of the circle and I forced myself to look. Laid out on a small round table were six pristine silver daggers, their points touching at the center of the circle, their black handles evenly spaced. Each handle pointed directly at one of us. It looked as if they had been set up to be grabbed easily.

Except there were only five of us. The sixth dagger pointed toward an empty wooden pole.

I felt a whoosh of movement behind me and turned my head, wincing at the pain. All I saw was a flap of black fabric, like a robe, and then it disappeared. My heart started to pound in earnest, thrumming white-hot terror through my veins.

Black robes. Just like in my dreams.

“Who’s there? Who’s doing this? Nice work nabbing five defenseless girls, you cowards. The least you could do is show yourselves!” I snarled.

There was a slam somewhere in the darkness, and Constance made a low, pathetic sound in the back of her throat.

“Good job. Now you’ve pissed them off,” Missy snapped.

“Make that six girls,” a disembodied voice growled.

A heavy door slid open, momentarily letting in a shaft of blue light. I saw that piles of crates lined the walls, stamped with the words ASTI MOVANTI over a drawing of some kind of quaint, rural village. Suddenly Kiki was thrown through the door, struggling and spitting and cursing loudly. A fresh red bruise rimmed her right eye, and blood dripped from a cut in her lip. Two robed figures had her by her arms, but they were barely holding on. The moment Kiki saw the rest of us, though, she stopped struggling. Her shoulders wilted in what looked like defeat.

“Run, Kiki,” I said through my teeth. “You can still get away.”

As far as I could see, she was our only hope. She was the only one of us who was semifree. But she just shot me a look I couldn’t read and let them tie her to the post next to mine. I groaned and leaned my head back. We were screwed. We were ever so very screwed.

Taking a breath, I looked around, desperate for anything that could tell me where we were, anything I could use to get us out. I heard Eliza’s words in my ear and clenched my teeth.

“You can warn them.” But who? It seemed like everyone worth warning was already here.

Still, I closed my eyes and thought as hard as I could of Noelle, of Ivy, of Josh. I conjured up a mental picture of the basement and tried to somehow make them see it. As if that were even possible. What really sucked was that it was the best—the only—plan I had.

“They’re all here,” a woman’s voice said in the darkness. “We can begin the sacrifice.”

My eyes popped open. Constance and Lorna whimpered.

“Sacrifice?” Astrid cried. “What sacrifice?”

“Anyone touches a hair on my head and you’re dead,” Missy spat, pulling against her ropes. “Do you have any idea who my father is?”

There was a chuckle in the dark. The sound was so out of place it sent a shiver down my spine. A hooded figure stepped from the shadows behind Constance and Missy and slipped sideways between them to enter the center of the circle. I sensed movement all around me, and soon we were completely surrounded by black hoods, outnumbered at least three to one. My eyes shot to Kiki and she looked back at me, her face grim, but somehow . . . determined.

Determined to do what? There was no way out of this. The only thing she should have been determining was whether she wanted to say any prayers before she died.

The figure in the center of the circle stood next to the table of daggers and ever so slowly turned, pausing as it faced each of us, as if it could see our faces through the dark fabric of her hood. It looked at Kiki, then Constance, then Missy, then Lorna, then Astrid, and then, as if moving through a thick fog, it turned to me.

It lifted its hands to its hood. I held my breath and forced myself not to look away. I thought of all my enemies. All the people who could possibly be insane enough to think up a horrible scheme like this. The figure looked slight, female. It was Paige Ryan. It had to be. Or Demetria Rosewell.

Just before the hood was nudged back, I had the panicked, wild thought that it was going to be Sabine. Or even Ariana. They had appeared in my dreams, after all. Could it possibly be one of them? Had they escaped?

And then the hood fell back and I gasped. I recognized the blond hair, the Botoxed brow, the perfect skin, the huge diamond earrings. It wasn’t one of the villains from my dreams, but it was close enough.

It was Cheyenne Martin’s mother.



MY EXECUTIONER



“Mrs. Kane?” I blurted.

So this was why I’d dreamed about Cheyenne. Her mother was behind this.

Cheyenne’s mother smirked casually at me, as if I’d just told an inside joke. “Hello, Reed.” She laced her skinny fingers together in front of her. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment for a long . . . long time.”

I gaped back at her. Cheyenne’s mother had never been anything but polite to me. She’d seemed so strong after Cheyenne’s death. Emotional, sure, but strong. Not at all crazy. Certainly not a person who could mastermind the kidnappings of five of the wealthiest, most connected teenagers in the world—and me.

“Why?” I asked. “What did we ever do to you?”

Her smirk deepened. “Let’s forget about ‘we’ for the moment, shall we? Let’s talk about you.”

Missy let out a wry laugh.

“Fine,” I said, lifting my chin. “What did I ever do to you?”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Kiki’s shoulders moving back and forth in an almost rhythmic pattern. I hoped she had come to her senses and was trying to get free. I decided to make this conversation last as long as humanly possible so that she’d have some extra time.

“I’m sure by now you know about our four founding mothers,” Mrs. Kane said with a touch of sarcasm. “Of how Catherine White is related to Ariana Osgood, of how Noelle Lange is descended from Theresa Billings, of how you”—she paused here to sneer at me—“have both Billings and Williams blood corrupting your veins.”

I felt a flash of pride and lifted my chin even higher.

“Well, I, too, am descended from that ignominious little club,” she said, shaking a wisp of blond hair back from her face. “Cheyenne and I are direct descendants of Helen Jennings.”

“The maid?” Kiki blurted.

Mrs. Kane’s eyes narrowed and she slowly looked over her shoulder at Kiki. “Yes, Miss Rosen. The maid.”

“What the hell is she on about?” Astrid asked Missy.

“Believe me,” Missy said, “you don’t want to know.”

Mrs. Kane shot them a silencing glare. They both clamped their mouths shut.

“We always knew that if ever the four families were to meet at Easton again, there would be trouble,” she continued. “But we had thought the Williams line had finally died out.”

She stepped closer to me, her shoes rasping against the concrete floor. She leaned over and peered into my eyes, so close our noses almost touched.

“We should have known better. We should have known Eliza would rear her ugly head again. And so she has.”

Her breath mingled with mine, and it was all I could do not to bite her nose off. She leaned back again and walked away, shooting me a snide look over her shoulder. “Your grandmother made sure of that, didn’t she?”

Mrs. Kane plucked one of the knives from the circular table. My heart sank to my toes.

“What do you mean?” I said, barely able to speak past the burning lump of horror in my throat. “What do you mean, she made sure of that?”

Mrs. Kane cocked her head. “Don’t you know?” She walked over and lifted the knife toward my face. I flinched, and Constance and Lorna started to sob. “You were engineered, my love.” She brought the tip of the knife to my left cheek and I felt a pinprick on my skin.

“No no no no no,” Lorna whimpered, wagging her head back and forth.

“Your grandmother was the one who invited your mother to interview at Lange Industries. She was the one who made certain your mother got the job as your father’s assistant. She dropped in their laps the project that forced them to work late nights, weekends, holidays. To always be thrown together. She knew her son well enough to know what would happen. And as one of Eliza’s descendants your mother is, of course, a whore.”

“Shut up!” I spat.

She flinched and the point of the knife drove deeper into my skin. I felt the hot trickle of blood down my cheek and started to shake.

“Just like you are,” Mrs. Kane continued, her voice singsong. She moved the knife to my other cheek and pricked me there as well. “All of the Williams women are whores, and all of the Lange women are manipulative liars. Guess what that makes you?”

She turned around and dropped the knife back on the table with a clang. “Clean it!”

Someone rushed forward and grabbed the knife, scurrying quickly away. Mrs. Kane turned back to me.

“Ever since you’ve been enrolled at Easton, there has been nothing but misfortune,” she said, her words clipped now, as if she were giving a presentation on stocks and bonds. “My daughter died because of you and—”

“Your daughter died because Sabine DuLac was unhinged,” Astrid spat.

Mrs. Kane blinked and her head twitched slightly. Then she continued as if Astrid hadn’t spoken. “My daughter died because you are a walking curse,” she said to me. “And the rest of you have only made it worse.”

She flung an arm around at the others.

“Since you riffraff have been allowed into Billings, there has been nothing but misery and destruction. But now, with your sacrifice, the slate will be wiped clean.”

The knife was returned to its place on the table, and Mrs. Kane’s minion disappeared back into the shadows.

“With the purging of all those who were not properly chosen, all will be set right.”

“You’ve got your facts wrong,” I said. “I was properly chosen. And Missy would have gotten in. She’s a legacy.”

Mrs. Kane tsked, then sucked in a breath through her teeth. “You were chosen by one and one alone, Miss Williams,” she spat. “Ariana Osgood, descendant of the one who cursed us, convinced the others to invite you in so that she could keep an eye on you. And then the little heathen went crazy and started murdering people. Hardly a ringing endorsement, I’d say.”

“What about me?” Missy said, eyeing the knives with terror. “I would have gotten in junior year, like Reed said. You can’t do this to me. It isn’t fair.”

Mrs. Kane ignored her. She lifted her hood back over her head and turned her back to me.

“Begin the ritual,” she said.

And then she melted into the darkness. Instantly, six hooded figures moved into the circle. Each one picked up a knife. My heart slammed into my rib cage over and over and over again as I fixated on the point of the knife closest to me.

“No!” Astrid shouted. “You can’t do this!”

“This isn’t happening,” Lorna said over and over again, still shaking her head. “This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening.”

Missy continued shouting about being a legacy, and Constance was just screaming out of control. Her eyes were wild as she struggled against her ropes, and I felt as if my heart were slowly tearing with each shriek.

“Reed! Reed!” Kiki cried.

I somehow tore my eyes away from the knife, which was being walked slowly in my direction. The six wielders were muttering something under their breath—something like a chant—but I couldn’t make out the words.

Kiki flicked her head back and I looked down at her hands. She was holding her left hand out, palm to the side, but her wrists were still bound. I looked back at her face, my brow knit.

“What?” I demanded.

She mouthed one word. “Ventus.”

She couldn’t be serious. She wanted to try a spell? That was her master plan? Her eyes widened, prodding me. From the corner of my eye, I saw the person before me lift the dagger with both hands. I had about ten seconds to live. I nodded to Kiki, turned my hand so that the palm faced left as well, and shouted.

“VENTUS!”

Suddenly, a vicious wind whipped around the room, flinging my hair in front of my face, pelting my blood-soaked cheeks with dirt, stinging my eyes. I turned my head away from it to protect myself and heard knives clang to the floor. Someone screamed. Dimly I saw one of the robed figures crawling across the circle, grappling for a fallen knife. Then Mrs. Kane exploded from the shadows, her hood blown from her face, her hair flying wildly in all directions. She grabbed the figure’s arms and pointed at me.

“Start with her! Start with the Williams girl!”

Shaking fingers closed around the knife handle. The robed figure stood up and staggered toward me, one hand holding the hood to her head. She lifted her arm and lunged. I closed my eyes, wondering how much this would hurt before I died.

Then there was a slam. The wind died. And someone who sounded a lot like my dad let out a guttural scream.

“No!”

A body careened against my executioner, knocking the figure sideways and slamming it into the floor. My father pinned the person to the ground, his knees on her shoulders, and wrested the knife out of her hands. When he whipped the hood away, my jaw dropped. It was Demetria Rosewell.

“Reed! Reed! Are you all right?”

Josh was in front of me. I began to shake from head to toe, with relief, with terror, with confusion. Had we really just done a spell? Or had the door opened at the exact moment we’d tried, bringing the wind with it? Was Josh really here, or was I dreaming again?

“Reed? Answer me,” Josh said.

But he wasn’t real. None of this was real. None of this could really be happening. In the corner I saw Noelle. And Ivy. And Mr. Lange. And Grandmother Lange. And about two dozen police officers. None of it registered, though. They were all characters in a play. Features in someone else’s reality. I looked back down at my boyfriend, my eyes dry and narrowed, blood still dripping onto my shoulders.

“Reed?” Josh reached up and touched my face with his fingertips. His skin was warm. His fingers trembled. “Reed, please?”

He was real.

“Josh?” I blurted. “Josh?”

“Oh my God, you’re bleeding,” he said.

Someone started messing with my hands. Tugging at the ropes.

“Josh?”

I couldn’t stop saying his name. Something inside of me had broken, and I was like a skipping record.

“Josh? Josh? Josh?”

His face changed. The color drained and his eyes were like pinpricks.

“Get her down,” he growled.

Something slipped from my ankles and my feet were free. A second later my hands were too. I fell into Josh, launched into him, nearly flattened him. I was shaking so hard my head bumped his chin over and over and over again.

“Josh. Josh. Josh. Josh. Josh.”

“It’s okay,” he whispered into my hair, kissing my head, holding me as tightly as he could. “It’s okay. I found you. I found you and everything’s going to be okay.”

The weird thing was, it was almost exactly how I had imagined it a few minutes earlier. Exactly how I’d wished it to be.



SHARED BLOOD



“Drink this.”

I sat on a chair someone had found in a corner of the basement, a coarse NYPD-issue blanket over my shoulders. Josh crouched in front of me, holding out a paper cup full of water.

“I’m an idiot,” I said.

Josh blew out a sigh. “Well. I’m glad to hear you say anything other than my name, but I can’t agree with that.”

I swallowed hard. My mouth was full of dust and dirt and blood. I lifted the cup to my lips, shaking so hard some of the water spilled over onto my lap. I sipped just a little, and a trickle of clean coolness slithered down my throat. I stared down at the ring he’d given me. A spot of blood had dried over several of the diamonds.

“How can you love me?” I asked, my voice cracking. “All I do is bring you misery and . . . and head wounds. How can you even be with me?”

A single tear slid down my cheek and got caught in the crusted blood, where it stopped and started to itch. Josh laughed quietly. He lifted his hand to cup my cheek, drawing his finger over the spot, driving the itch away.

“How could I not be with you?” he asked.

I sniffled. “But I—”

“Reed, none of this is your fault,” he said. “I know you don’t believe that right now, but I’m going to spend the rest of my life doing everything I can to convince you. You’re not cursed. You’re not unlucky. You’re perfect.”

He hugged me and I leaned into him, pressing my nose into his chest. Over his shoulder, I could see the police rounding up the suspects—the believers. I was surprised that Paige Ryan wasn’t among them, and happy to see that I didn’t recognize anyone else, except dimly from the society pages. I had feared that Susan Llewelyn, once one of my favorite alums, would be part of this, but thankfully, she wasn’t there either.

“Can I ask you something?” Josh asked, whispering in my ear.

I nodded into his jacket.

“Did you try to . . . send me a message?” he asked.

I drew back, my heart thumping extra hard. “What do you mean? Why?”

Josh swallowed hard, looking freaked. “I was with the police and Mr. Lange, Ivy, and Noelle, and all of a sudden I got this . . . I don’t know . . . this picture in my mind. Of a crate of Asti Movanti.”

We both looked toward the door, where dozens of Movanti crates were stacked.

“You . . . you did?” I asked.

He nodded. “I just sort of blurted it out and Mr. Lange said it was the name of this wine . . . some failed venture of Mrs. Cox’s. She bought controlling stock in this Italian company or something and the wine turned out to be swill. I don’t know. But anyway, as soon as I said it, Ivy told them we had to check out the Coxes’ house. Because they live right next door to the Langes, and Mrs. Cox . . . she’s a Billings alum and—”

He paused and took a breath. “That’s her,” he said quietly. “Over there. With the white hair.”

I glanced up to find a frail-looking woman with a short white coif being inched away in handcuffs.

“Did you lead me here?” he asked.

“You are the strongest of us all, Reed. You’re the only one who can save them.” Eliza’s words sent a shiver right through me. “Use your power to warn them.”

Was it possible? Had I actually sent Josh a telepathic message? Had I saved us all?

“Where is she?”

I straightened up at the sound of my mother’s voice, forgetting everything instantly.

“Mom!” I shouted.

Her face went slack when she saw me, and she raced over. Josh helped me stand up and I hugged her, clutching her to me as hard as I could.

“Are you all right?” she asked, leaning back and holding my face with both hands. “My God, what did they do to you?”

“I’m okay, Mom,” I said. “I’m fine.”

Behind her, near the door, I saw Grandmother Lange watching us. She had a proud gleam in her eye that made me want to hurl something at her. Was what Mrs. Kane had said about her true? Had she engineered my very existence?

But even as I asked myself the question, I suddenly remembered what Mr. Lange had said that day in his office—that his mother had kept a close eye on all the old families—that she probably knew about me before my own mother did. It was true. All of it. Mrs. Kane and those who believed in the curse might have been nuts, but the people running our side of things weren’t playing with a full deck either.

I glared at her, hating her for what she’d done to my dad. To my mom. To my brother. To me. Even to Mr. Lange and Noelle and her mom. It was like she thought she was God. She couldn’t mess with people’s lives like that, and as soon as I had the chance, I was going to let her know how I felt about her.

As soon as I could get her away from my mother and Mr. Lange and my dad. Who might flatten her the same way he had Demetria Rosewell.

The crowd of officers on the other side of the room shifted, and one of them dragged a handcuffed Mrs. Kane out of a chair. Her makeup was smudged and her hair stuck out around her head as if she’d been hit with an electric shock. She kept her chin high as they led her across the room, but she trembled violently. Clearly she hadn’t expected to end up this way. Clearly she’d had the utmost confidence in her crazy-ass plan.

Suddenly she turned to look at me, as if she’d felt me watching, and sneered. “This isn’t over. You’re trash and you will always be trash.”

I felt a surge of anger and triumph all at once. I pulled away from my mother and Josh, even as they both tried to hold on to me, and strode toward her, my bare feet freezing on the cold cement floor. Clenching my teeth, I got right up in her face, ignoring the forbidding, outstretched arms of the police.

“At least I’m not going to prison,” I seethed. “Have fun rotting in your prison cell with the rest of your crazy friends.”

Mrs. Kane bared her teeth. Her eyes were like an abyss. Dark—so much darker than I’d ever realized. She let out a screech that couldn’t have come from nature, and somehow flung the officer who was holding her to the floor.

Before anyone could move, she had freed herself from her handcuffs, grabbed a knife from the table where they were being bagged and tagged, and flung it, with both hands, at my chest.

“Reed!” Josh screamed.

“No . . .!” my father shouted.

But I couldn’t move. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t make myself move. It was as if I was being held in place by some invisible force. All I could do was think about how powerful Eliza Williams claimed I could be, and how very, very wrong she was if I couldn’t even step aside to save my own life.

And then, out of nowhere, Mr. Lange flung himself in front of me. The knife pierced his chest with a sickening slicing sound I will never forget as long as I live. And just like that, Noelle’s father, Theresa Billings’s great-grandson, the person who’d given me life, fell to the floor at my feet. His eyes were open, his lungs were still.

I would never get the chance to thank him.
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IMAGINING THE POSITIVE



The sky that early June day was the kind of blue that goes on forever and makes you believe anything is possible. As I stood at the edge of the new Billings House construction site—my boyfriend, Josh Hollis, holding my hand, and my sister and best friend, Noelle Lange, standing just to my right—I felt like that particular blue had been conjured just for me.

It was all happening. Billings was being rebuilt. A huge, yellow backhoe was clearing the plot, bringing up the dark, wet earth of spring with each drag of its shovel, releasing the sweet scent of new beginnings into the air. Construction workers in hard hats marked off the area, unloaded cement blocks and workbenches, and walked in and out of trailers, letting the doors slam purposefully behind them. It was the fresh start I had always hoped for, and I couldn’t stop smiling. I reached up and touched the gold locket hanging around my neck—the one that had once belonged to my ancestor, Eliza Williams—with this warm, comforting sense that I was exactly where I was supposed to be, doing exactly what I was supposed to be doing.

“Reed, are you sure this is a good idea?” Josh asked, squeezing my hand.

My smile faltered. He squinted his green eyes against the sun as he turned to look at me. His light blue sweater had a few drops of yellow paint on the collar and his always unruly, dark blond hair was pushed up in the back by the breeze. Josh was, hands down, the hottest guy at Easton Academy—the most handsome, adorable, mature, attentive guy I’d ever met—even when he was raining on my parade.

“It just seems so . . . wrong,” Noelle added.

I gaped at her. Her dark hair was back in a low ponytail and she wore a black boatneck dress over black boots. Not very bright-and-bold, spring-fashion runway, but Noelle had never been one for color in her wardrobe. And, of course, she looked perfect anyway.

“Unbelievable. This is what you guys finally agree on?” I gestured toward the construction site. The two of them rolled their eyes at each other.

“It’s just . . . when Daddy left you all that money, I don’t think this is what he had in mind.”

Noelle looked down at the ground, nudging a pebble of old-Billings concrete with the pointed toe of her boot. This had been a habit of hers for the past couple of months, ever since her father—our father—had been murdered the night of my seventeenth birthday. She looked down whenever she spoke of him. Actually, she looked down a lot more often than she ever had before. I knew how much she missed him. I missed him too, but in a different way. Noelle had spent every day of her nineteen years knowing him, loving him, calling him “Dad.”

I, however, had never really gotten to know him. I missed what I had never had the chance to have. Sometimes I wasn’t sure which was worse, until I saw the way Noelle’s face fell whenever he came up in conversation. At those moments I knew her loss was far greater than mine. At least the crazy bitch who’d done it, Alyssa Kane—the mother of our now-deceased Billings sister Cheyenne Martin—had been given a speedy trial and sentenced to life in prison after a mere ten-minute deliberation by the jury. Guess that’s what happens when you stab someone right in front of two dozen witnesses, including about ten cops.

Of course, the dagger had been meant for me, a fact that I tried not to think about.

My phone rang for about the millionth time that day. Another demanding alumna, no doubt. I had invited every living Billings alum and some of the more influential Easton graduates to the ribbon-cutting ceremony this weekend and had planned a cocktail reception and brunch as well, hoping to show them all such a good time that they’d go back into the world and spread nothing but good PR for Billings. But the simple weekend I’d hoped for was turning into a circus. All the wealthy, influential women from Billings’s past had special requirements or demands that they absolutely had to have fulfilled before their arrival in Connecticut, and each time my phone rang or beeped or vibrated, my nerves frayed a little thinner.

Noelle gave my bag the stink eye, so I reached inside the outer pocket and hit ignore. Whoever it was, I could return the call when I got back to my dorm.

“This is our chance, Noelle,” I said gently. “Thanks to your dad, we can remake Billings into what we always knew it could be.”

“I know. You’ve said all this before,” Noelle remarked impatiently as the backhoe beeped loudly, backing toward the far edge of the plot. “But my father—I mean, our father . . . he hated this place. Don’t you think it’s a tad crass to be using his money to rebuild it?”

My mouth suddenly tasted sour. How could she not remember that this whole thing had been her idea? Back before my birthday, back when Mr. Lange was still alive, she was the one who had suggested I ask him for the money to rebuild Billings as my birthday gift. She had known then how much he hated Billings, and she’d still tried to pressure me to do it anyway. But now that the Easton Board of Directors had granted me the building rights—after accepting my offer of a huge cash donation to the school, of course—it was like she’d forgotten all about her initial involvement.

But I couldn’t remind her of it, because I knew it was all coming from a place of sadness and regret. I knew that she was just trying to honor her dad’s wishes now that he was gone. I got that. I did. I just wished it could be different. I wished I could find a way to win her over. Because rebuilding Billings without her support just felt . . . wrong.

“Well, I think that he would understand,” I said, turning to gaze out across the upturned earth. I saw my construction chief, Larry Genovese, shake hands with another burly man. “I think he would appreciate that I want to do things right this time. I want Billings to be a place we can all be proud of. There’s going to be an actual application process now. I’m going to make sure that girls are admitted based on their merits, like GPA, school involvement, community service—”

Noelle scoffed, but I wasn’t sure if she was laughing at my Girl Scout version of the new Billings, or if she was annoyed that I was dissing the old ways.

“And I’ll be making the final decisions even after I graduate,” I said, looking at Josh. “It won’t be a bunch of girls talking behind each other’s backs, accepting people based on catty, shallow criteria like who was the first to snag the latest limited edition Gucci bag.”

“Oh, so now you’re qualified to decide what it takes to be a Billings Girl?” Noelle said snarkily.

My face burned. I was about to reply when my phone rang again. Frustrated, I tugged it from my bag. The caller ID read “Janice Winthrop.” One of Billings’s wealthiest alums. She was supposed to be coming in for the ribbon-cutting ceremony and had RSVP’d yes to both the cocktail hour at Mitchell Hall Saturday night and the brunch in town on Sunday morning. Now my heart all but stopped, hoping she wasn’t calling to cancel. I was counting on both her financial and moral support once Billings was up and running. This was one call I could not ignore.

“Hang on a sec, you guys.” I brought the phone to my ear. “Hello, this is Reed,” I said in my most professional voice.

“Reed, hi! Janice Winthrop here. I’m so sorry to bother you again, but I just called the Driscoll to confirm my reservation, and they have me in a business suite rather than the royal suite, and they swear someone else has booked it. I’d have my assistant look into it, but he comes down with these migraines at just the worst moments.”

I somehow felt both relieved and even tenser, all at the same time. At least she was still coming. The logistics I could deal with. “I’ll call them right away, Ms. Winthrop,” I promised. “I’ll have it all worked out before you arrive.”

“Good. Thank you, Reed. I’m so looking forward to meeting you in person and seeing all my old friends!” Ms. Winthrop said. “Our reunions always take place on the week of my firm’s board meetings, so I can never make them. I can’t thank you enough for getting everyone together like this!”

I pressed my lips together. Interesting how she made it sound as if this whole thing were being put on for her benefit. But all I said was, “It’s my pleasure. I’m looking forward to meeting you, too.”

“All right, then. See you on Saturday!”

There was a click and the line went dead. I looked down at the phone and noticed that I also had twenty-five new texts and thirty new e-mails, all from Billings alums, no doubt. I felt my skin growing warm and my shoulder muscles coiling, and I told myself to relax. I could answer all their questions and concerns later. Right now, Janice Winthrop was the pressing issue.

I was about to speed-dial the Driscoll Hotel, when a puffy cloud moved in front of the sun, and an awful chill went down my back. Someone was watching at me. I could feel it. Standing still as stone, I scanned the campus, and something moved in the corner of my eye. I turned quickly, just in time to see a shock of blond hair as it disappeared around the corner of the library. My hands went clammy. My heart was in my throat.

“Who was that?” Noelle asked from behind.

For a split second I thought she’d seen the blond girl too—the girl who looked so much like Ariana Osgood, I could hardly catch my breath. But then I realized she was referring to my call.

From this distance it could have been anyone, I told myself. Don’t start looking for ways to freak yourself out now.

“Janice Winthrop. Just confirming her plans,” I replied lightly, tossing my phone back in my bag. For some reason, I didn’t want Noelle to see me sweat, and the Driscoll call could wait a few minutes. I turned around and tried to remember what we had been talking about before the interruption.

“Ah, Janice Winthrop. One of the most notoriously needy Billings Girls of all time,” Noelle commented, crossing her slim arms over her chest. “Don’t let her get too involved, or your phone will never stop ringing.”

I narrowed my eyes at her as the sun emerged again. Right. We’d been talking about how unqualified I was to choose the new residents of Billings.

“Noelle, I’ve told you a million times that you could help me make all the decisions about Billings. I’d make you a full partner like that,” I said, snapping my fingers.

Noelle took a deep breath and blew it out audibly. She tilted her head up and stared at the sky, letting her ponytail tumble down her back, taking in all that blue. For a second I thought that the gorgeousness of the day was working its magic on her and she was finally going to agree, that she was going to give me her blessing and offer to help—an offer I could sorely use now that things were really getting under way. Mr. Lange’s business partner, Chester Worth, had helped me a ton—finding the architect and hiring the contractors and the project’s accountant—but there were decisions to be made every day, and as much as I put on a competent front, sometimes I felt like I was in way over my head.

“I don’t think so,” she said finally, leveling her chin again. She shook her head. “In the end, this place brought us more misery than anything else. You were almost murdered at Billings, Reed, in case you’ve forgotten. It’s where Sabine tortured you, where she killed Cheyenne. . . . ” She drew a pair of dark Donna Karan sunglasses out of her bag and slipped them on. Only then did she turn to fully face me, when I couldn’t see her eyes at all. “Honestly? I’m glad Hathaway had it torn down.”

My mouth went completely dry. She couldn’t be serious. Billings was her life for two and a half years. Yes, some awful things had happened there, but Billings had also brought us together, made us friends, and in a way made us sisters. But before my stunned brain could formulate a response, she’d turned on her spiked heels and was striding across campus. Josh put his arms around me from behind and gave me a squeeze.

“I can’t believe she just said that,” I told him. My chest was all hollow, like she’d punched a hole right through it.

“Hey. Noelle wouldn’t be Noelle if she wasn’t a stubborn bitch,” he joked, nuzzling my ear.

I tilted my head away from him and turned around. “You get why I’m doing this, right?” I said, looking up into his eyes. “I mean, I know you hated what Billings was, but it’s not going to be like that anymore. Not with me in charge.”

“I know.” He leaned in to kiss my lips. “Forget what I said before. I’m proud of you. You’re taking something negative and imagining the positive possibilities. Not a lot of people would bother.”

I grinned. “Wow. Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

He kissed me again, this time longer and deeper and so perfectly that I almost forgot where I was until one of the construction workers whistled at us, eliciting a round of applause from his coworkers. Josh blushed and I lifted a hand.

“Yeah, yeah. Get back to work!” I shouted jokingly.

Josh checked his phone. “Actually, I should be getting back to work too. I have a lot of studying to do this week.”

“You do realize you already got into Cornell,” I said, taking his hand as we started toward the center of campus. “Plus you’re, like, a shoo-in to win half the senior awards at the banquet next week. Give yourself a break already.”

Josh’s face reddened all over again. “Yeah, about the awards ceremony . . . I’m not even sure I’m going to make it.”

I blinked. The end-of-the-year Easton Academy awards ceremony was the biggest school-sanctioned event of the year. All the seniors’ parents came, plus a bunch of alumni, and everyone got dressed to the nines to watch one another receive awards for academic achievement, leadership, philanthropy, and athletics. Aside from graduation, it was the most anticipated event of the final semester, and Josh was one of the senior class’s shining stars. He should’ve been psyched.

“You can’t not go,” I said, placing my hands on his chest. “Who’s going to collect all your hard-earned bling?”

Josh smirked, but looked away. “I have my bio final at eight the next morning and I want to ace it. I’m sorry, but I don’t want to be one of those losers who slack off just because they can.”

“Okay,” I said, knitting my brow. I’d never heard of a second-semester senior working as hard as he was. We paused at the intersection of two stone pathways, one leading to the library and administration buildings, the other back toward the dorms. “Well, then . . . I guess I’ll see you at dinner later?”

“Definitely,” he said with what seemed like a relieved smile.

I was just letting go of his hand when my phone rang. I fished it out of the outer pocket of my leather messenger bag and blinked. It was one of the Easton Academy numbers, but not one I recognized. Josh gave me a quizzical look as I answered.

“Hello?”

“Miss Brennan? This is Headmaster Hathaway.”

My heart skipped a startled beat.

“Oh. Hi, Headmaster,” I said, looking at Josh.

“Double H?” Josh mouthed, confused. I shrugged.

“I need to see you in my office,” the Headmaster said, his tone making my toes curl and my fingers clench. “Now.”



SHELVED



“If you have to study, you can go,” I told Josh as we hurried up the marble steps inside Hell Hall, which was the not-so-affectionate nickname the students of Easton had for Hull Hall, where all the teachers kept their offices. Behind closed doors, phones rang, keyboards clacked, and muffled conversations were carried on. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“Didn’t sound like nothing,” Josh said, jogging behind me. “I can spare a few minutes.”

I looked over my shoulder at him with a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

Just then, someone came around the corner on the stairwell and slammed into my shoulder, hard. Missy Thurber, former Billings Girl and class-A bitch, was coming down the stairs and didn’t even bother to mutter an apology.

“Ow! Don’t worry! I’ll just get out of your way!” I called after her sarcastically.

She paused on the landing below and shot me a serious and silent look of death. One that actually sent a chill through my heart. Then she kept right on walking.

“Wow. What’s her problem?” Josh asked as we started up the steps again.

I cleared my throat, my stomach feeling suddenly queasy. Missy hadn’t spoken to me once in the three months since my birthday, when Mrs. Kane held us all hostage, but it didn’t bother me. Everyone dealt with having their lives endangered in a different way, and it wasn’t as if we’d ever been real friends. But I’d never thought I could feel threatened by her. Until now.

“I don’t know,” I said warily.

Josh and I both paused. We’d just arrived at the top floor and could hear angry voices coming from the back office. From Headmaster Hathaway’s office.

“ . . . why you can’t do something about it!”

“Contrary to popular belief, Sawyer, I’m not all-powerful.”

“I don’t even understand why we’re talking about this. This whole thing is completely stupid.”

“Was that Graham?” I whispered to Josh.

He nodded. “And Sawyer.”

We hesitated at the threshold of the outer office—the one usually occupied by Headmaster Hathaway’s assistant. Right now the large, airy waiting area was empty, the computer screen atop the wide oak desk blank, the rolling chair tucked in.

“What should we do?” I asked Josh.

“I say we knock before they find us out here frozen like a couple of eavesdroppers,” he replied.

“Good plan.”

We crossed the room and Josh banged loudly on the door. Instantly the voices fell silent. The door swung open and the Headmaster stood there, his light green tie slightly loosened. He wore no jacket, and his expression was both frazzled and impatient.

“Hello, Miss Brennan,” he said to me. Then his eyes flicked dismissively to Josh. “Mr. Hollis.”

Graham shoved past his father, shot Josh a look that was obviously meant to kill, and kept walking without a word. There was no love lost between Graham and Josh. A couple of years earlier, Josh had dated and broken up with Graham’s twin sister, Jen, who had tragically taken her own life soon afterward. Graham held some kind of grudge against Josh over the whole thing, and from the way Mr. Hathaway was coldly staring Josh down, I wondered if he did too.

“Sawyer, Josh,” Mr. Hathaway said, folding his arms over his chest. “If you would kindly excuse us.”

Sawyer, who had become one of my best friends over the past few months, ducked his head so that his blond hair fell over his eyes, and slipped past his dad. As he walked by me, he mouthed the words, “I tried.” And then he was gone. A skittering sense of foreboding shot right through me.

“I’ll wait for you downstairs,” Josh whispered.

Then he shut the door behind him, and I found myself alone with the headmaster. His office was bright and sunny, the large windows thrown open to let in the fresh spring air. The heavy curtains billowed, then slapped against the molding as the wind died down. Mr. Hathaway gestured at the chair across from his desk, and I sat. He sighed, shoved his hands through his light brown hair, and lowered himself down in the seat across from mine. As he laced his fingers together atop his leather desk blotter, I realized that, for the first time since I’d know him, he looked slightly older than his forty-some-odd years.

“I’m truly sorry to have to tell you this, Reed, but it looks like the ribbon-cutting ceremony you were expecting to have this weekend will have to be postponed,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. “Indefinitely.”

My heart dropped all the way through the floor, probably landing somewhere near Josh’s feet four stories below. No. No, no, no, no, no. Hundreds of alumnae were flying in for this event from all over the world. I had alerted the press. I had hired a caterer and ordered fifty bottles of seriously expensive champagne. I’d laid out all that cash for the cocktail party on Saturday night, for the hotel rooms, for the Sunday morning brunch. If I called it off now, I was going to look like a clueless little kid. And the new Billings would be pegged as a failure before the first stone was laid.

“Why?” was all I could manage to say.

“Unfortunately, it seems that the plans you submitted are not up to code,” the headmaster said, looking me in the eye. “There’s a new green initiative in the county, and unless the plans are changed significantly, the zoning board is going to kill the project entirely.”

My fingers curled around the leather armrests on my chair. “What? But the town approved the plans,” I said, my voice pitching itself up in a panic.

“I know, but now someone has submitted them to the county,” he said slowly, as if speaking to a chimpanzee.

“Who?” I said. “Why?”

I kind of sounded like a chimpanzee, actually. I cleared my throat and tried to get my thoughts in order, but none of this made sense and all I could think was that this wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. At that moment my phone rang, and I felt like I was going to explode out of my skin. I reached into my bag and pressed down on the ignore button as hard as I could. Janice Winthrop wasn’t going to care much about which suite she was booked in when she found out there was no longer an event to attend.

“I don’t know,” the headmaster said. He tugged a piece of paper toward him and tilted it up to read. “But apparently the plans need to include the following: fifty percent sustainable materials; energy-efficient lighting, heating, and plumbing; and a solar panel to help ease the carbon footprint. Which, apparently, will at least get us a tax break from the state.”

“Oh my God.” I slumped back in my chair and my fingers automatically fluttered up to touch the locket. The current plans for the new Billings did include some green materials and plans for energy-efficient appliances and light fixtures, but I didn’t recall anything about heating and plumbing, and no one had ever mentioned a solar panel. “What am I going to do?”

“I don’t know, Miss Brennan,” he said. He tugged out another copy of the letter from the county and handed it to me. “But considering all the difficulties we’ve had on campus lately, I can’t go up against the county right now. So until you figure this out with your design team, the Billings project is officially shelved.”



THE NEW MISSY



“I don’t get it,” Constance Talbot said. Sun shone through the skylight at the center of the Easton dining hall, turning her red hair golden. “Who could have sent the plans to the county? We’re the only ones who have seen them.”

Around the table, my Billings friends wore varying expressions of concern, suspicion, and disappointment. Normally we took up two tables in the cafeteria, but for the moment, every last one of us was gathered around one table, and they were all leaning in over one another so they could hear my story. Even London Simmons and Shelby Wordsworth were there. After the insanity that had occurred on my birthday, we had all voted and decided to relax the rules that governed the Billings Literary Society—the secret club that I had started back in January. In fact, we’d kind of abandoned the thing entirely, giving up on the midnight meetings in the Billings Chapel and all the crazy talk of witchcraft. It just hadn’t seemed right to go back there, after all the terror and misery the BLS and the book of spells had brought us. And although I knew that Kiki Rosen was still experimenting with some spells on her own, the rest of us hadn’t dabbled at all, content to try to get things back to normal. Which also meant that London, Shelby, and Constance had been hanging out with us again. Everyone was back together. Well, everyone except for Missy.

“Actually, that’s not exactly true,” I said, leaning back in my wooden chair at the head of the table and tucking my brown hair behind my ears. “My architect and contractors have them, of course—”

“But none of them would send them to the county if they knew it meant getting shut down,” Tiffany Goulborne pointed out. “They’d be out of a job.”

“True,” I conceded. “But I also sent them to some of the wealthier alumnae.”

“WTF? Why did you do that?” Portia Ahronian said, clutching the dozen gold necklaces around her neck. “You have enough money to build this thing ten times over.”

“I know, but I thought it would be nice to get other people involved,” I said. “The more they feel like part of the new Billings, the more they’ll be invested in its future.”

“She’s right, you guys. We need the alums,” Rose Sakowitz said, looking around at the others. She looked even tinier and more adorable than usual in a pink plaid sundress with her red curls held back by a tortoiseshell band. “Think of how many times they’ve supported us when things have gone . . . ” She trailed off.

“I think ‘awry’ is the word you’re looking for,” Tiffany put in, shifting in her seat. “Like when Cheyenne . . . passed away and we had to elect a new president? They don’t usually have to come up with two presidential gifts in one year.”

I squirmed a bit, recalling the amount of cash and all the expensive presents that had been dropped in my lap after I’d been elected in the fall—not to mention the very thorough and useful files on the current Billings Girls and our alums that I’d been gifted.

“And how Suzel told us about the secret passage at Gwendolyn so we could get to the Legacy last semester?” London added, clicking a rhinestone-encrusted compact closed after checking her lipstick. “She’s, like, a total asset.”

“Seriously,” Shelby said, checking the end of her dark blond braid for split ends. “The alumnae have been keeping us afloat for years.”

“Yeah, but after everything that’s happened, can we really trust any of them?” Astrid Chou said as she reorganized her paintbrushes inside a funky, polka-dotted carrying case. “I mean, if this was three months ago, you probably would have sent the plans to Cheyenne’s batty mother.”

I swallowed hard, my eyes flicking to Noelle. She was the only one not participating in the conversation, choosing instead to sit at the far end of the table and page through Vogue. My phone beeped loudly.

“Is your phone possessed or what?” Amberly Carmichael asked, pressing the palms of her perfectly manicured hands into the edge of the table. “It hasn’t stopped since we got here.”

I groaned, pulling my phone out to silence it. “Sorry.”

Astrid did, of course, have a point. I always thought Cheyenne’s mom, Mrs. Martin, was a cool woman, someone who loved Billings and would have done anything for us. Until I found out she believed in this hundred-year-old curse and thought that five of my friends and I needed to die in order to break it.

“I don’t know, you guys. Most of the people I sent the plans to seemed really excited. Some of them even donated money,” I told them. “I can’t imagine that any of them would have wanted to sabotage the project.”

Everyone around the table exchanged wary glances, as if waiting for one of us to confess. Finally Kiki Rosen leaned forward, wrapping her earbud wires around her iPod before she shoved it into her battered canvas backpack.

“Okay. Forget who screwed us. The real question is, how do we get unscrewed?” she asked.

“We have to go back to the drawing board. Literally,” I said with a sigh. “I already spoke to my architect and she said she could modify the plans, but since a lot of the materials have already been ordered, it’s going to cost a lot more money. Plus it takes a while to get some of these green materials, so that will cause some serious delays.”

“How serious?” Amberly asked.

I licked my lips, dreading what I had to say next. My phone rang again. One more ignore. “Billings might not be ready by the fall. It might not even be ready until the following fall.”

“What?” Lorna Gross gasped, her dark brown eyes wide. “But most of us will be gone by then.”

“Everyone but Amberly,” I said flatly.

“This sucks,” Astrid said, shoving a potato chip into her mouth.

“Tell me about it,” I replied.

Suddenly, Lorna sat up straight and leaned back, out into the aisle. “Hey, Missy!” she called out loudly, giving a wave.

I turned around to see Missy Thurber striding right by our table, her wide-nostriled nose in the air as she completely ignored us. Her French braid swung haughtily down the center of her back, and she didn’t even blink when she heard her former best friend calling out to her.

This was the new Missy. It wasn’t just me she’d been ignoring. She had stopped returning any and all calls from the Billings crew, had stopped saying hello to us in the hallways, had stopped even looking in our direction, unless it was to shoot me evil glares. It was like all of us, and everything we’d been through together, had been excised from her brain.

“That girl puts the ‘lone’ in ‘loner,’” Vienna said, rolling her eyes.

Instead of turning toward the small corner table she’d been occupying by herself for every meal since March, she hooked a left and walked right over to a table full of guys. Senior guys. Popular senior guys and a few of their female hangers-on. Graham Hathaway greeted her with a smile and made a big show of pulling out a chair for her. Missy sat with a self-satisfied twist of her lips. Then Graham ran off to the food line to get her lunch.

“Since when are those two BFF?” Portia asked, clearly annoyed.

I glanced over my shoulder at the table where Josh; his roommate, Trey Prescott; and some of his other friends were sitting, and saw that they had noticed Missy and Graham as well. Josh and Trey, in particular, shot Graham annoyed looks as he returned seconds later with a bagel sandwich and iced tea for Missy. I sat back hard in my chair and slumped.

Call me crazy, but the idea of my worst enemy at Easton and Josh’s worst enemy at Easton hanging out together made my blood run cold.



MYSTERY TEXT



I sat in my final class of the day that afternoon, staring out across the quad at the now-silent construction zone. The bulldozers and the backhoe sat motionless in the center of the plot, as if their drivers had up and fled right in the middle of work. It made them look oddly lonely and sad, like great, hulking orphans. Up at the front of the classroom, Mr. Cheever helpfully outlined every item that would be on my calculus final, but I hadn’t once looked up at the board. Instead, my eyes were trained on that damn frozen backhoe, as if simply glaring at it would make it roar to life.

I had already placed calls to every important county executive I could find online, not knowing which one might be able to help me, but it wasn’t like it mattered. I’d been screened by each of their assistants and no one had called me back. I wished Mr. Lange were still alive. He would have known exactly the right person to contact, exactly how to smooth things over. But me? I was clueless and utterly lost. And I didn’t like the feeling.

I could have gotten in touch with Chester Worth again, but I tried not to bother him too much. Sometimes I could tell that the tentative phone calls of a naive schoolgirl grated on his nerves, almost as much as the tenth call of the day from Janice Winthrop grated on mine, and just knowing that I might be annoying him made me nervous to call. Somewhere in the back of both our minds, we realized I was not his responsibility, and sooner or later his duty to his deceased business partner was going to wear out.

If only I could get Noelle involved. That girl was definitely her father’s daughter. It was like she instinctively knew how to get things done, and get them done right. She had a way of talking to people that made them snap to attention.

But Noelle was off the project and, deep down, I knew why. She was angry at me because that knife her father had taken in the gut had been meant for me. She had never said it, she probably never would, but I knew she was thinking it. She had to be. Because I was thinking it too. I’d been thinking it every day since it happened, feeling the weight of it, the crushing blame. Our father had died to save me. I spent at least 99 percent of my waking hours trying not to let that fact overwhelm me. Which was another reason that rebuilding Billings was so important to me. Staying focused on every minute detail of such an overwhelming project kept me from obsessing on other, more horrifying thoughts.

I knew Noelle wouldn’t have wanted to lose me, but I often wondered, if it had come down to a choice between me and her father, which one of us would she have chosen to keep alive?

Someone in the room coughed, rousing me from my thoughts. I looked at the board and quickly jotted down a few notes, but there was no way I could catch up now. I glanced across the two rows of diligent students that separated me from Sawyer and hoped that he was taking good notes, because I was definitely going to need to borrow them.

Suddenly, I saw something flash out by the construction site. Someone was walking quickly away from one of the trailers. It didn’t look like one of the workers, though. He was too slim, too skittish, too young. He wore a black canvas jacket and a baseball cap and was moving so fast and furtively it made my nerves sizzle.

My phone vibrated in the back pocket of my jeans, making me jump. Behind me, Astrid snorted a laugh. I yanked the phone out and held it in both hands under my desk, cursing whichever alumna had decided to scare the crap out of me in the middle of class. The text was from an unknown number. Even though this wasn’t completely out of the ordinary—some of the alums had texted from numbers I didn’t have stored in my phone—my heart still pitter-pattered nervously. I’d had some bad luck with mystery texts in my recent past when Noelle and her grandmother had staged her fake kidnapping and sent me on a series of ridiculous tasks to get her back.

At the board Mr. Cheever droned on. I held my breath and opened the text.

U KNO U’VE GOT POWERFL ALUMS ON UR SIDE W/BILLINGS. U JUST NEED 2 FIND RIGHT ONE. HINT: SHE’S FILED UNDER G.

My throat went dry. I glanced around the classroom, but everyone in sight was focused on the teacher, their pens scratching over their notebooks. No one had a phone out—not Missy, not Lorna, not Diana Waters, not Sawyer or Marc Alberro. Of course, not every student at Easton was in this classroom, but most of them were currently in class somewhere. And technically, texting in class was verboten. But anyone could have sent this message and then stashed their phone away before I even had a chance to pull my cell out of my pocket.

My fingers trembling, I texted back.

WHO R U?

The message came up that it was sending. And sending. And sending. Then the screen lit up with the words: MSG FAILED.

Pressing my teeth together in frustration, I tried again.

WHO R U?

MSG FAILED.

I sat back hard in my chair and turned my phone off, mentally letting out a string of curses that, if spoken aloud, would have landed me in detention for a week.

Then, out in the hallway, I heard a giggle. I glanced up at the open door just as someone darted past. A blond someone in a pink dress. My heart completely seized and I sat up straight, but no one else in the room seemed to have noticed. It was all I could do to keep myself from sprinting across the room and checking the hall.

I glanced around the desks again, and my eyes met Missy’s. She was glaring at me from across two rows of desks, her mouth set in an angry red line.

“Reed,” Astrid whispered from behind me. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I’m fine,” I whispered back hoarsely, tearing my gaze away from Missy’s to face forward again.

My hands trembled beneath my desk, holding tight to my phone. I felt vulnerable and small, as if at any moment someone or something was about to attack. But the hallway was silent now, and the construction site was still, nothing moving other than the flag atop the crane, flapping in the breeze.



MT



“You’ve been stalked more this year than half the starlets in Hollywood combined. I’m not sure whether to be proud, jealous, or just seriously disturbed.”

Ivy Slade handed my phone back to me after reading my mystery text and arched one perfectly plucked eyebrow. She stood in the center of my single dorm room in Pemberly Hall with her slim arms crossed over her chest. Her dark hair hung loose over the shoulders of her white cardigan, and she looked as if she’d been spray-painted into her dark-wash skinny jeans.

“Believe me, it’s not something I’m proud of,” I told her, tossing my phone onto my bed. I glanced out the window toward the construction site, checking for dark-jacketed creepers or random girls with blond hair. “So what do I do now?”

“How much time do you have before Josh comes to pick you up?” she asked, sliding past me to sit at my desk. She opened my laptop and the screen instantly filled with at least ten open documents—outlines of my plans for the cocktail party and brunch; contact numbers for caterers, car services, florists, and hotels; guest lists; meal preferences; and arrival times. Just looking it was giving me a migraine.

“About ten minutes,” I replied, checking my watch. Josh had been busy most of the day, but we’d had a standing predinner coffee date for weeks now. So standard that all my friends knew I basically planned my day around it. It was the best and most chill part of my day. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we start by checking to see if this stalker’s info is any good,” Ivy said, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she looked back at me. I was already staring out the window again. “Hello? Can I have your attention, please?”

With a sigh I yanked the curtain over the window and then sat down on the edge of my bed. “Can we not call it a stalker? Just hearing the word gives me the heebs.”

Ivy’s red lips twisted into a smirk. “Fine. Mystery texter it is. MT for short.”

I smiled as Ivy opened the most valuable folder on my computer—the one containing all the information there was to know about every last Billings alum and all the current Billings Girls as well. There were several files, each with the information organized in different ways—by class, by initiation date, by last name. Ivy opened the alphabetical file and went right for the G’s.

“So. What are we looking for?” Ivy asked.

“I have no idea.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my thighs and scooted forward a bit. “Someone in county government? Or state?”

Ivy clicked on the first G name, Lacey Galvin, but apparently Lacey was a world-class yachtswoman living in Florida. She closed the file and opened the next.

“Or maybe someone in construction?” she said. “Green living?”

The next woman owned five hotels in France. The next was listed as a life coach in Los Angeles. There was an Olympic equestrian, a CEO of a gourmet food corporation, and several philanthropists, but no one working on environmental causes. By the time we got to the last woman in the G section, Cori Gulberg, I was starting to think that this MT person was either out of their minds, or so bored they were making stuff up for fun.

“Here’s something,” Ivy said, snagging my attention. “Cori Gulberg is president of Glace Cosmetics.”

I turned up my palms. “So?”

“It says they’re leaders in green initiatives in their field,” Ivy said, though even she sounded skeptical.

“They make organic blush and primer. That’s gonna be really helpful,” I groused, pushing myself up. I shooed her out of my chair. “Get up. Go!”

“Why? We’re done with the G’s. What do you think you’re going to find that I didn’t?” Ivy complained. She finally stood up when she saw that I was about to sit down on her lap.

“I don’t know,” I said. “There has to be something.”

I started scrolling through the entire alphabetical list, as if I was going to find some G name misfiled under M.

“No, actually there doesn’t,” Ivy said, hovering over me. “It looks like our little MT just felt like sending you on a pointless mission.”

“But why?” I asked, tearing my eyes from the screen as random names flew by faster and faster and faster. “Why bother? Just so that we’d waste a few minutes on my laptop?”

Suddenly, Ivy’s eyes widened at the computer screen. “Wait! Stop! Go back.”

I lifted my fingers from the touchpad. “Go back where?”

“To the S section,” she said, shaking her finger at the screen in frustration. “Did I just see the name Carolina Slavowski?”

“Um . . . maybe.” I scrolled back. What someone with the initials CS had to do with G was beyond me, but Ivy was acting like a puppy dog that had just spotted its first cat. I found the name Carolina Slavowski and hovered the arrow over it.

“And we’re interested in this person why?”

“Carolina Slavowski is the real name of Carolina Grant.”

I stared at Ivy blankly. “Who the hell is Carolina Grant?”

“From Renovate TV?” Ivy prodded me. She rolled her eyes at my continued dumb stare. “She does all these green renovations, overhauling houses to reduce their carbon footprint, helping businesses get up to code . . . ” She clucked her tongue and nudged me aside with her shoulder, angling for the keyboard. “Here.”

It took two seconds for her to bring up the Renovate TV website and toggle to a show called Go Green! Suddenly a video popped up on the screen, featuring a bright-eyed, curly-haired woman who was spunk personified.

“Hi! I’m Carolina Grant!” she said as she walked along a pristine beach in jeans, a T-shirt, and a tool belt. “Do you want to have the greenest, most cost-efficient, most Earth-friendly home on your block? We’re looking for new homes to renovate for next season’s episodes of Go Green! Simply click on the link to my left and fill out the entry form. You could be the next person to join the Go Green revolution!”

The video stopped and I gaped at Ivy. “She went to Easton?”

“That just makes her so much more awesome,” Ivy said reverently.

I leaned back, narrowing my eyes at her. “You watch Renovate TV?”

Ivy crossed her arms over her chest and stood up straight. “Sex addicts need sex. Drug addicts need drugs. I need to watch people demolish their homes and rebuild them again. Got a problem with that?”

I laughed. “Just seeing a whole new side of you, that’s all.”

“You do realize what this means, right?” Ivy said, grabbing my phone up off my bed. “It means that your MT is on the up and up.”

I turned around and stared at Carolina Grant’s frozen made-for-TV smile. “And it also means that we may have just found somebody who could help us fast-track Billings.”

Suddenly, I felt as if a huge weight was being lifted off my heart, and I found myself sitting up a little straighter. Maybe this project didn’t have to be shelved after all. Maybe there was something I could do to fix it. Who needed Noelle when I could have Carolina Grant?

“Thank you, MT,” I said under my breath.

“Should we call her?” Ivy asked, practically hyperventilating as she clutched my cell. Clearly the idea of talking to Carolina was making her dizzy.

“Definitely,” I said.

And then my stomach grumbled. My eyes darted to the clock on my desk and I frowned. Embroiled in our research, I’d lost track of time, and Josh was over twenty minutes late.

“Can I have my phone? I just need to call Josh real quick.”

Ivy’s smile drooped, but she handed the phone over. “Sure.”

It took four rings for Josh to pick up. “Reed, hey,” he whispered.

“Hey,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right. We still on for coffee?”

I was kind of dying to see him, especially now. I wanted to tell him about MT and the helpful info he or she had helped us dig up. Although, knowing Josh, he’d probably tell me to block MT’s number and never think about it again. He was decidedly anti-intrigue. And for good reason, considering our track record.

“You can’t go out now! What about calling Carolina?” Ivy hissed, nudging my arm. I batted her hand away.

“Crap, I’m so sorry,” Josh said. His voice got gradually louder until he was speaking normally. “I totally spaced. Trey got us passes to go off campus for pizza, so I’m not gonna be back for a while.”

My heart thumped extra hard. He’d spaced on our standing date? That was very not like him.

“Um, okay,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “It’s no big deal. I’ve got a lot to do anyway.”

“You sure?” Josh asked. I heard a horn honk in the background and assumed he was standing outside the pizza place now. But why couldn’t he talk to me in front of Trey? Why had he been whispering when he’d picked up?

“Sure,” I said, forcing a smile. “Call me later?”

“I will,” he said. “I love you.”

“Love you, too,” I replied.

Then the line went dead. I sat and stared at the phone until the screen went dark. I had this hot, roiling feeling in my gut. Something had been off with that phone call.

“He’s not coming?” Ivy asked.

“Apparently not,” I replied.

“Good. That means we can call Carolina now!”

She snatched the phone out of my hand and leaned toward the computer to reopen Carolina’s file and get her cell number—far more efficient than filling out the cable TV station’s online form. I rolled my eyes, but got up to give her more space. My heart felt heavy and twisted in knots thanks to Josh’s careless disregard of our date, but I told myself it was actually a good thing. Now I could get right on this Billings problem. Really, his sudden and unexpected thoughtlessness was a blessing in disguise.

Right?



THE POWER



“I was so excited when I hung up the phone with you, you have no idea,” Carolina Grant gushed as she walked at an inhuman speed from the parking circle, down the pathway between Bradwell and Pemberly, and toward the quad. Her crew scurried after her—one woman with a headset and an iPad, a guy with a smallish camera, and another toting a ridiculously large microphone over her head. “I haven’t been back here since . . . oh my God, I’m too embarrassed to say when I actually graduated, but let’s just say it’s been a long time.”

“Well, I’m glad you could make it on such short notice.” We had only called Carolina last night, and less than eighteen hours later, here she was, ready to get to work and save my butt. I guess Billings connections really did mean something.

Thank you, MT, I thought, somewhat grudgingly. The very idea that I owed my new luck to some freak who felt the need to text me anonymously made my skin prickle.

“So glad,” Ivy echoed, an admiring gleam in her dark eyes.

“I sent you an invite to the ribbon-cutting festivities this weekend, but it came back to me as undeliverable,” I told her. After our phone call the night before, I’d double-checked my guest-list records and discovered the mistake, which, of course, made me feel somehow totally rude and incompetent. “Otherwise you would have known about this sooner.”

“Oh, that happens all the time, since I’m constantly changing my e-mail to avoid crazed fans,” Carolina said, waving a dismissive hand. She stopped short as she emerged onto the open green space at the center of the Easton campus. “Oh. My. God. Nothing has changed!”

She clasped her hands together in front of her chest and I glanced over at Ivy, who had never been a fan of overenthusiasm. Sometimes when she was around Constance I got the awful feeling she was going to haul off and punch the girl in the face just for being her natural bubbly self. Now I expected a good eye roll at the very least, but instead she looked . . . giddy. I guess, like she’d said last night, we all had our things. Then Carolina’s gaze fell on the still dormant construction site and her smile completely disappeared.

“Well. Except for that.” She whipped around and looked at the camera. “Christopher? Can you get a good shot of that? That is where my dorm, Billings, used to be.”

“You got it, CG,” Christopher replied, bringing the camera to his shoulder. “And we’re rolling.”

Carolina took my arm and steered me down one of the stone pathways toward the Billings site, holding me close to her side as Ivy scurried to keep up. She wore a blue-and-white plaid shirt with snap buttons and destroyed designer jeans. Her thick hair smelled of apricots and, now that I was close up, I could see that she had on tons of makeup to hide what appeared to be acne scars. It was kind of nice to know that someone so beautiful and famous still had a few flaws to deal with.

“Now just act natural,” she said under her breath. “This is all just for the B roll. Establishing shots. Stuff like that.”

“Okay.”

All around us, people dropped what they were doing and turned to stare. A group of freshmen seated in a study circle looked up from their laptops and pointed. Trey and Gage Coolidge stopped tossing around a football and eyed us curiously. Even a group of teachers over by the Hell Hall stairs paused to gape. Suddenly it wasn’t the camera I was worried about. It was all the attention.

“Ugh. I was so disgusted and sad when I heard they had torn this place down,” Carolina said. “Now that I see it, I’m just plain depressed.”

We had come to the edge of the construction site, and she stared down at the spot where the front steps had once stood—a small area still untouched by the construction. You could still make out the indent where the bottom stone stair used to be, and she traced the corner of it with the toe of her work boot.

“This place really was like a second home,” she said, staring wistfully up at the sky. Christopher zoomed in on her as the microphone guy hovered the fuzzy boom over her head. Her expression was nostalgic and morose. “I’m honored that I’ll have the chance to rebuild it,” she said reverently. Then she looked directly into the lens and brightened like a firework lighting the night sky. “In true green fashion, of course!”

Ivy clapped quietly and I tried not to laugh. As Carolina began to walk the perimeter, dragging her crew and her superfan with her, I gazed across at the trailers and narrowed my eyes. Was that creepy figure yesterday just a curious student checking things out, or had he been here for a more sinister reason? Fingering Eliza Williams’s locket, I was about to walk over and check things out when I got that eerie, skin-tingling feeling that I was being watched. I turned around quickly, half expecting to see a mysterious blond girl staring me down, and was surprised to find Noelle standing under a tree about fifty yards off. Her arms were clutched around her stomach, and her sunglasses covered half her face. I smiled and waved her over, hoping that meeting Carolina might perk her up, but she acted as if she hadn’t even seen me. She slipped her phone out of her bag and ducked her head to talk as she walked off in the opposite direction. My heart thumped with this odd, disappointed foreboding, and again my skin started to prickle. This was never going to feel right if Noelle couldn’t get behind it.

“Now here’s what I’m thinking.” Carolina flung her arms out wide as if getting ready to paint a picture of her vision. “The taller the building, the—”

“Excuse me! Excuse me! Miss Brennan!”

We all turned around to watch as the headmaster speed-walked toward us across the quad, not even bothering to use the pathways. Missy and her cousin Paige Ryan scurried after him, like his personal and very alert assistants, which made my stomach turn. Paige and Missy had been involved in the previous plan to rebuild Billings—the one that had also included several of the women who had helped orchestrate and execute my latest near-death experience and Mr. Lange’s murder. Which, of course, made me wonder what the hell they were doing here now, and why they appeared to be so buddy-buddy with the headmaster.

Headmaster Hathaway tried to get his breathing under control as he arrived in front of us. He shot the camera a scathing look.

“Would you mind turning that thing off?”

Christopher didn’t move.

“Sorry. He’s under strict orders to only answer to me,” Carolina said with a wide grin. She offered the headmaster her hand. “I’m Carolina Grant of Go Green!, the number-one show on Renovate TV. And you are?”

“I’m William Hathaway. Headmaster of Easton Academy,” he replied, quickly grasping her hand. “Now what is the meaning of all of this?”

“Headmaster? Fantastic!” Carolina blurted, clasping her hands. “Then you and I are going to be spending a lot of time together. Reed here has asked me to oversee the reconstruction of Billings House, ensuring that it meets all the green standards of the county, but we’re going to do much more than that, aren’t we, Reed?”

I blinked. Her grin was practically blinding.

“We’re going to exceed those standards!” Carolina announced, putting her arm around the headmaster’s back.

Headmaster Hathaway went as stiff as a board. I’d never seen him look so uncomfortable.

“I thought the project was shelved,” Paige said in a snide tone, looking me up and down. “Isn’t that what you told us, Mr. Hathaway?”

My fingers curled into fists. Why was she even here? And what was the headmaster doing discussing the status of my project with her? Then, just like that, it hit me. It hit me so hard my brain felt suddenly weightless. Maybe Missy and Paige had sent the plans to the county. They definitely had the motive—they wanted more than anything to keep me from rebuilding Billings my way. But how had they gotten hold of the plans?

Headmaster Hathaway extricated himself from Carolina’s grasp and scratched just above his eyebrow. “Yes, well, from what I understood, it was going to take months for Miss Brennan’s contractors to acquire the green supplies required to—”

“Please. Nothing takes months once I get involved!” Carolina said. “I have connections at every major green company in the country. I can have every little thing we need delivered here like that!” she said, snapping her fingers.

Frown lines creased the headmaster’s forehead. “I appreciate your good intentions, Miss Grant, but the truth of the matter is that it’s not that simple,” he said. “This sort of thing must be voted on by the board of directors. Having a camera crew on campus is a serious privacy issue,” he added, glancing at the camera lens as Christopher zoomed in. He straightened his jacket and cleared his throat. “Each and every one of our students and faculty will need to sign waivers. There are permits to procure . . . ”

With each new objection, my hope deflated further and further until it was nothing but a tiny, wrinkled, airless balloon. I had thought that Headmaster Hathaway had finally come around to being on my side—at least he’d attempted to act disappointed when he’d told me about the county’s restrictions. But now, I had to wonder. Had he been psyched to get that letter from the county? Was he relieved to have a reason to shut me down and blame someone else? I knew he’d never been a fan of Billings—it had been his idea to raze it in the first place—but after I’d donated all that money I thought he’d pretty much jumped on board the Reed train. Apparently not so much.

As Hathaway continued his point-by-point case, Carolina put on a pensive expression and nodded thoughtfully. She shot me a quick glance, clearly prodding me to say something, and panic welled up inside my chest. What was I supposed to say? They were the adults here. I was just a student. And besides, how was I supposed to know how to deal with privacy waivers and consent forms? Did I look like I’d graduated from law school recently?

“Of course, of course,” Carolina said, finally realizing I was going to remain mute. She cast a glance over her shoulder at iPad girl. “And when is the next board meeting?”

“Well . . . this Thursday night,” the headmaster said. “But I’m sure there’s no way you can be prepared in time to—”

She nodded at her assistant, who tapped her iPad’s screen. “We’ll be there.”

My jaw dropped slightly. Was she serious? She was still committed after hearing all that?

Double H stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded as well. For once we were on the same page. “You’ll be there.”

“Yes. We’ll be there. We’ll present our plans and answer any concerns your board may have,” Carolina said definitively. Then the smile was back on again. “I look forward to working with you, Mr. Hathaway!”

The headmaster clicked his teeth together. Clearly the frustration over not having a comeback was killing him. And I was loving every minute of it. I wanted to turn around and kiss Carolina. Calling her in had been the best idea ever.

“See you then,” the headmaster muttered finally. He turned and walked away, retracing his steps through the freshly clipped grass toward Hell Hall. I shot Missy and Paige a triumphant look and they both rolled their eyes at me before following Double H. As they stormed off, I could have sworn I heard Missy let out a growling sort of groan. Apparently the frustration was contagious.

“Well,” Ivy said. “That was fun.”

“Why didn’t you say anything, Reed? This is your baby,” Carolina asked, grasping my shoulder.

“I don’t . . . I mean, you seemed to have it under control, so—”

“Yes, but you’re the one in charge. You’re the face of the project,” Carolina said in a pep-talky way. “If you can’t defend it, no one can. Or should, for that matter. If a leader doesn’t believe in her own cause, what’s the point?”

I swallowed. It was the quickest plummet of all time from victorious to humiliated, guilty, and unworthy. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Start sticking up for yourself!” Ivy said, jumping on Carolina’s bandwagon.

Carolina put both hands on my shoulders, forcing me to look her in the eye.

“Money means power, Reed. You’ve got all the power here. Sure, my fame is going to help speed up the process, but you’re the one who got us this far. You can’t let a little grandstanding like that stop you,” she added, chucking her chin toward the retreating headmaster. “If you do, then you are not your father’s daughter.”

Just like that, my shoulder muscles coiled. How did she even know who my biological father was? But then . . . maybe she did have a point. My hand fluttered up and touched my locket. Maybe it was time to start accepting, or even embracing, the fact that I had Lange blood in my veins. I’d been through a lot in the past couple of years. I was a seriously strong person, right? I didn’t need Mr. Lange or Noelle to speak for me. I could speak for myself.

“So, are you in or are you out?” Carolina asked me, releasing me finally and standing up straight.

I smiled slowly, my own posture lengthening as the sun warmed my face. “I’m in.”



PEACEFUL PERFECTION



Later, just as the sun was starting to go down, Josh and I commandeered a couch near the window wall of the solarium, cuddling back against one of the arms with our legs up on the cushions. The large, airy room was jam-packed with students, and we caught more than a few annoyed looks as underclassmen searched for empty seats, but I didn’t care. In a few weeks Josh would be graduating. Each moment like this one was precious. Besides, he was a senior and seniors could pretty much do what they wanted around school these days. A perk of being basically outta there.

“What was I thinking last night?” Josh said into my hair. “No pizza is good enough to make me miss this.”

“Yep. Pretty dumb move if you ask me.” I smiled, turning to the side so I could see him better. I felt a pang when I saw the guilt written all over his face. “I’m just kidding. It’s okay. It was just one date. Actually, it wasn’t even a date, it was a hang. You missed one datelike hang. No big.”

Surprisingly, I realized I actually meant what I was saying. Josh had told me he was sorry so many times over the past twenty-four hours that I was starting to feel guilty for being annoyed about it in the first place—not to mention more than a little clingy. Couldn’t the guy go out for food with his friends without me getting all jealous about it? I wasn’t the only one he was leaving behind when he went off to school. Pretty soon the guys he hung out with every day wouldn’t be there. Every time I thought about not seeing Noelle and Ivy every day, it made my spirits sink.

“One datelike hang too many,” Josh said under his breath.

He leaned down to kiss me and I looped my arms up and around his neck. We half-lay there like that and kissed and kissed and kissed until I forgot we were in the middle of a crowded room.

“Yeah! Take it all off!” Gage Coolidge shouted at us.

Josh and I broke apart and a bunch of people applauded, hooting and hollering and shouting more gross crap—enough to make me blush. I glanced at Josh sheepishly. Oops.

“I think we’re making people sick,” Josh said with a smirk. “Or possibly turning them on.”

“Either way, not my problem,” I said, even though my skin was on fire.

I leaned back into the crook of his arm again and sighed happily. This was definitely the most perfect moment of my week so far. I was not going to think about Billings or Thursday’s board meeting or what the future might hold for me and Josh. I wasn’t even going to think about MT, about whom Josh was still in the dark. I wanted to tell him, but after the awesome meeting with Carolina that afternoon, the last thing I wanted was a lecture about how I shouldn’t trust anonymous texters. I’d get around to telling him eventually. Just . . . not tonight.

Tonight I was just going to sit here and think about this. About us. About how his arm was warm on top of mine, how I could hear his heartbeat through his polo shirt, how he smelled of evergreen soap and paint and cherry lollipop.

Lazily, happily, my eyes scanned the room full of students, none of whom could possibly have any clue what it felt like to be as content as I was at that very moment. Some of them gazed at us dreamily, others were oblivious to my existence, and some, like Gage, were still mocking us from afar. But I didn’t care. Everything was utterly peaceful and perfect.

Until suddenly, abruptly, my eyes fell on Graham Hathaway.

He stood diagonally across the room, alone, and he was staring right at me. Glaring, really. His hands were tucked under the lapels of his suede jacket and he had dark circles under his eyes, as if he either hadn’t slept in days or had suddenly discovered hard drugs. He held my gaze and kept right on glowering until my heart felt like it was going to pound out of my chest.

But what the hell was his problem?

Then Missy and Paige walked over to him from the Coffee Carma counter, and Missy handed him a coffee. All the little hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Paige was still on campus. And now the gruesome twosome from lunch yesterday had morphed into a gruesome threesome.

“What’s she doing here?” Josh asked, following my gaze.

“Who knows,” I said, trying to sound casual. “I’m starting to think she has no life.”

Graham chatted with the two girls happily as they sipped their drinks. Just like that he was back to being smiling, jovial Graham. He pointed to a table being vacated by a klatch of teachers, and the three of them made a beeline for the coveted seats. I watched them for a while as my pulse began to cool, wondering if I’d just imagined it. Wondering if he’d look my way again.

But he never did. And before long I found myself thinking I’d somehow imagined the whole thing.



THE TIDE



Headmaster Hathaway was starting to squirm. Clearly I’d been right about him not wanting Billings rebuilt after all, because as soon as things started to sort of swing my way at the board meeting, he’d begun clearing his throat at odd intervals and he kept shifting his weight in his chair, making it squeak and squeal.

Oh well, I thought, feeling betrayed as I watched him tap his pen against the long table behind which he and the rest of the board members sat. Sucks to be you.

When we’d first arrived, my hopes had not been high. Probably because the first people I’d seen upon entering the Great Room at Mitchell Hall were Missy, Paige, and her twin brother, Daniel, who appeared to have gathered an anti-rebuilding contingent near the front row. Plus, even though most of the student body was present, gathered behind me in chairs and along the walls of the room, neither Josh nor Noelle was there. Josh had told me he’d be stuck at the library finishing a paper, and I hadn’t exactly expected Noelle to come, but it would have been a nice surprise. Still, I wasn’t about to let their absence distract me. I had a mission to accomplish here, with or without them. Over the past hour, not only had Carolina and I managed to answer each and every one of Mr. Hathaway’s objections, but we had already started to turn the crowd to our side. I credited Carolina’s charm and my seemingly bottomless bank account for the change in tide.

Of course, now Hathaway had brought out the big guns. Speaking at the podium was Mr. Thatcher Phillips, a representative from the county development committee, who had come armed with a laundry list of complaints he had just finished reading aloud. He reminded me of the creepy guy who played Mr. Potter in It’s a Wonderful Life, a movie I saw at least part of every Christmas season. He just had this air about him like his main goal in life was to suck any and all joy out of it.

“So you see, Miss Grant, Miss Brennan, all of these plans will need to be revised, which will surely mean weeks of additional work for your architect,” he said haughtily, folding up his list and tucking it into the inside pocket of his tweed jacket. He pushed his bifocals up on his bulbous nose and folded his hands over his ample belly. “I’m afraid that means a delay to the start of the project of at least two months.”

Behind the long table on the dais, Mr. Hathaway smiled into his hand. Is it wrong that I kind of wanted to smack him? What no one seemed to understand was that two months was not an option. In two days the entire Billings community was going to be descending on Easton, expecting to see some ribbon cutting. There was no way this weekend was going by without me wielding a giant pair of scissors.

“Actually, we have the revised plans right here,” I said, pushing my chair back and standing. Mr. Hathaway sat up straight as Carolina handed me a hard blueprint carrier, which I brought up to the podium. “In both paper and digital format.”

Mr. Phillips’s waddle quivered and he appeared, for a moment, flummoxed. “Yes, well, we’ll still need to review these and the process could take—”

“I’m willing to pay the admittedly exorbitant fee to rush the documents through,” I said, smiling even though my heart was pounding nervously.

You’re a Lange, I told myself. You know you are. Make them believe it.

“And since your very own staff architect oversaw the drawing up of these plans yesterday, I can’t imagine there will be any objections to our starting the project this weekend, as scheduled, with his good-faith approval.”

I turned and smiled at the county’s architect, Jack Lagos, who sat just behind Carolina. He was handsome in an older, rugged kind of way, with his frayed jacket and chin scruff. Carolina had called him on Tuesday evening and he, like almost everyone else she met, had been unable to resist her enthusiasm. The two of them had worked with her design team all day on Wednesday, through the night, and most of today.

“Of . . . of course,” Mr. Phillips said. “If you’re willing to pay the fee and if Mr. Lagos approves . . . ”

“I do, sir,” Jack said, pushing himself halfway to standing. “You’re not going to find any fault with those plans, I assure you.”

“All . . . all right, then.” Mr. Phillips cleared his throat. “Then I have nothing further.”

As he turned back toward the dais, holding the blueprint roll, he looked at Mr. Hathaway and shrugged helplessly. I returned to our table as Carolina rose from her own chair. She surreptitiously gave me a very low high-five, then tugged on the lapels of her white linen jacket, which she wore over crisp jeans and a yellow T-shirt. It was amazing how she managed to look businesslike, casual, and pretty all at the same time.

“Esteemed members of the board, we have now competently answered each of your concerns, from the problem of privacy to the safety of the site to disruption of classes to the county’s admirable green initiatives,” she said firmly. “But if I might add one last point of interest?”

Mrs. Whittaker, my friend Walt Whittaker’s grandmother, leaned forward in her seat, folding her gnarled fingers together atop the table. “Go ahead, Miss Grant.”

Carolina paced out from behind our table, looking much like a chic lawyer from some procedural crime drama. “It’s no secret to any of us in the Easton community that our school has had some . . . setbacks over the past two years.”

There was much squirming and squeaking of chairs at this reference to our school’s serious run of bad luck, but no one said a word.

“Time and again we’ve seen our good name splashed in the headlines and dragged through the mud,” Carolina continued, pacing before the board. “Some of the things that have been written and said about this place are, unfortunately, true, but many of them are not. This has unfairly tarnished our image in the private school community, not to mention the world at large.”

At this point she turned dramatically to face the board. “I submit that the Go Green! experience will go a long way toward reversing this negative publicity trend and putting Easton back on the map as a progressive, forward-thinking, community-driven school where the faculty and staff care not only about the students, but about the environment as well.”

A few of the board members began to murmur with interest and the crowd rippled with excited whispers.

“Just think about it,” I put in, standing again. “Front-page photos, not of crime scenes, but of students pitching in together to rebuild something that was lost.”

“Exactly!” Carolina said, snapping her fingers. My chest welled with pride. “Headlines not about murder and mayhem, but about the county’s noble efforts to protect our environment, and Easton’s particular role in leading the fight.”

“We’ll be supporting not only green businesses, but local businesses as well,” I said, standing next to Carolina. “The opportunities for positive publicity are endless, and will cost the school nothing.”

“Not one cent.” Carolina smiled.

“Honestly? I think we’d all be fools to let an opportunity like this one pass us by,” I said boldly, looking Headmaster Hathaway in the eye.

Behind me, Vienna and London let out a whoop, and the left side of the room—the side where most of the students were sitting—erupted in applause. If my MT was among them, I hoped he or she could tell how grateful I was to them for helping me score this huge victory. Without the mystery texter, I never would have known that Carolina existed. I grinned out at the crowd, and it was all I could do to refrain from taking a bow.

“All right, all right,” Headmaster Hathaway said, sitting forward and gesturing for quiet. “Enough with the propaganda, Miss Brennan.”

I felt the sting of his insult, but let it go. It was his last-ditch effort to make me seem foolish, and it wasn’t going to work. I could already tell by the smiles and the confident nods in my direction that we’d turned the board in our favor. Headmaster Hathaway was going down.

Mr. Hathaway took a deep breath and blew it out through his mouth, his chest deflating considerably.

“We will now put it to a vote,” he said reluctantly. “All in favor of allowing Miss Brennan and the people at Go Green! to go ahead with the Billings reconstruction as scheduled, say ‘aye.’”

There was a loud chorus of “ayes” from the board. The students cheered loudly. I think most of them were just psyched at the possibility of seeing their faces on TV, but that was enough for me. I suddenly couldn’t stop grinning.

“Those opposed?” Mr. Hathaway asked pointlessly. He looked up and down the dais as silence reigned.

“The ayes have it,” he said flatly. “Congratulations, Miss Brennan. I sincerely hope you know what you’re doing.”

The large hall erupted in applause. The headmaster stared me down from the front of the room as my friends gathered me in a group hug.

“Omigod, Reed! That was so awesome!” Amberly trilled.

Just as I stepped back, Paige, Missy, and Paige’s twin, Daniel, stormed down the aisle. Daniel passed so close to me his jacket brushed my hand. I recoiled like I’d been burned, his violent temper tantrums down on St. Barths all but seared into my memory.

Paige and Missy barreled on, but he stopped, looking me up and down like I was vermin. “You’re in way over your head, Podunk,” he spat. Then he yanked his jacket closed and followed his twin outside, letting the door bang shut firmly behind him.



SUPPORT



Twilight was just descending on the Easton campus as I sat down on one of the many stone benches dotting the quad. The air was warm and scented with honeysuckle. It was the kind of evening that made me want to take a deep breath and just be.

Unfortunately, my cell phone had other ideas.

“Hello? This is Reed Brennan,” I said, answering the fifth call in as many minutes. As much as I wanted to cling to the high of our victory at the board meeting, the world wasn’t about to let me. My many bags, papers, and poster rolls slipped out of my hands and tumbled to the ground at my feet. One of the posters bounced off and came to rest under a nearby birch tree. I sighed and just left it there.

“Miss Brennan? This is Lissa Knight.” I racked my brain, trying to remember who, exactly, Lissa Knight was. One of the Billings alumnae, undoubtedly, but I’d just talked to four of them in a row and my brain was too fried to remember anything about this one. “I’ve heard there are some issues with the ribbon-cutting ceremony? I’ve already had my assistant charter a plane for myself and the other Dallas-area alumnae, and if I have to cancel it I need to know as soon as—”

“You don’t have to cancel anything,” I said, closing my eyes and praying for patience. “I’ve just come from a board hearing and I can guarantee you the ribbon-cutting ceremony will proceed as planned this Saturday morning, and all the other events are on as well.”

“You’re sure,” she said. It was more of a statement than a question.

“I’m sure. I promise I wouldn’t waste your valuable time if I wasn’t one hundred percent positive we were going forward as scheduled,” I assured her, trying for my most responsible voice.

As long as nothing else goes wrong in the next twenty-four hours, I thought, gritting my teeth.

“Well, all right, then.” Her tone brightened considerably. “I’ll let the others know.”

“Would you?” I said gratefully, collapsing into the back of the bench and slumping down slightly. “That would be so helpful.”

“Absolutely. I look forward to meeting you in person, Miss Brennan,” Lissa said. “Good-bye.”

“Me as well,” I replied, then almost gagged. Was that even close to good grammar? “Good-bye.”

I hung up the phone and groaned, dipping my head toward my knees. Someone sat down next to me, and I recognized by the polished, pointed toes of her shoes and signature musky scent that it was Noelle.

“Bad day?”

“Not entirely,” I said, lifting my face and flipping my thick hair back. I sat up straight, feeling the need to keep up appearances with her as much as I did with all the alums. Lately, when I was around Noelle, all I wanted to do was prove to her that I was doing the right thing. “In fact, the board voted to let us go ahead as planned.”

Noelle rested her arm on the back of the bench, gazing out across campus, taking in the beautiful pink and purple sky. The torchlights lining the walks suddenly flickered to life, painting a quaint and peaceful picture, the kind of warm, scenic shot Tiffany would have loved to have captured on her camera. The kind of image the Easton Academy catalog would have gladly slapped on its cover.

“I heard,” she said, with a sour twist of her lips. “So why with the groaning and moaning?”

“I guess the rumors got ahead of me,” I said, holding up the phone as the screen lit up once again. “All the alums and their assistants are calling to make sure everything’s okay.” I sighed and hit ignore. “I never realized that explaining and ass-kissing could be so exhausting.”

Noelle looked me over. “You do look tired, Reed. And stress lines do not become you,” she added, waving a finger around my brow area. I batted her hand away. “I’m just saying! Why don’t you just let this whole Billings thing go? You’re only here for one more year anyway. Why don’t you try focusing on other things? Things that you can actually control?”

I blinked. What, exactly, made her think I couldn’t control the Billings reconstruction? Hadn’t I just proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that I could take on anything and anyone?

“Just live in Pemberly, spend your weekends at Cornell with loverboy like you know you’re going to anyway, graduate with honors, and put it all behind you,” she added, leaning back.

“Is that what you’re going to do? Just put it all behind you?”

Put me behind you? I added silently, feeling like a needy loser.

She pressed her lips together, giving me a condescending look that made my toes curl. “It’s hard to explain, but there’s something that changes when you get this close to the end,” she said, gazing out at the quad again. Couples strolled hand in hand, enjoying the warm evening. A gaggle of freshman girls giggled their way across campus toward the solarium. Off in the distance, a church bell clanged. “You suddenly start to feel . . . no, you start to know, that none of this . . . it just doesn’t matter, Reed.”

Now my fingers curled into fists. Didn’t she realize what she was saying? That this place that I loved despite everything, this place that had changed my life, didn’t matter? That I didn’t matter? That none of the crap we’d been through together over the past two years mattered?

I swallowed hard, not wanting to voice these thoughts. Not wanting to give her the opportunity to look down on me that way again. Like I was some pathetic middle schooler begging for her attention.

“I hate to say this, Noelle, but Billings . . . it’s part of our heritage,” I reminded her, shifting in my seat to face her. My phone rang again and I hit ignore as quickly as possible. “The Billings School for Girls was founded by our ancestors. I’m just trying to keep a part of that alive. Don’t you care about that at all?”

Noelle lifted her shoulders, then let them fall. “That’s all in the past. And after everything that’s happened, I think we should keep it there. It has nothing to do with us.”

I stared at her, wondering if she really believed that. Even when Josh walked up behind Noelle, hovering at the end of the bench, I didn’t break eye contact.

“Hey, guys,” he said tentatively. “What’s up?”

Noelle sighed audibly and stood, lifting her bag onto her shoulder. “Maybe you can talk some sense into her, Hollis. I’m out of ideas. And quite honestly, I’m starting to be bored by this whole thing.”

I let out a disbelieving bark of a laugh as she walked purposefully away. Josh slowly, tentatively sat down next to me and touched my shoulder, drawing a circle on my sweater with his thumb.

“What was that all about?” he asked.

“Just Noelle trying once again to squash all my hopes and dreams.” The phone rang and I jammed my finger into the screen over the word “ignore.” Then I turned it off and tossed it into my bag, already dreading the ten million calls I’d have to return later. I turned toward Josh. “She still wants me to give up on Billings, even though we just scored the board’s approval. She thinks I should be focusing on ‘other things,’” I told him, throwing in some highly sarcastic air quotes.

Josh tilted his head and chewed his lip, something he seemed to do often when he had something to say, but knew I wouldn’t like it. I felt my heart drop. “Well, there is a lot of other stuff going on.”

“Josh!” I wailed.

“Just hear me out,” he said, putting his hand on my knee. “We have finals next week, then graduation, and we haven’t even nailed down our plans for the summer yet. We’ve got all these parties and you’ve got the awards ceremony. . . . It’s just a lot to pack in, that’s all.”

I turned my knees away from him in indignation. My insides felt crammed uncomfortably beneath my ribcage. Why couldn’t I get just a teeny bit of support for something that mattered to me so much?

But even as I fumed, I couldn’t help picturing the stack of assignments on my desk back in my room. And the dozens of unanswered e-mails and texts from my friends. Not to mention the fact that my calendar was so jammed I was running out of space to type in new events and appointments.

“And not that I want to be known for taking Noelle’s side, but this whole thing seems like it depresses her every time it comes up,” he said, looking off in the direction of Pemberly. “I almost feel . . . bad for her.”

That got my attention. No one ever felt bad for Noelle Lange. Least of all Josh. And he was right, of course. Noelle had been through a horrible thing. Was Josh that much more in tune with my best friend’s emotional state than I was?

Ugh. I loathed myself. Here I was, whining about how no one was supporting me, when all the while Noelle was needing my support.

I looked down at the mess of bulging bags and plans and papers and checklists and felt exhausted all over again, like I could just curl up in my bed and sleep for days. Maybe Noelle and Josh were both right. Maybe I’d taken on too much and lost sight of what was important in the process. Not just Noelle, but my other friends as well. This was supposed to be all about the Billings Girls, but other than at meals I’d barely seen any of them lately, and a lot of them would be graduating soon—Ivy, Tiffany, Rose, Portia, London, Vienna, Shelby. Wasn’t I a total hypocrite if I ignored all of them in the name of Billings?

In the distance a construction vehicle roared to life. Carolina waved her arms in the air, directing the driver, and the last ray of sun glinted off the lens of Christopher’s camera. It looked like someone was wasting no time in getting the project up and running again.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t take a step back and take some time to deal with what was really important. Starting with my friendship with Noelle.

I narrowed my eyes and looked over at Josh. “I hate you, you know that?”

He smiled and put his arms around me. “Yes. But only when I’m right.”



ALL ABOUT NOELLE DAY



The lunch crowd at the Driscoll Hotel restaurant on a Friday afternoon was not exactly hip and happening. Occupying the prime tables near the windows were a few middle-aged men in business suits, locked in quiet conversation as they pushed their steak frites around on their plates. In the center of the room, where everyone could see them and they wouldn’t be tarnished by the sun’s harmful rays, were a few tables full of little old ladies in pastel suits, their legs crossed at the ankles, their lipstick perfectly applied, and their hair sprayed to a shine. The maître d’ led me and Noelle to a corner table, tucking us away from the rest of the clientele, and I surreptitiously slid my phone out of my Chloé bag and placed it atop my thigh under the linen tablecloth.

When I looked up, I caught a glimpse of auburn hair and saw Paige and Daniel Ryan just getting up from a table a few settings away. She shot me a scathing look and my palms began to sweat. I just couldn’t get away from these people. I prayed they wouldn’t come over to say hello to Noelle, and said a silent thank-you when they both turned and headed for the door.

“Taking the day off from classes to squire me to the Driscoll and a secluded corner table?” Noelle said, arching an eyebrow at me as she opened her menu. “I hope you’re not planning to propose.”

I laughed and scanned the specials menu, then placed the huge folder on my appetizer plate. “No, nothing like that,” I said, lacing my fingers together atop the leatherbound menu. “I just . . . I’ve noticed you’ve been kind of down lately and I thought it’d be cool to take the afternoon off and hang out.”

Noelle shook her head, an amused smile lighting her eyes. “I have not been down.” She lifted her thick hair over her shoulders and reached for her water goblet. Somehow her strong arms already looked tan in her white sleeveless dress. At least, for once, she wasn’t wearing black. “I don’t do down.”

In my lap, my phone vibrated. The text read:

IN LOBBY, CMING 2 U!

“Where in the world did you come up with that theory, Glass-Licker?”

I smirked, wondering how she’d react if I told her Josh was the one who had noticed it. “Whatever. The point is, I have a little surprise for you.”

I turned and looked over my shoulder at the double oak doors, thrown open wide to the lobby.

“Oh, God. It’s not a stripper, is it?” Noelle said, leaning sideways to see past me. She brought her fingertips to her temples. “Please tell me it’s not some cheesy stripper.”

“Oh, it’s way better than that.”

Just then Kiran Hayes and Taylor Bell walked into the room, spotted us, and let out a collective, but tastefully understated, squeal. Kiran grabbed Taylor’s hand and they rushed over to us in their high heels, catching curious and lustful glances from the men at the window tables. Kiran, at almost six feet tall, cut a stunning figure in a skintight royal blue dress and black heels, her short, dark hair tucked behind her ears. Taylor’s blond curls hung loose around her face, and her red cap-sleeve dress was belted by a black ribbon, accentuating her curves. Noelle’s jaw dropped when she saw them, and she rose from her chair.

“Oh my God! I can’t believe it!” Noelle gasped.

That was when I knew for sure she was surprised. Blurting without thinking was not Noelle’s way. They all double-air-kissed, clutching hands and grinning as I got up to hug them hello.

“What’re you guys doing here?” Noelle asked.

I held my breath, hoping neither of them would mention that they’d flown in for the Billings ribbon-cutting ceremony tomorrow, and that I’d added this lunch to their itineraries at the last minute. I’d rather Noelle believe it was the other way around.

“We’re here for you, babe!” Kiran announced, giving Noelle a squeeze. Perfect answer.

“We have declared today All About Noelle Day!” Taylor added.

“Isn’t that every day?” Noelle joked.

All of us laughed and I found myself staring at Noelle’s smile. I hadn’t seen it in weeks. Possibly months. Not a real one, anyway. As we all sat down around the table and the maître d’ hurried over with two more menus, I couldn’t stop grinning. It felt just like old times.

But then I heard it again. That odd snicker I’d heard in the hall at school the other day. I quickly turned in my seat and, sure enough, two tables over, a girl with blond hair, wearing a light blue plaid dress, sat alone, whispering into her cell. My pulse thrummed in my veins as I stared at the back of her head, just willing her to turn, willing her to finally show herself. Then she put the phone down and lifted a finger, summoning her waiter. As she turned I felt as if I was going to black out from the tension, the strain, the anticipation. But then I saw her long nose and brown eyes and realized it wasn’t Ariana at all.

“Everything all right, Reed?” Taylor asked. “You look . . . sickly.”

“Everything’s fine,” I said, turning toward the table again and forcing a smile. I looked around at the three of them and tried to shake the last inklings of fear. “In fact, it couldn’t be better.”



BLESSING



“Now this is what I’m talking about,” Kiran said, leaning into the railing at the stern of Noelle’s father’s sailboat as it raced along the Connecticut coastline. I stood next to her and looked out at the view, which was rather spectacular. Huge mansions hovered over the water, interspersed with older, more modest Cape Cod houses. Seagulls cawed overhead, diving toward the water in pursuit of their prey. The only thing bluer than the sky was the water, and the sun glinted off its choppy surface, making everything glitter and gleam.

I tipped my face toward the sun and sighed, feeling completely relaxed. I had put Vienna and London in charge of dealing with any last-minute planning issues that might arise for this weekend’s events, so my phone had remained relatively silent for the last couple of hours. Not having to hear that incessant beeping and ringing was like a mini-vacation.

“You know, I’ve been all over the world, but this is still one of my favorite spots,” Kiran added, turning around and pushing her dark sunglasses up into her hair. “I don’t know why I ever left.”

I glanced over at Taylor, who sat on one of the cushioned benches at the rear of the boat, and Noelle, who was laid out on a blue-and-white striped Ralph Lauren towel in her shorts and sweater, her face tipped toward the sun. Each of us tensed just slightly, not so much that anyone outside our circle would have noticed, but we all sensed it and knew why. Kiran had a good reason for leaving. She, Noelle, and Taylor had all been expelled from Easton after Thomas Pearson was murdered. They, along with Ariana Osgood, had brought him out to the woods that night and left him there to fend for himself. Ariana had been the one to go back and kill him, so she had gone to some cushy millionaire’s prison called the Brenda T. Trumball Correctional Facility for Women, while Noelle, Kiran, and Taylor had received probation, community service, and the aforementioned expulsions.

Of course, there was now the possibility that Ariana had somehow busted out and was stalking me all over campus.

I looked out across the stern, my heart pounding suddenly from all these Ariana-related thoughts. Part of me wanted to tell my friends about the strange, elusive blond-girl sightings I’d had over the past few days, but I bit down on my tongue. They’d just tell me I was crazy.

“So you’ve just spaced on the multimillion-dollar modeling contract?” Taylor joked, reaching for a flute of champagne. There was quite a spread on the low table at the center of the stern—champagne, strawberries and cream, a huge variety of chocolates—all the Billings Girls’ favorite things.

“Oh yeah, that. For a second there I almost forgot what a huge, honking success story I am,” Kiran joked. She dropped onto a cushion on the floor next to the table, folding her long, perfect legs under her, and plucked a strawberry from the bowl.

“Actually, I think we’ve all done pretty well, considering,” Taylor said pragmatically. “I’m off to Oxford in the fall, Noelle will be ruling Yale, and Reed here has become a businesswoman and developer at the ridiculously advanced age of seventeen.”

Kiran and I each lifted a glass. “Go us!” I said.

Noelle pushed herself up on her elbows. “I’ll take one of those.”

I handed her a glass and she sucked down half its contents.

“So tell me all about last night, Noelle. Was our little Glass-Licker as amazing as everyone’s saying?” Kiran asked, leaning forward.

My stomach and heart switched places as I waited for Noelle’s reaction.

“Actually, I wouldn’t know,” Noelle said, looking out across the ocean. “I couldn’t make it.”

“Are you kidding?” Taylor asked. She slid off the bench and onto the floor, pulling her bag onto her lap. “Oh my God, then you have to see it.”

“What do you mean, see it?” I asked.

Taylor extricated her laptop, popped it open, and toggled to YouTube. “Someone posted it last night,” she said, her fingers flying over the keys. “Here. Check it out.”

She turned the screen around, adjusted the contrast to fight the sun glare, and there I was, standing alongside Carolina, making my case. Noelle sat up and Kiran scooted around the table to hover over our shoulders. When I saw how self-righteous I looked, giving my little speech, I hid my face behind my hands. My voice sounded nasal through the speakers and I just wanted to cringe.

“Honestly? I think we’d all be fools to let an opportunity like this one pass us by,” I heard myself say.

“Nice!” Kiran cheered, kneading my shoulders. “Damn, girl. Very diva.”

The video ended and I peeked through my fingers. Noelle smirked and took a swig of champagne. “Wow. And you say you’re not a Lange.” She looked me up and down quickly. “Daddy would have been very proud.”

My hands dropped and I found myself beaming. I knew it must have taken a huge effort for her to say that, and I appreciated it more than I could have ever expressed. Noelle gazed at me for a moment, then stood and walked to the back of the boat. Taylor slapped her laptop closed and the rest of us joined Noelle. My heart felt heavy and excited at the same time. Noelle had one hand curled around the railing and I placed my fingers right next to hers, taking a deep breath.

“Noelle . . . I’m sorry if it seems like I’ve been ignoring your feelings about all this,” I said, as Kiran stepped up next to me and Taylor leaned in next to Noelle. “So if you’re really and truly against this whole thing, I’ll drop it. I’ll call Carolina right now and put the kibosh on. I swear.”

“Wait. You’re against Billings making a comeback?” Kiran blurted. “Are you sure you’re Noelle Lange?”

Noelle ignored her. “Really?” she said, pulling her ponytail over her right shoulder as she turned to look at me. “You’d do that?”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah. I would. You’re more important to me than Billings.”

There was a long, loaded moment of silence. Taylor and Kiran exchanged a nervous look. Water slapped against the sides of the boat and the sound of a yacht’s horn carried over the ocean.

“Okay, fine,” Noelle said finally, rolling her eyes. “You and Billings have my blessing.”

“Are you serious?” I exclaimed.

“How could I stand in the way of your budding career as a real estate tycoon?” she joked, taking a sip of her champagne.

I threw my arms around her. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! Noelle, you have no idea what this means to me.”

“Oh, I think I do,” she replied, giving me a quick squeeze.

“Well, I say we celebrate!” Kiran announced.

“I’m so confused as to what we’ve been doing up till now. . . . ” Taylor teased her, narrowing her eyes.

“Ha-ha. More champagne!” Kiran cried, grabbing the bottle from the silver ice bucket.

She refilled all our glasses and we clinked them together once again. “To the new Billings,” I said.

“To the new Billings,” they echoed.

We sipped our champagne, the afternoon sunlight glinting off our flutes, and I smiled, trying to lock this moment in my mind. Who knew how many chances the four of us would have to be together over the next few years, what with Taylor in the UK and Kiran bopping all over the world?

“So, how long are you guys sticking around?” Noelle asked, grabbing a chocolate from the tray.

“Oh, I’m here through graduation,” Kiran said, waving a hand. “I cancelled all my appearances so I could hang with you girls.”

“Me too,” Taylor said. “I pretty much completed the credits for graduation in December. And I’m dying to go to the Easton graduation party.”

“Do you think it’s as crazy as they say it is?” I asked.

For the last few weeks I’d been hearing rumors about this graduation bash. Rumors that made a rural Pennsylvanian like me blush.

“Crazier,” Noelle said gleefully. “I can’t wait!”

As the three of them started to share stories they’d heard about graduation parties past—tales of mass skinny dipping, near ODs, and random hookups—my phone beeped. I tugged it out of my bag and checked the screen. I had one new text. From an unknown number.

It was MT. I glanced around at my friends to make sure they weren’t watching me, then opened the text. My heart all but stopped when I saw the short message.

U SHLD FIGURE OUT A WAY 2 LOCK UR DOOR.

My knees gave out beneath me. Luckily I was close enough to the bench to fall down on the cushions and make it look like the tipping of the boat had thrown me off balance. My fingers shook as I placed my champagne glass carefully on the table.

“You okay, Glass-Licker?” Noelle asked.

“She never could hold her alcohol,” Kiran joked.

“I’m fine. I just need to make a quick call,” I told them.

“Aw! Hollis is that clingy, huh?” Noelle joked.

Kiran and Taylor made kissing noises, cracking themselves up until they saw they weren’t going to get a rise out of me. I was too busy speed-dialing Ivy. She picked up on the second ring.

“Hey, Reed. What’s up?”

“Are you at Pemberly?” I asked under my breath.

“Yeah. Why?”

“Can you go over to my room and check on it?”

“Check on it?” she said, confused. Even so, I could hear her bedsprings creak and her door open. “What do you mean?”

I clenched my eyes closed, trying to be patient. “Just make sure nothing’s out of place or anything.”

I heard the telltale sound of my door hinges squealing and held my breath. In my mind’s eye I saw my laptop cracked on the floor, all my clothes whipped into twisted piles, posters and photos ripped and smashed. I waited for a stunned gasp, a whispered expletive, but there was nothing.

“Everything looks fine,” she said. “Reed, what’s going on?”

“Nothing.” I let out a relieved sigh. “I just got another text from MT,” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder at the others. “Maybe he was just messing with me.”

“Well, it’s all good,” she said. “In fact, I never noticed this before, but you are obsessively neat.”

“Okay, we’ll talk about my mild OCD later,” I promised her. “Do me a favor and just . . . I don’t know . . . keep an ear out. If you hear anyone in there, call security.”

“I’m on it,” Ivy replied.

“Thanks, Ivy. I gotta go.”

I hung up the phone and rejoined my friends. Kiran turned up the volume on the iPod dock and started to sing along to the music, twirling Taylor under her arm as Noelle swayed to the music, grabbing herself a strawberry. I did my best to get in on the fun, but inside I couldn’t seem to unclench.

And I knew I wouldn’t be able to until I saw my room for myself.



NOT QUITE RIGHT



The four of us spent half the afternoon talking about the plans for the new Billings, and I forced myself to relax, but the second we zoomed through the Easton gates, the tension returned. By the time Noelle swung her Jaguar convertible into a parking space right in front of Pemberly and hit the brakes, I was filled with dread.

“You okay?” Noelle asked, noticing my sudden pallor.

“Yeah.” I unhooked my seatbelt and attempted a smile. “Just remembered I have a ton of work to do.”

“Well, hop to it, Junior,” Noelle said, patting me on top of my head. She twirled her keys around one finger and got out of the car. “I, graduating senior that I am, am going to ignore my work and head over to Coffee Carma for a latte.”

I rolled my eyes at her.

Noelle closed her door, then leaned against it, over the open expanse of the convertible. “Seriously, though, Reed. Thanks for today. I had fun.”

I smiled for real this time. “Me too.”

She headed around the dorm for the quad and I ran for the front door. Noelle may have been trying to rub my nose in her freedom, but I was kind of glad she was going elsewhere. It meant I could sprint inside and take the stairs instead of the elevator and be at my room in half the time.

I threw open the door to my room and stood frozen on the threshold, looking around. At first I felt a slight twinge of relief. Ivy was right. Nothing looked out of place. But as I stepped inside I realized that wasn’t entirely the case. Nothing was out of place, but something was missing. Namely, the Billings blueprints.

Leaving the door open, I lunged to the corner where I’d left the poster roll containing all Carolina’s blueprints for the new design. It was gone. I hit my knees to check under the bed, but there was nothing there aside from the usual under-the-bed storage and a stray pair of shoes. Cursing under my breath, I shoved open my closet and ransacked the floor, just in case I’d tossed them in there and forgotten about it. Which I knew I hadn’t.

There was nothing. The blueprints were gone. I shoved my hands into my hair as I turned around and my eyes fell on my computer. Had I left my laptop open like that?

“Sonofa—”

I leaned over my desk and booted up my computer. The Billings Construction folder was gone from the desktop. I checked the trash. Wiped out. I hadn’t had time to back up the files before I went out this morning, which meant they were just gone. Carolina had some of the information, obviously, and I had everyone’s numbers and e-mails stored in my phone, but all my notes were in that folder. All my ideas and whims and reminders. All of it had been deleted.

“No,” I said under my breath, lowering myself onto the edge of my bed. “No, no, no.”

I drew my knees up under my chin and clung to my shins. Suddenly all the old horrifying feelings came rushing back over me. All the dread and fear and sense of violation I’d felt back when Sabine stalked me last semester. That feeling that nothing was sacred, that nothing was safe, that nothing was mine. Someone had been in my room. Someone had rifled through my things. Someone had walked around this very space—my space—like they were entitled to it.

My heart clenched over and over and over until it felt like it couldn’t take it anymore. What else had they done? What else had they taken? What else had they tarnished?

And how had MT known they were here?

Someone passed by the open door of my room and I nearly jumped out of my skin. But it was only Josh. He did a double take, like he was surprised to find me here. My hands clutched the bedspread at my sides as I waited for my pulse to come back from its sprint.

Josh paused and looked down the hall, in the direction from which he’d come. My eyes narrowed automatically as he braced both hands against either side of the doorway and leaned his whole body forward into the room.

“Um, hey,” he said.

Um, hey?

“Hi.” I uncurled my legs and placed my feet carefully on the floor. Part of me didn’t want him to notice my terrified body language—didn’t want him to worry—but part of me was also wondering . . . how could he not notice it? Why hadn’t he immediately asked me what was wrong?

Finally he stepped into the room. “What’s up?” he asked, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans and looking around the room. Looking everywhere but at me.

My heart gave an extra-hard thump. He was acting really weird. He didn’t . . . he couldn’t . . . there was no way he had something to do with the missing stuff, was there? He wouldn’t try to sabotage Billings. Not when he knew how much it meant to me. Not when he knew how Sabine had tortured me last fall by infiltrating my room. But then why was he so blatantly keeping his distance from me?

“Nothing,” I said flatly.

“So did you have fun with Noelle and them?” he asked, looking me in the eye for the first time.

“Yeah. It was great,” I said. I tried to infuse my words with enthusiasm. “She was so excited when she saw Kiran and Taylor. It was awesome.”

Josh smiled and suddenly, just like that, he was Josh again. He sat down next to me and knocked my shoulder with his. “Told ya so.”

My heart relaxed slightly. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that everyone hates a guy who says ‘I told you so’?”

“Oh, right.” He reached for my hand and held it. “I think I have heard that somewhere.”

I looked down at our fingers, at the sparkling aquamarine promise ring Josh had given me for my birthday, and suddenly felt like a colossal jerk for suspecting him. Josh may have hated Billings in the past, but he would never do anything to hurt me. Someone else had to be behind all this.

Which, of course, made me feel gross and violated and paranoid all over again. I opened my mouth to tell Josh about MT and the thefts, but my throat closed over the words. I didn’t want to stress him out and make him worry. And maybe just the teeniest, tiniest bit of me didn’t want to see how he’d react, just in case he wasn’t surprised.

I was going to tell him eventually. I would. I just had to sort out a few things first for myself.

“I’m glad it all worked out,” Josh said, giving my hand a squeeze.

“Yeah,” I said distractedly, my eyes scanning the room for more items out of place, trying to discern if anything else might be missing. “Yeah, me too.”



CUTTING THE RIBBON



“And now I’d like to introduce the driving force behind this entire project,” Carolina said into the microphone, leaning toward the podium. “Miss Reed Brennan.”

She threw out her arm in my direction and I stood up shakily from my chair on the stage. The crowd clapped and cheered and I gave them the widest smile I could manage, considering how nervous I was. The sun was blinding, but I could still make out the surprisingly large crowd gathered at the base of the five-foot-high stage. Not only were there dozens of older Billings alumnae represented, but some of my more recently graduated friends were there too. Natasha Crenshaw, my former roommate, stood at the front of the pack with Walt Whittaker and Dash McCafferty, who held hands with Noelle in the sun. Josh stood next to Noelle, along with Ivy and Tiffany, whose camera was at the ready. Several reporters, some with microphones and cameras, others with tape recorders or notepads, were focused on me. Behind me on the stage, all the members of the Billings Board of Directors were seated in their chairs, waiting to hear my speech. I glanced down at Headmaster Hathaway as I passed him by and was almost surprised he didn’t shoot out a leg to trip me.

“Thank you, everyone, for that amazing welcome, and thanks for simply being here. Before I get started I’d like to thank Headmaster Hathaway and the Board of Directors for granting me the distinct honor of rebuilding Billings House.” I looked over at the board, each member more distinguished-looking and proud than the last. “I wouldn’t be here without your support.”

Taking a deep breath, I faced the crowd. I had prepared a short speech, which I had practiced for anyone who would listen, and I had thought I was ready for this, but at that moment my head felt somehow heavy and light all at once. A slight breeze tickled the back of my neck and sent a foreboding skitter down my spine. I glanced over my shoulder quickly, feeling as if someone was watching me from behind. Across the yawning hole of the foundation, Larry Genovese stood with a dozen other workers, all clad in safety vests and hard hats, ready for their cue. As I scanned their faces, I saw a shock of blond hair as someone in a dark jacket ducked behind one of the trailers. My breath caught, but the creeper didn’t appear again, and I was left wondering if I’d imagined it.

“Reed,” Carolina said through her teeth. “Are you okay?”

I took another breath and nodded. Don’t let whoever broke into your room get you all paranoid. Don’t let them ruin this moment, I told myself as I faced forward again. Don’t let them have the power.

“As many of you know, my background is different from most of the student population of Easton,” I began. “I came here last year as a scholarship student, unsure of where I’d fit in, clueless as to what it meant to attend a private school. I remember staring out my window that first night, feeling so homesick it scared me. A huge part of me wanted to flee. I wanted to go back to Pennsylvania and the world I knew. And I might have done that, if it wasn’t for the friends I found at Billings.”

I looked down at Noelle and she gave me a closed-lipped, encouraging smile.

“That’s not to say we didn’t have our bumps at first, as we tried to get to know each other, as I began to understand their world, but before long I came to think of Billings as my true home, my housemates as my sisters. I began to realize what an honor it is to be a part of a grand tradition like Billings, and I was heartbroken when that tradition was taken away.”

I paused for a moment as cameras clicked and a few people in the crowd murmured. Suddenly I recalled with perfect clarity how it felt that day when Noelle and I had come back to campus to find Billings flattened. The confusion, the devastation, the hopelessness. It was all I could do to keep from glancing over at Headmaster Hathaway accusatorily.

“But now I have a second chance. We all have a second chance. To make Billings what it should be. To make it what we all know it can be. A place where young women can live and work together, share ideas, share their dreams and goals, and foster a sense of support as they make their way out into the world.”

Someone shouted and there was another round of applause from the alumnae dotted throughout the crowd.

“So now, it gives me great pleasure to invite Billings alum Carolina Grant and Headmaster Hathaway to help me cut the ribbon and officially get this project under way.”

The various members of the press clamored for a better angle as Carolina, Mr. Hathaway, and I walked over to the shiny red ribbon tied between two orange cones at the top of the construction site. Mr. Hathaway’s assistant handed us a huge pair of scissors, which Carolina and I both held onto. Then Mr. Hathaway pulled the ribbon taut for us so we could cut it. I looked up to smile for the cameras before doing the deed, and my eyes fell on Sawyer and Graham, who were standing right next to a klatch of Billings Girls, including Constance, Kiki, Astrid, Lorna, and Amberly. Sawyer had a grim smile on his face, but Graham looked like he was considering tackling me right into the gaping foundation hole behind me.

I gulped.

“Let’s do this,” Carolina whispered.

The slice of the scissors sounded like a steak knife being dragged across a sharpener. And then it was over and cheers filled the air. When I looked up again, both Sawyer and Graham were gone.

Mr. Hathaway shook my hand. On the far side of the foundation, a cement truck backed up, its barrel tipping toward the hole to release the wet cement for the basement. A crowd of well-wishers gathered around me, clasping my fingers, giving me hugs and air-kisses, posing for photos.

“Miss Brennan! Miss Brennan! If I could get a quick quote—”

“I was promised an interview—”

“If we could get all three of you over here for a picture—”

Everything was a blur of faces and microphones and smiles and kisses. And then, suddenly, a loud, crunching, creaking wail filled the air. Someone screamed. There were startled and panicked shouts, and before I knew what was happening, everyone around me was shoving me toward the edge of the deep hole.

“Omigod.” Carolina gasped next to me. “No!”

And then, the crash. I stood on my toes to see what was going on, just in time to watch the cement truck fall backward into the foundation. The huge vehicle flipped over onto its back, landing on its still twisting barrel with a sickening and seemingly never-ending crunch of metal. On the far side of the foundation, workers scrambled down ladders, trying to get to the driver. It all happened so fast, yet I saw every last moment of it in crystal-clear slow motion. Horrifying slow motion.

“Get him out of there!” Headmaster Hathaway shouted.

Carolina screamed as the door of the cab opened and the driver dangled from the opening. If he fell the wrong way he’d be sucked under the turning cement barrel and crushed. Some brave workers edged close to the vehicle and stood under the open door. An odd, strangled screech escaped from my throat as the dangling man fell into their arms and was quickly dragged away. A few people started to applaud, but all I wanted to do was collapse. The cement truck continued to churn, gurgling fresh cement in massive globs all over the basement, its gears grinding as it dug a hole for itself in the dirt.

“Miss Brennan! Miss Brennan! What do you have to say about this accident?”

I turned around and at least ten microphones and recorders were shoved in my face. Whoever wasn’t on me was on Carolina, and with each passing moment of our stunned silence the shouted questions grew more absurd.

“Did you have the proper permits?”

“Is that man certified to work with that kind of machinery?”

“How do you feel about endangering the lives of your fellow students?”

“What do you say to rumors that this site is cursed?”

Headmaster Hathaway’s strong hand came down on my shoulder.

“Don’t say a word,” he hissed in my ear. “We have no comment at this time!” he shouted loudly.

Then he took my arm and dragged me out of there as fast as possible, barreling over whoever he needed to flatten on the way. I was grateful to him for sparing me, but even so, I knew he had another agenda in mind too—to keep me from blurting anything too tarnishing to the press. Apparently it would be a little while before Easton started to benefit from all that positive publicity I’d promised him.



CRAZY



“What did your crew chief say about the accident?” Ivy asked, pushing her dark hair over her shoulder as she leaned forward over the wide library table that afternoon. “How long is it going to set you back?”

We were trying to squeeze in some studying before tonight’s cocktail party at Mitchell Hall, where I was sure to be answering tons of similar questions. The very idea made me feel exhausted.

“Yeah. How serious was it?” Kiki asked, popping a green Tic Tac into her mouth.

“They’re going to work all night to try to clean up the mess and keep things on track,” I said, trying not to let my stress come through. “Workers are already bailing out excess cement and smoothing out what they can, and they’re bringing in some kind of huge crane to remove the truck.”

“Thank God the driver wasn’t hurt,” Constance whispered, biting her lip. “That was so scary.”

“I know,” I replied, the heavy rocks in my gut rearranging themselves hastily. If someone had been seriously hurt today, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

“So how did it happen?” Tiffany asked. She’d been scrolling through her photos on her camera, but placed it down in the center of the table now. “Did something go wrong with the truck?”

“That’s the thing,” I said, my throat dry. “Both Larry and the driver said they checked everything out half an hour before the pouring. The truck was practically brand new and everything was in working order.”

Ivy eyed me in a discerning way, then sat back in her chair. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”

“Aren’t we all?” Astrid asked from the far end of the table, her dark eyes serious.

“What?” Constance asked blankly. “What are we all thinking?”

“That this wasn’t an accident,” Astrid, Ivy, and I said in unison.

“Oh, come on,” Constance said. She dropped her forehead down onto her folded arms and whimpered. “Someone else is out to get us?”

“No, not us. Just the building,” I assured her, though I wasn’t completely certain. “Someone doesn’t want Billings to be rebuilt. Today’s ‘accident’ could have been their way of telling us to stop.”

“Normally I’d say you’re being paranoid, but around here . . . ” Ivy trailed off and raised her eyebrows.

“Who?” Constance asked, raising her face only slightly, so that her nose rested on her hand and her mouth was still hidden. “Who would do this?”

“Yes, can you please just tell us who so we can have Portia sic the Armenian mafia on their asses?” Tiffany joked.

Everyone laughed uncomfortably. Missy and Paige, I wanted to say. But I knew they’d balk. Tiffany had been friendly with Paige back when she’d been a student here, and some of the other girls would still be friends with Missy if she’d let them. With no real proof, I didn’t want to call them out. At least not yet.

“I would if I could, but I have no idea,” I semi-lied.

A loud slam sounded on the other side of the library, and a couple of chairs scraped against marble.

“Get out of my face!” a familiar voice shouted.

“Was that Josh?” Ivy asked me, her dark eyes wide.

I jumped out of my chair as everyone else in the library turned to look. Josh was in the far corner at his favorite study carrel and Graham was standing next to him, his fists clenched. Josh turned and stormed away from Graham, striding right past our table with his canvas messenger bag bouncing against his hip. I opened my mouth to say something, but he was so focused and furious he didn’t even see me. He got to the front door and shoved it open with the heel of his hand, disappearing out into the dark.

“What. The hell. Was that?” Kiki asked.

And then everyone in our immediate vicinity looked at me. I watched, my pulse thrumming in my ears, as Graham disappeared up the stairs to the English literature section.

“I don’t know,” I said, dropping my pencil on the table. “But I’m going to find out.”

I hurried away from our table, half speed-walking, half jogging for the stairs. As I neared the middle step, I got the eerie, spine-tingling feeling that someone was watching me and I slowed my pace, glancing quickly over my shoulder. At least ten people looked away. Who was I kidding? Everyone was watching me this time.

By the time I got to the top of the stairs, I was out of breath, both from exertion and nerves. What was I doing following a guy who had done nothing but glare at me and piss off my boyfriend for the past few weeks? But I couldn’t take it anymore. Down in St. Barths when we had first met, I had really liked Graham. He’d been so down-to-earth and funny and friendly. And I’d thought he’d liked me too. What had made him change so drastically in just a few short months?

I heard some books being slammed around somewhere to my right, and started searching. I found Graham in the third row and crossed my arms over my chest. He saw me from the corner of his eye and scoffed.

“What?” he blurted.

“Like you don’t know,” I whispered, walking toward him. “Graham, what the hell is going on with you lately?”

“Nothing,” he said, shaking his head. He pushed over a book at the end of a shelf, dominoing all the others over in the process. Lifting his shoulders, he turned his palms toward me and moved to the next section. “I just can’t stand that guy.”

“Josh,” I said. “You can’t stand Josh.”

“Bingo!” he said, his eyes lighting up with sarcasm.

“Graham, this makes no sense,” I said, leaning back against the shelf as he shoved some hardcover books back and forth into one another. “You guys used to be friends.”

“He doesn’t understand the concept,” he snapped.

“I know he had a history with your sister—”

Graham snorted and turned away from me, crossing to the other side of the aisle.

“But what are you going to do? Walk around being pissed at every guy she ever dated? Everyone who upset her in her life?” I asked.

One of the librarians walked past slowly, shooting us a silencing glare. Graham stopped messing with the books and finally turned to face me.

“You just don’t get it, do you?” he said, shoving his hands under his arms, bunching up his striped cotton sweater in the process. “That guy is not stable, Reed.”

My face burned, offended. “I know he’s manic-depressive,” I informed him. “That’s old news. And as long as he takes his meds, he’s fine.”

“Yeah. You keep telling yourself that,” Graham said sarcastically. He reached out and picked at a sticker on one of the shelves, an old label reading BRA–BRE.

My heart slammed against my rib cage and all of a sudden I was back in Mitchell Hall on the night Josh had been arrested on suspicion of Thomas’s murder. He’d been so scared, so manic, so not himself. He’d gone off his medication without consulting his doctor, and he’d been acting odd for such a long time I had even started to suspect him myself. Was this why he’d been acting all shifty and forgetful lately? Had he gone off his meds again?

Graham watched me closely, almost like he could tell what I was thinking. I lifted my chin in defiance.

“I don’t have to listen to this,” I told him. “I know Josh. I know he’s a good person.”

“Oh my God, Reed! Can you just think about it for five seconds?” he blurted, stepping closer to me. “His roommate at our old school killed himself. Then my sister, his girlfriend, killed herself. Do you really think that’s a coincidence?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I do.”

Graham shook his head slightly, looking me in the eye as if he felt sorry for me. “I like you, Reed. I really do. And my brother . . . he’s, like, beyond in love with you.”

I felt a warm and prickly sensation around my heart and averted my eyes. I knew how Sawyer felt about me, but that didn’t mean I was comfortable with his brother saying it aloud.

“And it just makes me sick that you would choose a liar and a psycho like Josh Hollis over a good, honest guy like Sawyer.”

My jaw dropped.

“Is that what this is all about?” I demanded. “Are you trying to play matchmaker here? Because you’ve picked a sick and twisted way to do it.”

Graham blinked, then backed away. It was almost as if my words had just woken him up from some kind of crazy dream.

“No,” he said, knocking his fists together as he stepped backward. “No. It’s just . . . we just don’t want you to end up like our sister, that’s all. I’d hate to see that happen to you, Reed. I really would.”

I swallowed hard, my heart lodged somewhere between my breastplate and my voice box. Why did that sound more like a threat than an expression of concern? And what the hell did he mean by calling Josh a liar, anyway? I knew about Josh’s medical history, his meds, his therapy.

“Just think about it, okay?” Graham implored as he reached the end of the stacks. “That’s all I ask.”

And with one last, pitying look, he was gone.



LIMB FROM LIMB



“That accident was just horrifying, Reed. Just horrifying,” Janice Winthrop said, gesturing around with her mimosa. “I just hope you can find some way to reverse this bad PR, because otherwise . . . ”

She let her thoughts trail off, raising her penciled-in eyebrows as she sipped her drink. I glanced around the crowded party room at Isabella’s, the pretty restaurant I’d commissioned for the Billings Sunday brunch, just hoping that someone, anyone, would save me from this awful conversation.

“Well, I’ve been assured by my team that everything is already back on track,” I told her, forcing a confident smile. “Personally, I think that when a project can bounce right back after an accident like that, it can only create good PR.”

Janice frowned thoughtfully as she eyed me up and down. “I have to admire your pluck.” Then she patted me on the arm with an icy hand. “Good luck, my dear. And do let me know if there’s anything I can do,” she said, then walked over to join a group of old friends near the buffet.

All around the sunlit room, Billings alums chatted with Easton faculty and students as they noshed on croissants and fruit. My friends circulated the room in small groups, talking up the former Billings Girls, punctuating their conversations with charming smiles and polite laughter. Everyone was doing their job, but all I wanted to do was go home and crawl back into bed. Left alone for the first time all morning, I decided to take advantage of the temporary freedom and made a beeline for the bathroom for a breather.

But once inside the gleaming, porcelain bathroom, I found myself staring into the mirror. Who was I kidding? A moment alone just meant a moment to obsess. All I could think about last night and this morning was Graham’s rant. Specifically the part where he’d called Josh a liar. What did he mean by that? Did he mean that Josh knew something more about his roommate’s and Jen Hathaway’s deaths? Or did it mean that he’d gone off his meds and not told me?

Or maybe . . . maybe Josh was the one sabotaging the Billings project. Maybe Graham had somehow found out about it and was trying to warn me. But then why not just come out and say it? Besides, I just couldn’t picture it. I couldn’t picture Josh going behind my back. And I definitely couldn’t picture him jeopardizing that worker’s life yesterday. Unless he had gone off his meds and was having a seriously bad reaction—an uncontrollable reaction. Which would mean he was lying to me about two huge things.

I groaned and gripped the sides of the white pedestal sink. Why was all of this happening? Why now? I had way too much to do to be sitting here obsessing about crap like this.

I wondered if anyone back at Croton High ever had to deal with stalkers and murderers and mystery texters. My guess was no.

A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. I quickly washed my hands and walked out, holding the door open for the woman who’d been waiting. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for more butt-kissing and explaining-away-of-disaster, and turned toward the restaurant.

“Um, Reed?”

I whirled around, startled. Sawyer hovered near the end of the short hallway, in front of a brocade bench, looking tense and uncomfortable. His blond hair hung over one eye and he wore a gray sport jacket over a wrinkled black T-shirt. I hugged my arms against the air-conditioned chill in the hall and tried to smile, wondering what he was doing here. I couldn’t imagine that his father would have encouraged his attendance, even though the headmaster had been forced to show up for appearance’s sake.

“Hey, Sawyer.”

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I tried for a casual shrug. “Just kind of can’t wait until this whole weekend is over. But then I guess I get to go back to stressing about finals, so . . . ”

Sawyer cracked an understanding smile and pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans. “Like the rest of us.”

I nodded, wondering if he’d been waiting for me to come out of the bathroom, or if this meeting was just a coincidence. Sawyer toyed with a button on his jacket, twisting it around and around.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

He looked into my eyes, seeming to steel himself. Then he blew out a sigh, his cheeks puffing up and deflating.

“I heard about what happened with you and Graham,” he said, biting his lip.

“Oh,” I said, my heart fluttering with sudden nerves. “That.”

“Yeah.” He sat down on the bench behind him and pressed his hands together between his knees. “That.”

The toilet inside the bathroom flushed. I moved over to the bench and sat next to Sawyer as the woman emerged and headed back to the party.

“I’m really sorry, Reed. Graham . . . he tries to be a good brother, but . . . he has no idea what he’s talking about,” Sawyer said, looking at up at me through that lock of blond hair.

“He seemed pretty adamant,” I said.

“You have to understand, he and Jen, they were inseparable,” Sawyer told me, sitting up straight. “I don’t know if it was the twin thing or what, but they were best friends. When she died, it was like he died with her. He’s had his good moments, don’t get me wrong, but he’s a different person than he used to be. And it’s like he’s always looking for someone to blame for it.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine what it had been like for Graham, not to mention Sawyer. If my brother Scott ever died . . . I wasn’t sure how I would ever get through it.

“Like Josh,” I said.

“Yeah. Like Josh,” he repeated, his blue eyes sad. He licked his lips and looked down at his lap. “And about the other stuff . . . the stuff about me and you—”

“It’s okay,” I said, my gut twisting in knots. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“No,” he blurted, so vehemently it startled me. He wiped his palms on his jeans. “No, I do. I mean, I don’t know what he said exactly, but there is something I want you to know.”

My breath caught in my throat. Please don’t let him profess his undying love. Please, please, please. That was something I definitely wouldn’t be able to deal with on top of everything else. Sawyer reached over and took my hand. He tugged it toward him, holding it between our two knees. My first instinct was to draw it back, but it seemed so unnecessarily cruel. So I just sort of froze. Froze and prayed for this to be over quickly.

“All I want is for you to be happy,” he said seriously, looking me in the eye. “That’s really all I want. You know that, right? Even if it’s with some other guy.”

My heart thumped. Hard. Definitely not what I expected. And I had no idea how to respond.

“Okay,” I said finally, awkwardly.

And then Josh walked into the hallway. Sawyer sprang to his feet, which of course just made the whole thing look even worse than it really was.

“Josh!” I said, standing. “Hey!”

There was something in his eyes as he looked at me right then, something I’d never seen before and knew right away I never wanted to see again. He looked like he wanted to tear me limb from limb. In that moment I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t even think. And then, just as suddenly, it was gone.

“I should get back to my dad,” Sawyer said.

He waited for Josh to move so that he could get past, but Josh stood his ground, forcing Sawyer to turn sideways so he could slide by. He lifted his hand in my direction before disappearing around the corner.

Josh’s lower jaw shifted to the side, then righted itself. “Moving on already?” he said archly. “I haven’t even graduated yet.”

My pulse was still pounding from his awful glare. I just looked at him, trying to see the guy I loved and not the one who had just momentarily scared the crap out of me.

“I’m just kidding!” he said, cracking a grin. “Wow. Are you okay?”

He reached for my hands and I let him take them, but kept my distance otherwise, leaning back against the wall. His fingers were cold and calloused.

“I’m fine.” I looked into his eyes, but there was nothing there other than jovial Josh. “You know I’m not interested in Sawyer.”

“Of course I do.” He moved his hands up my arms, enveloped me in a hug, and gave me a quick, dry kiss on the lips. “I was just messing around.”

Then he let me go and turned toward the end of the hall. “So, you ready to get back in there? People are asking for you.”

I took a deep breath and tried to calm the beating of my heart.

“Ready,” I said, hazarding a smile.

He reached for my hand and then, just like that, we rejoined the party as if nothing was wrong. As if I wasn’t starting to wonder, just the teeniest, tiniest bit, if Graham was onto something.



DISTRACTION



Josh was off his meds. It was the only reasonable explanation for all the odd behavior. As I sat in the solarium on Monday night along with Constance, Astrid, and Lorna, I couldn’t stop staring at him. He was sitting on the other side of the room, alone, slumped in a chair with one hand against his temple. His focus was on a novel for English class, but beneath the table, one leg bounced up and down, like he was some kind of speed freak coming down from a high.

“So who do you guys think is going to win the scholar-athlete award for the seniors, Trey or Lance?” Astrid asked, taking a slug of her double espresso. “Because Trey’s, like, freaking out about it.”

“Oh, please. Trey has it in the bag,” Lorna said. “He plays three varsity sports and was MVP in basketball. Lance is only on crew and fencing.”

“Yeah, but Lance has the better grades,” Constance pointed out. “And it is scholar-athlete.”

“Exactly what Trey keeps saying,” Astrid put in. “What do you think, Reed?”

“No contest,” I said distractedly. “Trey’ll win.”

A pair of guys from the soccer team walked in through the side door and Josh nearly jumped out of his skin. A moment later Marc Alberro strolled close to Josh’s table and Josh’s head jumped up, as if he were startled. As if he was waiting for someone to attack him.

“Well, I know I’m not winning anything, but I don’t care,” Lorna said, untangling a knot in her beaded necklace. “I’d rather not be sitting there nervous all night, sweating into my new Zac Posen.”

“Ew!” Constance whined.

A couple of freshmen at the table next to Josh’s cracked up laughing and he lit into them so fiercely they both turned pink in the face. Then he slumped even lower in his chair, yanking his iPod from the pocket of his Easton sweatshirt and jamming the buds into his ears.

“Reed?” Constance asked.

Josh’s knee jerked upward so suddenly he knocked over the salt and pepper shakers on his table—which he didn’t seem to notice.

“Um, Reed? Hello?” Astrid said.

Lorna leaned across the table and pinched my arm.

“Ow!” I complained, rubbing the spot. “What?”

“What world are you in?” Astrid demanded, staring me down over her laptop screen. “Because I’d like to remember never to visit it.”

I sighed, slumping my shoulders forward. “I’m sorry, guys. I’m just really distracted tonight.”

“It’s okay,” Constance said, lifting her coffee to her lips with both hands and blowing across the surface of the liquid. “Everyone’s a little stressed right now. Wanna vent?”

“A good venting always works for me,” Lorna added.

A heavy feeling flooded my chest, something like gratitude mixed with guilt. Here my friends were, trying to be friends, but I had no interest in telling them what was going on. Because I didn’t really understand yet what was going on.

“Thanks, guys, but I think I’m just going to go back to my room and try to get some work done,” I told them, getting up and shoving my books into my bag. “Maybe I’ll feel better if I can get through some of my to-do list.”

“Okay. Well, call us if you need us,” Astrid offered.

“I will.”

I turned around and started across the crowded, noisy room, leaving my iced tea and any chance I had at a helpful study group behind. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t sit there anymore and stare at my downward-spiraling boyfriend. And I knew that as hard as my friends might try to help me, that was all I’d be doing.

Then, halfway to the door, I paused. Why didn’t I just ask Josh what was going on? Ask him if he’d gone off his medication? He was my boyfriend. We were in love with each other. He’d understand that I was just concerned, right? I looked at him over my shoulder and bit my lip.

Or he’d tell me I was crazy, to mind my own freaking business, and bite my head off for basically accusing him of acting like a mental patient.

Screw it. I had to talk to him. I had to put all this uncertainty to rest. I’d taken one step toward him when my phone beeped. I paused with a frustrated groan and yanked it out of my bag.

The noise of the room suddenly quieted to a dull hum in my ears and I paused. The text was from MT.

GET 2 THE CONSTRUCTION SITE. NOW.

I whipped around, my phone clutched in my hand, searching the room. Of course, every other person there was typing on their phone. I tried to stay perfectly still—tried to focus. Suddenly the door near the counter marked STAFF ONLY swung shut. Someone slipped out of the solarium by the side door, which was hardly ever used, and let it slam. And then I saw something partially hidden behind the potted trees near the corner. I took a tentative step back to get a better angle, my pulse racing, expecting to catch a glimpse of blond hair, but it was just a mop and bucket left behind by the janitor. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down, scanning the room once more, but no one was watching me. They were all in their own little worlds. Just like I was in mine. Alone with my mystery texter.

I turned around and headed for the door. Out in the hallway I nearly slammed into Noelle and Ivy, who were locked in an argument.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about!” Ivy blurted.

Noelle shoved her hands into her hair. “Oh my God! You weren’t even there!”

“Guys?” I said approaching them.

“I didn’t need to be there to know what you were doing there!” Ivy replied.

“Guys!” I shouted.

They both clammed up and turned to me.

“What?” they snapped in unison, clearly annoyed at having their latest battle interrupted. But when they saw the look on my face their whole demeanor changed. Ivy’s eyes flicked to my phone, still clutched in my hand.

“Reed? What’s wrong?” Noelle asked, her brow creased.

Ivy took a step toward me. “Is it—?”

I nodded. “I need you both to come with me,” I told them firmly. “Now.”



SLANDER



“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this!” Noelle said between gasps as the three of us rushed across campus. The sky above was dark as low clouds crowded out the moon and stars. A chilly wind whipped my hair back from my face.

I glared at her. “First of all, the last time I was getting mystery texts, you and your crazy grandmother were behind them, so—”

“Hey! That’s our crazy grandmother,” she replied, earning a wry laugh from Ivy, who was bringing up the rear. “And this is definitely not her.”

“Well, whatever. You’ve had enough to deal with in the past few months and I didn’t want to worry you,” I said as the shadowy construction site loomed into view. “Besides, nothing dangerous has happened.”

“Except for the whole cement truck thing,” Ivy reminded me.

“Yeah, but MT had nothing to do with that,” I retorted.

I slowed as the stage I’d stood on just two days ago to cut the ceremonial ribbon came into clearer focus. The chairs had been removed, but the podium was still there, and it looked as if someone had hung something across the front of the wide stage.

“So you think,” Noelle said.

Ivy stopped next to us and our ragged breath mingled in the night as we tried to make out exactly what we were seeing. Finally we were close enough to read the angry red message that had been hastily scrawled across the long, white banner.

“Oh my God,” I said breathlessly, my hands fluttering up to cover my mouth.

The banner read: BILLINGS GIRLS ARE MURDERERS! The words were painted in blood red, the drips and random swipes of the brush making them appear as if they’d been constructed by a madman. Printed on the banner next to the message were three larger-than-life color photos. The first was of Ariana Osgood. The next, Sabine DuLac, who’d killed Cheyenne Martin. And finally, Calista Ryan, Paige and Daniel’s mother.

Okay, so maybe Paige wasn’t behind all this.

“Those bastards,” Noelle said under her breath.

“Who?” Ivy asked. “Do you know who did this?”

“No! I just . . . I just meant whoever did this . . . they’re bastards,” Noelle explained hastily.

“Yeah, and they missed someone,” I added angrily. “Where’s Mrs. Kane?” I was surprised by the vehemence behind my words, the force of the fury rising up in my veins. My eyes blurred with hot tears as the images from the night of my birthday came flooding back in stark relief. Mrs. Kane practically spitting as she threatened me and my friends. The hateful look in her eyes as the cops dragged her away. The knife flying through the air, straight for my heart. And Mr. Lange. Noelle’s father. My father . . . flinging himself in front of me, saving my life, sacrificing his own for mine. The images were so crisp and clear, it was as if the whole thing were happening all over again. I had tried so hard not to think about it for so long, but every last detail had just been percolating in the back of my mind, waiting to burst forth and torture me. “She was a Billings girl, wasn’t she? God! If you’re going to slander us, at least get all your facts straight!” I shouted, as if anyone near the quad could hear me, as if every one of them was responsible. Something inside of me had broken, and everything I’d been holding inside came gushing out uncontrollably.

“Reed? What’re you doing?” Ivy asked shakily as I stomped up the dozen steps to the stage.

“I’m taking it down!” I shouted back angrily. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

The floorboards creaked and bowed beneath my feet as I reached over and yanked at the twine that held the corner of the banner in place. It took a few good jerks, but it came free. Then I stomped over to the center of the banner, which had been secured to the podium. A loud crack sent my heart hurtling into my throat. The raised stage had been hastily constructed and apparently it couldn’t withstand my angry tromping. But I was almost done. I got the center of the banner down and moved on to the far side.

“Reed! Wait!” Noelle shouted.

“Get down from there!” Ivy cried.

“Just let me finish!” I yelled back.

I leaned into the railing and reached for the last piece of twine. But as soon as I shifted my weight, the floorboards seemed to fly out from beneath my feet, as if my toes had pushed them in the opposite direction. My stomach swooped end over end as I lost my footing and a loud, wailing groan filled the night air. Ivy screamed, the safety railing collapsed in front of me, and before I could even let out a surprised yelp, I was falling.



FRIEND OR FOE



“Would you believe I’ve never broken a bone before?” I said, wincing as I opened and closed the fingers on my left hand. The cast was annoyingly pink and impossibly heavy. Ivy had already signed her name in big, elegant letters, and now Noelle was working on her own message. Her long hair grazed the bare part of my arm, just above my elbow, tickling my already itchy skin.

“Really?” she said, her eyebrows popping up. “I always imagined your childhood in West Nowhere, Pennsylvania, to be all swinging from trees and falling off barn roofs.”

“Okay, there were no barns in my town. And I wasn’t Huck Finn,” I told her with a forced laugh. “I was just a tomboy.”

“What kind of tomboy never breaks a bone?” Ivy said as she sat in the vinyl chair in the corner of the small, curtained cubicle where we awaited my release forms.

“A careful one, I guess,” I said.

“Done.” Noelle capped the Sharpie the nurse had left for us and tossed it on the bedside table. I glanced down at the message. It read, Smooth move, Glass-Licker. xoxo Noelle.

“Thanks a lot,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“That’ll just remind you that next time I tell you to stop doing something, you should stop doing it,” Noelle warned, crossing her arms over her slim-cut black jacket.

“Noted,” I replied.

My phone rang and I glanced warily at my bag. Noelle dug through it until she found my cell and turned the screen in my direction. A picture of Josh smiled lazily out at me.

“Hit ignore,” I said without hesitation.

Noelle arched one eyebrow, but did as she was told. She tossed the phone back into my bag and snapped the clasp. “Why are we not telling le boyfriend we’re in the hospital, exactly?”

Before rushing me to the emergency room, Noelle had told Ivy to call Josh, but I’d shouted at them, through my excruciating, mind-bending pain, not to. Since we were, at the time, limping away from the wreckage of the stage, neither of them asked any questions, but now that I had my stitches—four in the temple, two along the jaw—and my cast, I supposed it was time to fess up.

I looked at my two best friends, the words right at the tip of my tongue. I wanted so badly to talk to someone about this, but I didn’t want either of them to be suspicious or scared or even wary of Josh. He was my boyfriend and I loved him. It didn’t seem fair to start spouting off about him before I knew what was really going on. I used my thumb to fiddle with my promise ring and cast my eyes down at my lap.

“He’s just been really busy and stressed lately and I don’t want to make it worse,” I said.

“You do know he’s going to freak when he sees you and realizes you didn’t let him rush to your side all heroic,” Ivy said flatly.

I swallowed hard, suddenly recalling vividly how Josh had done just that for Ivy on the night she was shot.

“I know.” I picked at the thin bedspread underneath the dirt-stained leg of my jeans. “I’ll deal with it. But can we talk about what we really want to talk about here?”

Noelle and Ivy exchanged a knowing glance. “You mean why, exactly, did the stage collapse under you?” Noelle suggested.

“For starters,” I said, my pulse skipping ahead as I remembered the awful, swooping sensation of my fall. “Two days ago that thing stood up to the weight of more than a dozen people, but tonight it couldn’t handle just me?”

“Well, you were going Godzilla all over it,” Noelle reminded me, lifting her hair over her shoulder.

“But she does have a point,” Ivy said. She narrowed her eyes, leaning forward in her chair. “Did it seem at all unstable on Saturday?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I remember a couple of creaky boards, but that’s about it.”

“So the real question is . . . did someone tamper with it?” Noelle asked, sitting down on the edge of my bed, near my feet. “And if so, who?”

“And what about MT?” Ivy said.

“Exactly,” I said, turning up the palm on my good hand. “Did he send me there because he wanted me to find the banner and get rid of it before anyone else saw it, or because he knew the stage was going to cave in and he wanted me to fall?”

All three of us let the words hang in the air as we pondered the question. I felt sick to my stomach from all the uncertainty, all the not-knowing.

“MT . . . friend or foe?” Ivy said, adding a weak, sarcastic laugh.

I wanted to laugh too, but I couldn’t make myself do it. I had started to think I could maybe trust my mystery texter. They’d led me to Carolina. They’d let me know—too late, of course, but still—that my room had been violated. But now . . . now I didn’t know what to think. Had MT been trying to help me tonight? Or were they trying to kill me?



NOT ACCORDING TO PLAN



I stood outside the door to the Art Cemetery on Tuesday night and took a deep breath. Josh was inside, studying in seclusion, and I’d told him I might stop by for a quick break and snack. The moment he’d seen my cast and stitches that morning, he had, as predicted, basically freaked. He was my boyfriend. A girl was supposed to call her boyfriend when she was whisked off to the hospital. But I’d managed to calm him down, telling him I was embarrassed over putting myself in danger and that it wasn’t the biggest deal. He’d finally relented, and spent the rest of the day carrying my bag, running to get my food, and opening doors for me, even when it made him late for class.

Yes, he was the best boyfriend ever. And I felt like a disloyal jerk for ever thinking that he might have something to do with the Billings sabotage. Hopefully the chocolate donuts and super-caffeinated coffee would make up for that.

And then, once I had him lulled into a sugar coma, I’d tell him all about MT and the weird stuff that had been going on. He had a right to know.

I held the bag between my cast and my body and lifted my good hand to rap out our secret knock. Three knocks, three knocks, five knocks. Kind of to the beat of M-I-C . . . K-E-Y . . . M-O-U-S-E. His idea. I swear.

Josh swung the door open. “Hey!” His dark blond curls stuck up in the front and he had a bit of the crazy professor look about his eyes. He waved me in, peeked out into the hall, then quickly shut the door behind me.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

A quick glance around told me he’d been camping out here a lot lately. The ancient settee where we usually sat and, more often, hooked up, was covered with loose papers, a blanket I recognized from his room, and an Easton Academy hooded sweatshirt. There were a couple of take-out bags on the floor, stuffed with garbage, and My Chemical Romance blasted through the speakers of an iPod dock on the chair in the corner.

“Everything’s fine,” he said, hastily lowering the volume. “Why wouldn’t everything be okay?”

His hands were on his hips, the sleeves of his green rugby shirt pushed up to his elbows. I sat down carefully on the settee and put the bag down on the table next to his open laptop, trying not to disturb the note cards strewn around it.

“No reason,” I said. I pressed my lips together and cradled my cast with my other hand. I had to choose my words cautiously here. Clearly he was feeling hyper or tense or both. “Are you going to sit?” I asked, casting my glance down next to me. “I brought your favorites.”

Josh tucked his hands under his arms and took a few steps toward the settee, but still kept a good distance. “I just ate, actually, but I’ll save them for later. I’m really just wondering what you mean when you ask me if everything’s okay.”

I blinked. Instantly those nigglings of uncertainty started to bother my nerves again, and the stitches in my chin began to itch. Why was he being so weird? He’d been fine all day, but now he was acting like he’d been chugging Red Bull for the past twenty-four hours.

“I was just asking,” I said. “You seem a little tense.”

“No, I’m not. Where do you get tense?” he asked, throwing his hands wide. “I’m fine.” He walked over to the window and looked out across campus. Then he turned around so suddenly I almost jumped. “Did Graham say something to you?” he demanded. “Or Sawyer?”

I licked my dry lips. Out of nowhere my arm started to throb and then my head began to throb with it. “Something about what?” I asked.

“They did, didn’t they?” he said, anger filling his eyes. “God! I should’ve known.”

“Josh, just calm down,” I said, standing, still cradling my arm. “I came here tonight to give you a study break. Why don’t we just—”

“Calm down?” he said, laughing. “How am I supposed to calm down when my girlfriend, the one person who’s supposed to love me no matter what, is talking to other guys about me behind my back?” he blurted. “Especially when one of those guys hates my guts and the other one is clearly totally in love with her?”

I swallowed hard and found myself glancing at the door. This was a Josh I hadn’t seen since last year, since the night of his arrest.

“What?” he said. “Aren’t you even going to say anything?”

“No, actually,” I said, skirting the table and walking steadily toward the door. “I think I’m just gonna go.”

“Oh, that’s great. That’s just perfect,” Josh yelled, his green eyes flashing. “Fine! Go ahead and go! Maybe Sawyer’s waiting for you back in your room. Maybe you’ll talk to him.”

“I don’t want to talk to him,” I said, frustration and anger searing my veins. “I want to talk to you, but you can’t even chill out long enough to have a normal conversation.” I looked him up and down, my heart cracking slowly. This had not gone as planned. “Maybe when you calm down you can give me a call.”

Then I yanked open the door and stormed out, slamming it behind me before he could respond. As I tore across campus, I kept feeling like he was going to come after me, but I refused to look back. I didn’t relax until I got to the center of the quad and realized he wasn’t going to run up behind me and keep right on yelling. I let out a breath and dropped down on one of the stone benches. I went to hold my head in my hands, but my broken arm protested with an angry, painful twinge and tears filled my eyes. Lovely. I couldn’t even properly mope.

“Calm down, calm down, calm down,” I told myself, my heel jiggling beneath the bench. I needed to try to look at this whole thing through Josh’s eyes. Yes, he’d been acting freakish lately, but did he have a reason? How would I feel if I’d walked in on him, say, holding hands with Ivy? How would I feel if he was in a serious accident and didn’t let me know? Maybe he was just reacting the way any normal boyfriend would react when he thought his girlfriend was pulling away.

My teeth clenched and the fingers on my free hand curled around the edge of the bench’s seat. This was all Graham’s fault. If he hadn’t planted those suspicions in my mind, if he hadn’t called Josh a liar to my face, I wouldn’t be feeling this way. I wouldn’t be wondering so much about Josh’s mood swings. I would be able to just chalk them up to end-of-the-year stress, separation anxiety, fear of the future.

Wouldn’t I?

I let out a groan, tipped my head back, and looked up at the stars in the sky, wishing one of them would bring me some answers. Unfortunately, the stars weren’t talking tonight. They simply winked back at me, refusing to tell me who to believe in—refusing to tell me who to trust.



SOMETHING BIG



Even though I knew that watching the clock inevitably made it move slower, I spent the final fifteen minutes of my last class on Wednesday afternoon doing just that. I was supposed to meet Carolina and her camera crew for our first tour of the construction site and I couldn’t wait. My last few experiences at the site had been less than positive (understatement of the century), and I was eager to erase them with something good. I figured Carolina’s positive energy, and maybe the presence of a camera crew, would frighten off the bad mojo today. Plus, I was dying to see how things were coming along.

Two minutes left to go. As I dragged my gaze away from the clock, it happened to fall on Missy. She was staring at me, her eyes narrowed, and she didn’t look away. I swear, it was like giving me the evil eye had become her favorite pastime.

I rolled my eyes at her, just to show her how very unintimidated I was—even though my heart was now pounding—and pretended to focus on the end of the review.

After what felt like a hundred years, the bell rang and I was out of my seat before anyone else. The door opened just as I got there and I was stunned to find that Josh was the one who had opened it. Instantly, my chest filled with nervous butterflies.

“Hey,” I said, averting my eyes.

“Hi.” He fell into step with me in the hallway. He was wearing long cargo shorts and a blue crew neck sweater, looking like his normal, yummy self. But I couldn’t help remembering his manic body language from last night and the suspicious, slightly crazed look in his eyes.

“Where’ve you been all day?” I asked, walking quickly toward the end of the hallway.

“I have a paper due tomorrow, so I spent lunch and breakfast in the library,” he said, practically chasing me down the stairs. “Are you in a rush for some reason, or are you just that mad at me?”

I sighed half impatiently, half apologetically, as we reached the bottom floor. Josh followed me as I ducked around the corner into a less crowded hallway. I leaned back against the brick wall, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder.

“I have my first tour of the construction site with Carolina,” I said, checking my watch. “In about two minutes.”

“Oh.” Josh looked at his feet. “Okay then. I’ll let you go.”

A flood of guilt rushed in and drowned all the butterflies in my chest. “No. I mean, it’s okay. They can’t really start without me. What’s up?”

Josh looked up at me through the mop of his hair. “I just feel really bad about last night. I kind of jumped all over you and I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s okay,” I said automatically, even as my pride burned at the mention of it.

“No, it’s not,” he said. “You know it’s not.” He looked away from me, toward the door and the sunlit quad beyond, as students rushed in and out, widening and thinning the shaft of light at our feet. “I’ve been so stressed out lately. You wouldn’t believe the amount of pressure I’ve been dealing with. I know it’s not an excuse, but it’s just . . . the way it is.” He met my gaze then, and my pulse skipped a beat. “There’s actually something I have to tell you . . . something big.” He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes and took a step back. “But now’s not the time. You have somewhere to be.”

“Josh. Tell me,” I said, reaching for him. I touched his elbow and then my hand fell away, pointless. “I can be late.”

“No.” He shook his head. “We can talk later. I’ve been enough of a jerk lately. I don’t want to screw this up for you too.”

There was a lump in my throat the size of a soccer ball. He looked sad and almost scared, but determined. He wasn’t going to tell me his secret. His big thing. Not now anyway. No matter how much I wanted to know.

“Okay,” I said. “So . . . call me later?”

He nodded once. “I will.”

“Promise?”

“I swear.” He crossed his heart with his pinkie.

I turned slowly and headed for the door, giving him all kinds of time to change his mind and stop me, but he didn’t. As I made my way outside into the warm sunshine and down the steps of the class building, I felt as if I was going to burst wide open from the pressure of all the questions brewing in my mind. What did he have to tell me? How big was big? Had I been right all along and he was off his meds? Or maybe it was a good thing he had to tell me. Maybe he was MT and he had been trying to help me all along. Or maybe it was an even worse thing. Like maybe he was going to break up with me.

I gulped back a bubble of fear as I crossed the quad toward the new Billings. Josh didn’t want to screw this up for me by divulging whatever it was that had been bothering him? Well, I had news for him—I had a feeling he’d screwed it up worse by not telling me.



CURSED AGAIN



I tried to forget about Josh as Carolina and I followed Larry around the periphery of the now-finished foundation. It was easier than I thought, putting his aborted announcement out of my head, what with all the construction noise, the sun in my eyes, and Carolina’s camera all up in my grill. How she seemed so comfortable with the lens swooping in and out and the boom looming overhead was beyond me. But then, she did do this for a living. I supposed a person could get used to anything.

“I just want you to know, Miss Brennan, that we’re looking into the accident with the stage,” Larry assured me, walking backward past a couple of guys who were cutting wooden beams with a table saw. “I’m certain it was sound and secure for the ribbon cutting, so I have no clue what could have caused a collapse like that, but we’re gonna figure it out and make sure nothing like that happens again.”

All around us, construction vehicles ground and squeaked, beeped and churned. A crane lifted a pallet of red and gray bricks, moving them slowly toward what would be the front of the eventual building, while a huge yellow truck backed toward us, carrying piles of two-by-fours. Even with all this activity, I felt perfectly safe—possibly because it was so bright out and I was surrounded by people who knew what they were doing. The camera swung around, taking in all the action, then swung back around to focus on us again.

“Thanks, Larry,” I said. Part of me wanted to tell him I was pretty sure that someone other than him and his crew was responsible for the accident—namely Missy Thurber or Paige Ryan—but that would inspire too many questions from both him and Carolina.

“But just so you know, not the smartest idea, climbing around a deserted construction site at night,” he told me. I looked up at him and he seemed to suddenly realize that I was, in fact, his employer. He cleared his throat and toyed with his wedding ring. “If you don’t mind me saying so, Miss Brennan.”

“Trust me, I know,” I told him in what I hoped was a comforting voice. I reached into my cast with my fingertips, trying in vain to scratch an itch on my wrist. I was starting to sweat, which was not going to cause good things to happen inside there, I was sure. “I promise I won’t be doing that again.”

No matter what MT tells me, I added silently.

We had just turned our steps toward one of the half-dozen trucks when I heard a loud and foreboding snap. Larry whirled around, startled, and my heart hit my throat. I automatically looked at the wooden planks beneath my feet, but they were laid on solid ground, only there to keep workers and visitors from tromping over the soil around the foundation too much.

There was another snap. Then a loud shout.

“Watch out!” someone cried.

“Heads up!”

“Get out of there!”

Carolina grabbed my good arm, but for a long moment, neither one of us moved. We had no idea what was happening or which way to go. And then, from the corner of my eye, I saw it. The pallet full of heavy bricks was above our heads, and two of its supports had broken. A third looked stretched to its limits. Two tons of jagged bricks were about to rain down on our heads.

“Run!” I screamed in terror.

The camera lens jerked up to take in the danger. Carolina’s eyes widened.

“Run!” she repeated.

Everyone scattered. Carolina, the cameraman, and I ran in one direction. The boom operator tore off in the opposite direction, running after Larry and his assistant. It seemed like only half a second had ticked by before hundreds and hundreds of sharp, heavy bricks rained down in the exact spot where we’d been standing. A huge cloud of dust kicked up, surrounding the area, as half the bricks tumbled over the edge of the foundation and crashed down into what would one day be the Billings basement.

I clung to Carolina as dust and dirt filled my lungs. Both of us had hit our knees in the grass about fifty yards away and we couldn’t stop staring at the wreckage. The cameraman, still on his feet, tentatively approached the pile, flinging the lens up toward the now empty pallet suspended high above, down to the pile of bricks, and back up again. All around us, workers shouted to stay back.

“Mike! Don’t get too close,” Carolina said.

“That was intense,” he responded. “We all could have died.”

He was practically smiling as he said it. Some kind of death-wish thrill seeker, I guessed. I coughed a few times, trying to dispel the grime from my lungs, as Carolina pushed herself up and dusted off the front of her T-shirt and jeans. She offered me a hand and I took it gratefully. My arm throbbed as if my heart were stuck between my broken bone and my skin.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Fine,” I replied, glancing up at the torn cords dangling around the pallet. “I think.”

Larry jogged toward us, while his assistant shouted at various startled-looking workers, trying to figure out what had happened and who was to blame. I turned in a circle, glancing at all the Easton buildings, at the small klatches of people who had stopped upon hearing the mayhem. I narrowed my eyes, searching their faces, looking for Missy or Paige or that mysterious blond specter I’d seen lurking about—looking for someone who wasn’t surprised or who looked disappointed that I hadn’t just died.

But all I saw were stunned, wide eyes and pale, frightened faces.

“Are you all right?” Larry asked, grasping Carolina’s elbow as he arrived. He was practically doubled over panting and I knew he was more winded from the near-death experience than from the run.

“We’re fine,” Carolina told him. She tucked a sweaty curl behind her ear and dusted her hands off again with a laugh. “You know, I brushed that reporter off the other day when she asked if this site was cursed, but now I’m starting to wonder,” she said jokingly.

Larry laughed as well. As the camera panned to me, I tried to join in, but I found that I just couldn’t. Carolina and Larry didn’t realize that around here, curses were no laughing matter. Around Easton, and Billings in particular, they were all too real.



DANCE WITH DEATH



“What are we doing up here?” I asked Ivy as we stepped out of the woods into the clearing surrounding the Billings Chapel. The sky was a dark cobalt blue, thanks to a gleaming full moon, and peppered with a million stars. The whitewashed tower of the church rose toward the heavens, looming bright and familiar. We hadn’t been to the chapel in months—not since Mr. Lange had died.

“You’ll see,” Ivy said, drawing her hands up inside the sleeves of her gauzy white sweater. We slowly approached, and she blew into her hands, even though it was a relatively warm night.

“Does Noelle know we’re here?” I asked. For the tenth time since we’d left campus and started up the hill, I pulled out my phone and checked it. Josh still hadn’t called. He had to have heard about my latest brush with death. And even if he hadn’t, he’d told me he’d call. He had pinkie-sworn. So where the heck was he?

“She does,” Ivy replied, mounting the stone steps. “She kind of invited us.”

I blinked, confused, but before I could say anything, she threw open the double oak doors and all my friends jumped out from behind columns and pews.

“Surprise!”

My hand flew to my heart and for a second I thought I was about to find out how it felt to be scared to death. Then I saw the hundreds of candles aglow around the room, the huge banner strung over the pulpit reading, “Congratulations, Reed!” and what seemed to be at least two hundred black and silver balloons cramming the lofty ceilings.

“Congratulations?” I breathed, as Kiki and Lorna swooped in for hugs and Tiffany snapped about a dozen pictures.

“For surviving your latest near-death experience!” Astrid shouted, letting out a celebratory cheer that was echoed by the rest of the group.

I laughed, shaking my head at their ridiculousness as the Twin Cities pulled me into the room. Half the girls were swigging bloodred punch from china cups, the other half toting delicate flutes full of bubbling champagne. “Wow. You really will find any excuse to throw a party.”

“You know us so well,” London chirped. She grabbed a cupcake off a pastry cart at the front of the room and handed it to me. The frosting was green and looked like grass, and a black cookie stuck out from the top with the letters A.R.I.P. piped on in white letters.

“Arip?” I asked.

“Almost Rest In Peace,” Portia explained, pointing at each corresponding letter in turn.

I rolled my eyes and handed the cupcake to her. “I’m laughing on the inside,” I said wryly. “What else ya got?”

“We have Death by Chocolate, black M&Ms, rocky road ice cream . . . ,” Vienna said, walking around the pastry cart and pointing things out like a game-show hostess. “And . . . ”

“Our drink choices are Cristal, some crazy blood punch London’s brother taught her to make, and . . . Johnnie Walker Black!” Shelby announced, proffering a bottle of scotch. “Want some?”

I laughed and waved her off. “No, thank you. But I will have some of that rocky road. . . . ”

“Wait! We almost forgot the costumes!” Amberly called out as everyone dug into the desserts. “Where’s Noelle?”

“Right here! And no, I don’t need any help, thanks for asking,” she said, rolling her eyes. She shoved a rolling wardrobe rack out from one of the alcoves on the side of the church, its wheels creaking and squeaking as she tried to maneuver it over the old chipped and warped floorboards. The rack appeared to be packed with black and white clothing, everything from satin to tulle to rubber to spandex.

“Costumes?” I asked warily, sucking the ice cream off an almond before crunching into it. “What kind of costumes?”

“It’s up to you,” Noelle said, dusting her hands off before leafing through the choices. “You can be the angel of death, a priest, a nun, an assassin, a zombie—a sexy zombie, of course . . . ”

“Do they sell any other kind?” Ivy asked, taking a sip from her punch glass.

Already my friends were attacking the rack, always up for a fun wardrobe change. Their chatter filled the room, crowding my chest with its giddy excitement.

“What about this?” Noelle said, emerging from the throng with a grim reaper mask. “I figure the reaper can’t come for you if you are the reaper.”

I put my dish of ice cream aside and plucked the mask from her hands, then sat at the end of the nearest pew, staring down at its gaping eye holes.

“This was your idea?” I asked her.

“I thought I’d take your mind off things without entirely ignoring the unignorable,” she said, lifting her palms. “Brilliant, no?”

I tilted my head. “Either that or highly inappropriate.”

“Can’t it be both?”

Noelle grabbed a black veil from the end of the rack, along with a comically huge black tulle skirt. She shimmied out of her jeans, exposing her string bikini underpants and the scar just above her hip. I felt myself staring at it, as always, and quickly looked away.

“Whoa. What happened to you?” Ivy blurted.

Everyone sort of froze and the conversation died completely. In the two years I’d known Noelle, no one had ever asked her about the scar. I had almost done it a dozen times, but had always stopped myself. Because I thought it would be rude. Or because I didn’t want to know. The scar was angry and red and jagged. It just seemed like the story behind that couldn’t be anything but bad.

Of course, Ivy had no such concerns.

“Oh, this?” Noelle concaved her stomach and looked down at the scar, running her finger over it. “That was from my own near-death experience.”

I swallowed against a dry throat. “When?”

Noelle narrowed her eyes as she stepped into the tulle skirt. “I was, like, seven years old, riding horses with my cousins at my grand mother’s ranch—this would be my mom’s mom, not our grandmother,” she clarified. “Anyway, my horse got spooked and threw me and I fell onto an old gardening fork thing that someone had left out.”

“Ugh.” Amberly stuck out her tongue.

“Gross.” London shuddered.

“Yeah. Even grosser? The country hick MD who sewed me up,” Noelle said with a wry grimace. “Thus, the scar.”

She jammed the black veil down onto her head and flipped the front piece of lace over her face. I stared at her as everyone else got back to dressing.

“That’s it?” I said.

She lifted the veil and cocked one eyebrow. “What? You expected something more sinister?”

“Can you blame me? I mean, considering our history . . . ,” I said.

Noelle let the veil fall again. “Just goes to show you, Reed. Not everything is part of some big conspiracy.” She plucked the mask out of my hands and brought it down over my face. “Some things just . . . happen.”

The mask smelled of new rubber and I instantly felt dizzy. But not in an exactly bad way. More like that sugar-high-from-Halloween kind of way.

“Come on,” she said, pulling me up by my good arm. “I’ve always wanted to dance with death.”

Someone cranked up the music and Noelle swung me around toward the open area of the church, in front of the first pew. I had a vague inkling that this was somehow sacrilegious, a feeling that only grew as Rose, dressed up as a devil, and Tiffany, decked out as a priest, started twirling around us, holding hands. But considering all I’d been through in the past few days, I decided to just go with it, and within a few minutes I was laughing, relaxing, forgetting.

Maybe Noelle was right. Some things just happened. And even though I didn’t exactly believe that my broken arm and my stitches and the broken pallet and the crashing cement truck weren’t part of something bigger, tonight I would pretend that I did believe it. Just for my friends. Just for tonight.

My phone beeped in my back pocket and I let go of Noelle to dig it out, figuring it was Josh. But instead it was a text from MT. When I saw the words, my heart all but stopped.

“Is it him?” Noelle asked, looking down over my shoulder.

I took a deep breath and lifted the phone so she could see it better. “Yep.”

The text read:

U DON’T WANT 2 GO 2 THE AWARDS BANQUET TMRW. TRUST ME.



CONFESSIONS



“So we’re agreed?” Tiffany said as we walked toward the dining hall for breakfast on Thursday morning. “No more putting yourself in mortal peril? At least until after graduation?”

I glanced around at her, Portia, Rose, and Ivy and forced a laugh, thinking of MT’s latest text and wondering for the millionth time whether I should, in fact, trust him. “I’ll try.”

Ivy gave the others a wry smile, her dark hair falling forward over her sunglasses. “Unfortunately, I think that’s the best we’re going to get out of her.”

The others rolled their eyes collectively. “Fine,” Portia said, shrugging her tweed cropped jacket off and hooking it over her arm. It was a warm morning, and everyone on the quad looked like they were already dressing for summer. “But honestly? I think you should have tried to graduate early. You need to get the HOOHFG.”

“Whatever that means,” Rose joked, nudging Portia with her hip.

We were still laughing when Josh jogged up next to me and joined us. I wasn’t sure whether to be happy he was still alive or irritated he hadn’t called all night last night.

“Hey,” he said, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Can I talk to you?”

Finally! I wanted to scream. “Sure.” My friends paused in a semicircle for a moment. “I’ll catch up to you guys.”

“Fine. But Josh, you keep an eye on her,” Tiffany warned, raising a finger and waggling it between us.

Josh’s brow knit in confusion, but he nodded. “Okay. I’ll do that.”

My friends traipsed off and Josh took my hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you last night. Tiff told me they were taking you out to distract you and I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Oh. Well, you could have texted me to tell me that, at least,” I said, feeling relieved nonetheless.

“Sorry.” Two almost-perfect circles of pink appeared high on his cheeks. “Come on. We need to talk.”

“We so do.”

He tugged me toward the nearest oak tree and tossed his canvas jacket down beneath it for me to sit on. I chuckled at his chivalry, but accepted it. This was one of those rare days when I’d chosen to wear a skirt and I didn’t love the idea of twigs and rocks jabbing into my bare skin. I sat down and cradled my cast against my chest, feeling warm and nervous, wondering where this was all going.

Josh sat down next to me and bent his knees, resting his forearms atop them and lacing his fingers together. He blew out a sigh, looked at me sheepishly, and began.

“Okay, here’s the thing,” he said, chewing on the inside of his cheek. He closed his eyes for a second, like he was building up his confidence. “I wasn’t exactly accepted at Cornell.”

I blinked. Whatever I had imagined was coming, that wasn’t even close. “Wait, you were rejected?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what?” I asked, baffled. Josh had told me back in March that he’d gotten his acceptance letter.

“I was wait-listed,” he admitted, ducking his chin. He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Do you hate me?”

“Hate you? Are you kidding? No!” My voice had gone shrill out of relief. This was so much less bad than anything I had conjured up in my mind. All I wanted to do was get up and do a happy dance. But Josh was not looking quite so elated. “I guess I’m just . . . confused,” I told him. “I thought you got in weeks ago.”

“I know. I lied,” he said, turning slightly toward me. “I’m so sorry, Reed, I was just so embarrassed. My entire family went to Cornell. I mean, everyone except Lynn, but he did get in. I’m the first ever to not get in.”

“But you didn’t not get in,” I said. “You got . . . maybe-ed.”

“I know. It was just so humiliating. And even worse because . . . ”

When he trailed off, my heart thumped fretfully. There was more?

“Because I didn’t apply anywhere else.”

My jaw dropped.

“I know! I’m such an idiot!” He covered his face with his hands, one of which was peppered with purple paint spots. “I thought it was a lock and I didn’t really want to go anywhere else anyway, so—”

“So what you’re saying is, as of right now, you don’t have a school to go to next year,” I clarified slowly. A light breeze rustled the green canopy of leaves over our heads, and I leaned back against the tree’s rough bark.

“That’s what I’m saying,” he replied. “And that’s why I’ve been so stressed. My dad has this friend on the admissions board who basically told him that if I want to get in, I need to get straight As this semester.”

Suddenly I felt like the worst girlfriend ever to call herself a girlfriend. Here I was, coming up with all of these disturbing theories, all these scenarios in which Josh was a real villain, while he was fretting about his future and studying his ass off to secure it.

“So that night that I said I was out with Trey, I was actually working with a calc tutor,” Josh told me. “And whenever I’m not around, I’m studying.”

“Wow,” I said.

“And that whole thing with Graham at the library that night?” he said.

My skin prickled with curiosity. “What about it?”

“He and a couple of the other guys found out about the wait-list thing a couple of weeks ago—I don’t know how. At first he was just being a dick about it, mocking me for it and crap like that, but that night . . . he actually said that if I didn’t break up with you, he was going to tell you about it. Can you believe that?”

“What?” I blurted.

“Yeah. I guess he, like, really wants you and Sawyer to get together. Like, badly.” He slumped back against the tree as well, tearing up a big chunk of grass and tossing it down in the dirt.

So this was why Graham had called Josh a liar. He knew that he’d lied about getting into Cornell. But why had he made it sound like it was such a huge deal? And what was with the major jones for me to date his brother? Never in my life had I ever heard of a brother who cared that much about getting his brother a girl.

“That boy has issues,” I concluded quietly.

“Tell me about it,” Josh said. “Anyway, that’s why I kind of freaked when I saw you with Sawyer that day. After what Graham said . . . I think it just threw me.”

“I understand,” I told him, reaching for his hand and holding it in my lap. “I just wish you’d told me about all this sooner. I could’ve helped you study or at least been more understanding about everything.”

“I know. I’m an idiot. I was embarrassed,” Josh said, tilting his head and giving me a small smile. “Didn’t want you to think you were going out with a deadbeat or something.”

I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Like I could ever think that.”

Josh turned my hand over so my palm was facing up. Gently, he traced the lines of my hand with his fingertip. “So, what’s going on with you? It sounded like you wanted to talk about something too.”

Josh knew about my latest brush with death, of course, but I’d yet to tell him about MT and the potential connection between the accidents. As he looked into my eyes now, part of me wanted to keep it a secret. Clearly the last thing he needed right now was more stress. But nothing good had ever come of the two of us keeping secrets before. I pressed my lips together and turned toward him fully.

“Promise not to freak out,” I said.

“Uh-oh. No good conversation ever started that way,” he joked. “What’s up?”

So I told him. I told him the whole story of the mystery texter, all the way up to the message I’d received last night to avoid the awards banquet. Josh listened the whole time, his expression growing more and more tense with each passing second. Finally, his knee started to bounce up and down and I had to place my heavy cast on top of it to stop him.

“So? What do you think? Do I trust this person or not?” I asked, really hoping for a definitive answer. For some sort of direction. “Do I say screw it and go to the awards banquet, or do I stay home?”

“First, let me just ask you this,” he said. “How could you not tell me about this?”

I balked, leaning back. “Okay, pot, go ahead and call me black.”

Josh blushed. “Okay, fine, but my secret wasn’t potentially life-threatening,” he said. He shook his head and looked out across campus. “God, I can’t wait to get the eff out of this freaking place. I don’t even care where I’m going, I just want to get out.” Then he looked at me seriously and took both my hands. “I just wish you were coming with me.”

“Me too,” I said, feeling suddenly, overwhelmingly sad.

Josh looked at me for a long moment, as if trying to see inside, as if gauging exactly what I could handle and what I couldn’t. Finally he squeezed my fingers.

“You know what? Screw it,” he said with a devil-may-care smile. “We’re going to the banquet. You’re getting two huge awards and you should be there to accept them. Don’t let this latest freak scare you off.”

My chest instantly felt ten times lighter, and just like that I knew this was what I’d wanted to hear. “But what if something happens?”

“Nothing’s gonna happen,” he assured me, looking me in the eye. “I’ll make sure it doesn’t. I’ll get a bunch of the guys together and we’ll all be on high alert. No one will be letting you out of their sight.”

“Yeah?” I said, raising my eyebrows hopefully.

“I swear,” he said, looping his arm around me and pulling me to his side. He kissed the top of my head and held me close. “I won’t think about school and you won’t think about Billings or this MT nutbag and we’ll just have fun.”

I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head to look up at him. “Is that even possible around here?”

Josh smirked. “Well, we can at least try.”



THE PAYOFF



“Josh is right. You can’t just hide out in your dorm room for the rest of your life,” Ivy said that afternoon as she pawed through my jewelry box, holding an earring up to her ear, then trying out a necklace. She’d decided she wanted something new to wear with her blue Easton Academy graduation gown, and had apparently chosen to shop for it at the House of Reed. “If there’s some kind of threat at the banquet, then we’ll deal with it head-on, right? You have to show them you won’t be intimidated. That you won’t run scared.”

“You sound like you’re running for Senate or something,” I said, looking up from my history textbook. Then I lowered my voice to a deep grumble. “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

“Who knew you could apply that policy at private school?” Ivy smiled as she clasped a beaded necklace around her neck. “Whatever. I’m just trying to get you psyched up.” She sat down next to me on my bed and closed my book. “You do know everything’s going to be fine, right? Because it is.”

“Wow. You are seriously upbeat today,” I said, tossing the book aside. “What’s your deal?”

Ivy grinned. “I woke up this morning and realized that in one week, I’m graduating. One week and I will never have to sit in one of those awful hard chairs and listen to some obnoxious Easton teacher spout off about something no one in the real world will ever care about. And then I can spend the entire summer looking forward to Pepperdine, looking forward to getting as far away from Easton and Boston and my depressing-ass family as I possibly can, and taking whatever classes I want to take while staring at the Pacific Ocean all day long.” She grabbed my arm and shook it. “One more week!”

I groaned out my jealousy and flopped back on my bed. “I’m really starting to think I should have fewer senior friends.”

There was a quick rap on my door and it flung right open. I sat up straight in surprise as Carolina rushed in, out of breath, a laptop tucked under her arm and a pencil shoved behind one ear. She looked Go Green! camera-ready in a plaid shirt unbuttoned over a lace-trimmed tank top and jeans flared over tan work boots, but the intense vibe she was giving off was definitely not fit for TV. Unless she was guest-starring in a new episode of Southland.

“Carolina!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“Sorry to interrupt, but you have to see this.” She shoved aside my own computer and placed her laptop down on my desk. Ivy and I exchanged a nervous look as we both stood up from the bed and gathered behind her. It took Carolina about thirty seconds to boot up her computer and open up a video screen. “We were going through some of the footage from yesterday, and you’re never going to believe what we found.”

I gulped back a surge of fear as I leaned in toward the screen. The Go Green! trailer appeared in the shot, the logo painted in bright kelly green on the side next to the door. Carolina walked out, talking to the camera. Her lips were moving, but there was no sound.

I reached for the volume button.

“There’s no audio on this one,” Carolina said. “What I’m saying in this clip is not what matters.”

“Carolina, what’s going on?” I asked.

Her face was like stone. “You’ll see in about five seconds.”

On the computer screen Carolina gestured to her right and Mike panned the camera in that direction, taking in the moving construction vehicles, the other trailers, and eventually the foundation of the new Billings. It looked like they were trying to give the viewer a tour of the site—a kind of “before” shot.

“What are we looking for?” Ivy asked, leaning one hand on the desk’s surface.

“There!” Carolina hit the space button and the video paused. She pointed at a spot near the top right-hand corner of the screen, her finger trembling. Ivy and I both leaned in as far as we could, but all I could really make out were two people standing close together, one in a hard hat, the other in a straw fedora, and the person in the fedora was handing over a heavy-looking duffel bag. “That’s someone paying off one of the workers. The worker who was operating the crane,” Carolina said pointedly.

“How do you know there’s money in there?” I asked shakily.

“Oh, come on! Just look at it! Haven’t you ever seen a spy movie?” Carolina exclaimed, her face reddening. “What else could it be?”

Ivy and I exchanged a dubious look, but said nothing.

“Do you realize what this means?” Carolina continued. “Someone paid him to drop that pallet. Someone was actually trying to kill us. You see it? Do you have any idea who that is?”

I leaned closer. Whoever was handing over the bag was wearing a black trench and jeans. It was obviously a girl, by the short height and the thin waist, but I couldn’t make out her face. Still, the idea of a stylish female hanging out around our construction site, handing things off to one of the workers, didn’t exactly sit well.

“Hit play,” I demanded.

Carolina did. The video kept rolling, and the girl turned away from the camera. There was never a good shot of her face. But as she walked off, I saw something that stopped the breath in my lungs.

“Holy crap,” I said under my breath. “Rewind it.”

“What? What did you see?” Ivy asked.

My mouth was so dry I could taste my lunch from four hours ago. I reached for the space button and waited. And waited. As soon as the girl started to turn, I hit pause. Now I was certain that Carolina was right—there was money inside that bag, and probably a ton of it.

“There!” I stood up straight and looked at Ivy. “You see her hair? I only know one person with hair like that.”

Ivy squinted at the screen, taking in the one, short, silky auburn curl that flew out from under the fedora’s brim. Slowly, realization flooded her face and she straightened her posture.

“Who?” Carolina asked, whipping out her phone.

Ivy and I nodded slowly. My blood pulsed in my ears. “That’s Paige Ryan.”



HONORS



For once, the arrests weren’t made on Easton Academy grounds. The police found the crane operator at his favorite bar. Apparently, Paige had done her research to figure out who would be the most likely crew member to take a payoff, because the guy had immediately and tearfully confessed, saying he needed the money or he was going to lose his house, his family, and pretty much everything else he had in the world. Paige, meanwhile, had been holed up in her parents’ vacation home near Mystic, having her feet exfoliated by her personal pedicurist, when the cops came calling. According to my good buddy at the Easton Police Department, Detective Hauer, when she was hauled off for booking, her hair was wet, she had no makeup on, and her toenails were unpolished.

For some reason, this visual made me giddy, no matter how many times I conjured it up.

“What are you smiling about?” Josh asked me, squeezing my hand atop my knee at the Driscoll that night. We were seated at our table in the crowded banquet hall, surrounded by other couples—Astrid and Trey, Kiki and Marc, Noelle and Dash, Ivy and Gage. Well, they weren’t exactly a couple. Just two people who randomly hooked up whenever it was convenient. But whatever anyone was doing on the side, it was nice to be here among friends. Here and relaxed and out of the danger zone. The bad guy had been arrested, after all. Which meant that whatever MT had been warning me about tonight was not going to happen.

And I was beyond glad about that, because if I’d listened to MT’s warning, I wouldn’t have been here to accept the junior girls’ scholar-athlete award, which I still couldn’t believe I’d won.

“Nothing,” I said, running my fingers along the gold plate on my plaque, where my name was spelled out in pretty cursive letters. “Just happy to be here.”

Josh leaned over and kissed my temple, careful to avoid my stitches. “Me too.”

As Headmaster Hathaway presented the junior award for excellence in French, I let my mind wander slightly, looking around the room at all the proud senior-class parents, the texting classmates, the hustling waiters. Kiran and Taylor were both there, sitting near the windows with some random, hot alumni fawning all over them. After the banquet we were all going back to Noelle’s room for an old-school-style Billings celebration. This night that I had been dreading all day was going to end up being beyond cool.

I did, of course, still have my questions for Paige Ryan. Like, why? Why was she trying to kill me? Was she just trying to finish the job her mother had begun down in St. Barths over Christmas break? Did she want to be the one who got to rebuild Billings so badly that she’d actually commit murder? Did she still hate me for hooking up with Upton Giles that week? Or did she hate me because, in some twisted way, she blamed me for the fact that her mother was in jail? Then there was the off chance that she actually subscribed to all that Billings curse mumbo jumbo Mrs. Kane had been spouting before she was arrested back in March. Maybe she thought I needed to die in order for Billings to live on free of bad luck.

Any way you sliced it, the girl was mad crazy.

“And now for the awards for overall academic achievement in the junior class,” Headmaster Hathaway announced. I sat up a bit straighter, my heart prickling with nerves. Now that I had won scholar-athlete, I knew I had a shot at snagging this one as well, and I was beyond proud of myself for managing to get good grades this year even with all the insanity that had gone on. “As with the freshman and sophomore classes, this award is given out to one female student and one male student—the two students who have achieved the highest GPAs for the first three quarters of the year. And those students are . . . Reed Brennan and Sawyer Hathaway!”

Josh’s face lit up as my heart all but burst. He gave me a quick kiss and a hug. “I’m not worthy,” he joked as the room filled with applause.

“What?” Marc blurted under his breath. “Sawyer wasn’t even here the first half of the year.”

“They used his grades from his last school,” Noelle explained.

Marc slumped, blowing out an annoyed breath. “Please. This is nepotism at its finest.”

Everyone laughed and Josh squeezed my hand one more time before I got up to accept the award. I smiled and smoothed out the full skirt of my blue silk Chloé dress, scanning the room for Sawyer. His father looked out at the crowd as well, applauding along with the audience, but Sawyer didn’t appear. As the moments passed, a crease of confusion deepened just above the headmaster’s nose. Everyone was looking at me, so I made my way up to the podium to collect my second plaque and gift certificate. It took a couple of minutes for me to weave around all the tables and chairs, but still, no Sawyer.

“Well,” the headmaster said, leaning toward the microphone. “I guess I’ll have to give my son a little talking-to later.”

The crowd responded with polite laughter and Headmaster Hathaway turned his attention to me.

“Congratulations, Miss Brennan.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

He handed over the prizes and shook my hand. We posed for the requisite photo, and then I was done. On my way back to my chair, Noelle shot me a bemused look and I shrugged. We both knew it wasn’t like Sawyer to miss something like this. He loved school almost as much as Noelle loved Calvin Klein.

“What happened to your partner in brilliance?” Josh joked as I sat down next to him, tucking the plaque under my chair.

“I don’t know. Now that I think about it, I don’t think he was in class all day. Maybe he’s sick.”

“But then wouldn’t his own father know about it?” Astrid asked, taking a sip from her water goblet.

A slight tickle of foreboding skittered down my neck. I reached for my bag and pulled out my phone.

“What’re you doing?” Josh asked.

“Texting him,” I replied.

I knew Josh wasn’t Sawyer’s biggest fan at the moment, but I’d hoped we’d cleared up the facts that (a) I wasn’t interested in Sawyer in a boyfriendly way, but (b) he was my friend. I typed a quick message and hit send, then left my phone on the table between my silver knife and Josh’s salad plate to wait for his response.

Forty-five minutes and ten awards later, he still hadn’t written back. Finally, the seniors were done being honored, and the awards part of the evening was over.

“Let’s have one last round of applause for all our honorees!” Mr. Hathaway announced as he finished his closing speech. The resounding cheers were so loud a few people actually laughed in surprise. “And now, go ahead and enjoy your meals! Thank you all for coming!”

Almost instantly, waiters scurried to deliver the main course. A few people got up from their seats to stretch their legs and visit other tables.

“I’m gonna go hit the bathroom,” Josh said, giving me a quick peck on the cheek. “Be right back.”

“I’ll just be here devouring this salmon,” I replied.

He and Trey headed off for the bathroom while Gage started to nuzzle Ivy’s ear, making her giggle. Noelle rolled her eyes in disgust and dragged Dash off to go say hello to some alumni. As the rest of us dug into our food, I saw Missy Thurber, of all people, winding her way around the many tables as if headed for ours. I was even more surprised when she walked all the way around until she was right behind me.

“I hope you’re proud of yourself,” she said, pressing her hands into the back of Josh’s vacated chair. I almost choked on my food. So she was actually talking to me now? Our relationship was no longer going to exclusively consist of evil glares?

“Proud of myself?” I asked.

“You seem to be picking off the Billings alums one by one,” she said, looking me up and down in an obnoxious way. “Guess I should stay away from you. Who knows what lies you’ll come up with about me to get me sent to jail?”

Astrid let out an indignant grunt. “Back off, you troll. Reed hasn’t lied about anyone.”

“You do know there’s actual proof that Paige paid off some guy to kill me and Carolina,” I said, turning in my seat to face her. “The guy confessed.”

Missy laughed. “Proof. Ha. Everything can be doctored these days, Reed. I’ll bet you a million dollars that video gets thrown out before it even makes it to court. And that guy was drunk when he blabbed. No one’s going to believe a loser like him over Paige Ryan.” She stood up straight and squared her shoulders, looking right into my eyes. “Either way, don’t think for a second that this is over,” she said through her teeth.

Then she reached over, plucked the fresh, warm roll from my bread plate, and took a bite out of it before walking off.

I gaped at Astrid, stunned.

“Did she really just steal your bread?” she asked.

“I think she really just did,” I replied.

And we both cracked up laughing. Honestly, when it came to villainous behavior, Missy had some brushing up to do. But still, something inside of me stirred. What did she mean, this wasn’t over? Did she have something to do with all these “accidents” too? Had she been working with Paige? They were cousins, after all, and Missy had hated me since our first day of sophomore year.

I watched her carefully as she crossed the room and sauntered over to Graham Hathaway. She ran her hand lightly over his shoulders, then picked up her clutch purse from his table and disappeared out a side door. It was a side door I knew all too well. I’d met Dash McCafferty in a little alcove through there last fall for one of those stolen moments between the two of us that I wasn’t too proud of. Graham took a last bite of potatoes and got up to follow her, buttoning his blue suit jacket as he went.

I watched the door swing shut behind them, then pushed my chair away from the table.

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Astrid.

I grabbed my phone and took off after them.



NOT AGAIN



I crept around the corner and into the small alcove and almost lost my two bites of salmon. Graham had his tongue so far down Missy’s throat he could probably taste that roll she’d snagged from me moments ago. Her back was mashed up against the wall and his whole body was flattened against her even as he tried to wiggle his hands between their chests to get a feel.

Okay, ew. I had to look away. This wasn’t right. But I couldn’t seem to make myself move. It was like watching a truly horrible American Idol audition. You felt for the poor sap crooning away, so off-key he could shatter glass; you felt for the judges as they tried in vain to stop cringing; the whole thing made you feel queasy inside, but for some sadistic reason you had to see it through to the bitter end.

Missy turned her face, smearing her lipstick across her cheek, and started to open her eyes. A sudden surge of panic hit me hard, and I was about to turn away before she could accuse me of being a creeper, but I was too late. She looked right at me, blinked, and then I swear she started to smile.

I turned, my heel catching on the ornate hallway rug, and stumbled around the corner. At that moment, someone’s gloved hand came down over my mouth and a strong arm locked around my waist. My heart hurtled into my throat and I tried to scream, but the fingers were clamped down too tightly against my lips as I was pulled roughly backward. I flailed and kicked and writhed, but nothing worked. My good arm flung out as my attacker dragged me toward the end of the hallway and for a brief, desperate second I was able to clasp the corner between the alcove and the hall, but with one jerk the guy freed my grip and we were all alone.

We were headed toward a back exit. A door that I knew led to the employee parking lot, which would be all but deserted, what with everyone working the banquet. My eyes filled with hot, angry, frantic tears.

This was not going to happen to me. Not again. Not without a fight. I whacked at my attacker with my cast as hard as I could and felt his grip give the tiniest bit. At that moment, Josh, Trey, and Gage came running into the hall. My eyes widened with hope as Josh turned and saw us.

“Hey! What the hell are you doing?”

The guys sprinted toward me and my attacker let go, dropping me on my ass in the center of the hall. He turned and fled out the back door. Gage and Trey went gunning right past me and gave chase. Josh ran over and fell to his knees in front of me.

“Are you all right?” he asked, running his hand over my forehead and into my hair. “Who the hell was that?”

“You didn’t see his face?” I gasped, clinging to my broken arm, which radiated sharp pains up into my shoulder and down into my fingertips.

Josh shook his head. “He was wearing a ski mask.”

“Oh my God.” I leaned into Josh’s chest, my breath coming short and ragged as wave after wave of terror crashed over me. “I thought it was over. Paige is in jail . . . I thought . . . I thought I was safe.”

“I know.” Josh ran his hand over my hair again and again and kissed the top of my head. “I know. It’s okay. We got here in time. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

Suddenly Gage and Trey reappeared at the back door. They were out of breath and soaking wet. Apparently the skies, which had been threatening since that afternoon, had finally opened up. Gage doubled over as he clung to the door handle and I saw lightning flash through the sky behind him. He finally straightened up and let the door slam.

“Anything?” Josh asked.

“He took off in a black Acura,” Trey said as he fought for breath. He ran his hand over his close-shaven head, sloughing off the rain. “I tried to get the plates, but I only saw the first two letters.”

“Well, at least that’s something,” Josh said. He tipped my face up with his finger beneath my chin. “We should go to the police.”

I shook my head, tears streaming from the corners of my eyes. I felt like an idiot for going off on my own. For thinking this was over just because Paige was locked up. For not listening to MT. “I just want to go home.”

“But we have to report this,” Josh told me.

“So let them come to me for once,” I said, bracing my hand against the wall and struggling to my feet. All three of the guys—even Gage—made a move to help me, but I managed to do it myself. “Right now all I want to do is lock myself up in my room. And until someone figures out what the hell is going on around here, I’m not coming out.”



TECHNOLOGY IS NOT YOUR FRIEND



“So let me see if I understand all this,” Taylor said later that evening, pacing back and forth in front of my closet. Outside my window at Pemberly the storm raged, thunder growling and lightning flashing. The rain pelted the windowpane, sometimes so loudly it drowned out our words. Every now and then the lights would flicker and I just prayed we wouldn’t be left in the dark. That was the last thing my nerves needed right now. “This Sabine girl totally screwed with your mind via e-mail and text, then Noelle and her grandmother totally screwed with your mind via e-mail and text—”

“Um, hello? Sitting right here?” Noelle said, raising her hand from my desk chair like she was going to ask a question in class.

Taylor shot her a look that said “Let me finish.” Wow. Things had really changed.

“And now this MT person is screwing with you via text?” she finished.

“That’s the deal, basically, yeah,” I replied, leaning back into my pillows, which were propped up against the wall at the head of my bed.

I’d changed into my favorite Penn State sweatshirt and Easton soccer shorts upon returning to the dorm, and had just finished giving my statement about tonight’s incident to Detective Hauer, who had left with a promise to run the partial plate against the car’s make as soon as he got back to the Easton PD. While part of me would have loved to pass out and put this night behind me, I was far too wired to sleep, which was why everyone was here, keeping me company. Kiran leaned back against the door and Ivy sat at the foot of my bed, her back against the wall and her feet dangling over the edge of the mattress.

“Reed, I think you know what you need to do,” Taylor said seriously, crossing her arms over her chest. “You need to give up on technology.”

I snorted a laugh.

“She’s right,” Kiran put in, inspecting her fingernails. “Technology is not your friend.” Her eyes lit up and she pushed herself away from the wall. “Maybe you should move to, like, the African jungle or something. Become one of those women who lives off the land and studies the apes or something. Go completely off the grid.”

A bolt of lightning flashed so brilliantly I nearly jumped out of my skin. Taylor smirked and walked over to my dresser, piling her hair atop her head and checking out the effect in the mirror. While Ivy, Noelle, and I had gone casual, she and Kiran were still sporting their cocktail dresses, having come right back here with us instead of stopping by their rooms at the Driscoll.

“Yes, Kiran. That is so what I want to do with my life,” I said sarcastically as the thunder clapped just outside. “Why didn’t I think of that before?”

“Besides, we already decided. No running and hiding,” Ivy reminded me.

“So if we’re not gonna run and hide, I say we go on offense,” Noelle said, leaning forward in the chair. “Find out who this MT person is already and grill them about what they actually know until they snap.”

“But there’s no way to find out,” I told her, supporting my cast with my other hand. “Every time we try to text them it bumps back to me as unsent.”

“Oh, please. They’re probably just blocking you,” Taylor said, letting her hair tumble down around her shoulders again. “Any good hacker can get around that.”

I looked at Ivy and she sat up straight, pushing away from the wall. “Any good hacker?” I said. “Aren’t you a good hacker?”

“How?” Ivy asked Taylor. “We tried texting and calling from my phone—”

“And mine,” Noelle said.

“But they came back too.”

“You just have to set up a program to run the numbers,” Taylor said, lifting a palm as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “There’s no way this person blocked every sequence. We find the right sequence, reprogram one of our phones, and we’re in.”

Ivy’s jaw snapped shut and she brought her hand to her forehead. “Why didn’t I think of that?” She shoved herself off the bed and grabbed her phone from on top of my dresser. “We’ll start with the most obscure area codes first.”

“Good call,” Taylor said.

Ivy started typing into her phone as Taylor leaned over her shoulder. Before long the two of them were whispering and pointing, debating and correcting. I glanced at Kiran and she shrugged in response.

“Got any good magazines?” she asked, dropping down next to me on my bed. “This could be a while.”

“Please. She gets Shape and Fitness and nothing else,” Noelle said, rising from her chair. “I’ll be right back.”

An hour later Kiran, Noelle, and I were noshing on Godiva and pawing through the latest issues of Vogue, InStyle, and W, while Ivy and Taylor sat on the floor bent over Ivy’s phone. It wasn’t exactly the party we had originally planned for the evening, but it was darn close, and they were all there with me, which was the best gift I could have asked for. The thunderstorm had passed and the rain had let up a bit, dulling itself to a persistent drizzle, the sound of which was far more comforting than the raging we’d endured earlier. Suddenly Ivy leaned back on her hands, a self-satisfied smile on her face.

“And . . . done!” she announced.

“Done?” I asked dropping the heavy Vogue issue aside. “You got through?”

“Yep,” Taylor said happily.

“Finally,” Kiran groused.

“What did you say?” I asked, getting up from the bed and wiping my palms on the back of my sweatpants.

“We wrote, ‘Enough with the mystery. I want to know what’s going on. We need to meet,’” Taylor replied.

“To the point,” Noelle conceded, tipping her head.

“Do you think he’ll write back?” Kiran asked, sipping bottled water through a straw.

I sighed. “We’ll just have to wait and—”

Ivy’s phone beeped. My heart dropped. We all froze.

“Is it MT?” I asked.

Ivy hit a button and nodded, as Taylor leaned in so close her hair fell over Ivy’s shoulder. “It says, ‘Come alone. One hour. Directions attached.’”

“Holy crap,” I said, a rush of excitement flooding my veins. “It worked.”

“Come alone. Yeah. Like that’s gonna happen,” Noelle said, lifting her thick hair over her shoulder.

“We’re going with her?” Kiran asked, a tad fretful.

“Of course we are,” Ivy snapped.

“Don’t worry, Kiran. MT has proven he . . . or she . . . is a friend,” I assured her.

“Then why does he want you to come alone?” Taylor asked. “What’s with the blocking the number and all the mystery?”

“Well, clearly he’s trying to protect himself,” Ivy replied. “Whoever’s after Reed means business if they’re going to try to kidnap her from a crowded event.”

Kiran bit her lip. “Yeah, but—”

“All right, enough,” Noelle snapped. “We’re all doing this together. There’s safety in numbers right? If we all go together, everything will be fine.”

The five of us looked around at one another and I felt this odd mixture of fear and hope. By the end of tonight, I might know who MT was, and I might even know everything he or she knew about this latest attack. But I also knew that ventures like this one didn’t always end up the way I expected. And sometimes they didn’t end well at all.



SPY-FABULOUS



“I don’t like this,” Josh said, standing in the center of Ketlar Hall’s common room. All along the walls, guys were hunched over their computers at the study carrels, typing furiously or reading over papers and notes. The couches and chairs were laden with last-minute crammers, trying to get in every minute of good study time before tomorrow morning’s exams. Everyone had changed out of their suits and ties and into worn T-shirts and comfy shorts, and there were bags of junk food and cans of energy drinks and soda everywhere. Suddenly I felt very lucky to not have a final at 8 A.M. tomorrow. “What happened to locking yourself in your room and not coming out?”

“I know,” I said. “But this texter person isn’t the enemy. Think about it. He warned me not to go tonight, and he was right. I shouldn’t have gone.”

“Okay, well, if he’s such a friend, then why are you bringing along Charlie’s Angels over there?” He lifted his chin toward the doorway, where Ivy and Noelle loitered, ignoring each other and waiting for me. They did look sort of spy-fabulous in dark jeans, heeled boots, and black jackets. A dripping and colorful Coach-logo umbrella dangled from Ivy’s wrist, while Noelle had propped her plain black version against the wall.

“Because they have nothing better to do?” I suggested, lifting one shoulder.

“I should come with you,” Josh said, reaching for my hand.

“No way. You have to ace AP bio tomorrow,” I reminded him, as if he needed reminding. “I’m not gonna let you screw up your entire future just to do this with me. Especially when I already have enough backup.”

“Backup? Sure.” He scoffed. “What are they going to do if you get jumped again, whip out a nail file?”

I leveled him with a glare. “Would you want to go up against Ivy and Noelle when they’re pissed off?” He sort of gulped and paled and I had my answer. “Besides, Kiran has a stun gun. She went back to her hotel to grab it and change her clothes.”

“She has a stun gun?” Josh asked, his eyebrows popping up.

“She said it’s just good sense when you’re a high-fashion model,” I replied. “Apparently, the guys in Italy are all about the groping.”

Josh was silent for a moment, pondering. Then he dropped my hand and groaned in frustration, plopping down on the nearest leather couch. He blew out a sigh and looked up at me imploringly.

“Are you sure you don’t want to just go to the police with this?” Josh asked, extricating his phone from the pocket of his cargo shorts. I’d forwarded him the text with the attachment and he still had it up on his screen. “Give them the directions and let them figure it out?”

I sat down next to him and knocked the side of my knee against his. “How about this? If you don’t hear from me in two hours, send in the SWAT team, the dogs, the helicopters. Whatever.”

Josh knocked his fist against his mouth a few times but finally gave in. “Okay, fine. It’s a plan.”

I threw my one good arm around him and squeezed. And even though I hadn’t exactly come here for his permission, I whispered a quick “Thank you,” because it was important to me that he believed in me and wouldn’t be sitting here terrified the whole time I was gone. Then I kissed him and got up, my ponytail swinging behind me. Josh rose as well, turning to watch as I joined my friends at the door.

“Ready?” Noelle asked, glancing at her phone to check the time.

“Ready.”

“Hey, guys?” Josh called out in full voice, earning some annoyed glances from the studying hordes around him.

“Yeah?” Ivy said.

“Take care of her, okay?” Josh told them.

I wasn’t sure whether I should be offended that he thought I couldn’t handle myself, or pleased that he cared. But then, I supposed I did have a broken bone and a track record for getting into trouble, so I kept my mouth shut.

Noelle, meanwhile, looped her arm over my shoulders and squeezed. “Always do.”



DÉJÀ VU



“Raccoon!” Taylor shouted, pointing toward the windshield from the center seat in the back of Kiran’s rented Escalade. Noelle slammed on the brakes and we were all flung forward for a second before the massive SUV came to a complete stop, its tires squealing on the wet pavement. My hand flew to my heart as the raccoon paused for a moment, gave us a withering stare, and continued loping across the road.

“Okay, why are you driving my car again?” Kiran demanded, glaring at Noelle from the front passenger seat.

“Because my car was too small and we all know your driving’s for shit,” Noelle replied, slowly rolling ahead again. The windshield wipers thwapped violently back and forth, sending sprays of water into the night with each giant arc.

“Yeah. And clearly you’re way better,” Kiran complained, resting her elbow against the top of her door and her head on her hand.

“Well, maybe if any of these damn streets had streetlights,” Noelle shot back.

“Guys. Can we stop sniping for a second and focus?” I asked, gripping the back of Kiran’s seat with my free hand. “Where are we?”

“We have to take the next left,” Ivy said, her phone aglow in her lap, casting a white light over her already pale features.

“Does anyone see a next left?” I asked, squinting into the night.

“There!” Kiran pointed at a street sign that was half hidden by a low-hanging tree branch. Noelle cut the wheel and we all screeched as the car skidded around the corner, veering into the far lane.

“Next time, I drive,” Ivy muttered, her hand braced against the window.

This road was even scrawnier than the last, and clouds of fog rose up from the pavement, gathering around the car as we cut through. I turned and gazed out the window to my right, trying to see anything in the dark—a house, a business, a barn, a gas station—but all I saw were trees, trees, and more trees. An ancient but well-maintained stone wall loomed into view, terminating at the base of a driveway with a tall iron gate. The house beyond wasn’t visible from the road, either because of the fog or because the driveway was so long, the house was hidden by trees.

Taylor glanced past me, then did a double take when she saw the gates. She leaned toward the window, crushing my cast, and I let out an involuntary gasp.

“Oh God! Sorry,” Taylor said, sitting up straight again. “But, you guys, do you realize where we are right now?”

“The middle of nowhere?” Kiran theorized.

“Trapped in some bad horror movie?” Ivy joked as the fog thickened.

“I think both,” Taylor said, looking skittish.

“What do you mean?” I asked, all the little hairs on my arms standing on end.

“It says to take the next right, just after the covered bridge,” Ivy announced. Then she looked up from the page. “Wait a second. The covered bridge?”

While her words still hung in the air, the structure appeared as if from nowhere, and the Escalade’s tires bumped and thumped over its old creaky boards. For a moment, we were eerily cut off from the outside world, the noise of the rain stopped, and all I could hear was the sound of our breathing and the squealing of the suddenly dry windshield wipers. I had this sinking sense of déjà vu as the car reemerged into the rain and Noelle slowed to make the turn.

Seconds later my throat went dry and Noelle hit the brakes. I held my breath. No one moved. Rising up out of the fog at the top of the hill were the uppermost floors of a house I knew all too well. A house I hadn’t stepped foot inside for more than a year. A house I had visited on one of the most horrific nights of my life.

Kiran clutched the door handle, as if ready to bolt. “Isn’t this—?”

“Yeah, it is,” Noelle confirmed. “It’s Cheyenne’s house.”

The very house my friends and I had partied and laughed and played dress up in on the night Ariana Osgood had attempted to kill me.



FINISH THE JOB



“Turn off the lights!” I whisper-shouted at Noelle.

“What?” she asked.

“Turn off the lights and pull over! Now!” I cried.

My chest constricted and I doubled over in my seat, gasping for air. Noelle shot me a disturbed look and did as she was told. I pressed my forehead into the back of Kiran’s leather seat and told myself to chill. Told myself to breathe. But I couldn’t seem to make it happen.

All I could see were flashes of blond hair. All I could hear was that evil snicker. Someone had been watching me this past week. I had felt it. I had sensed it. And now I knew exactly who that someone was.

“Reed? Are you okay?” Ivy asked.

I could hear myself gasping hoarsely. My throat and lungs burned. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my skull. I was going to pass out, and the very thought terrified me even more.

“I think she’s having a panic attack,” Taylor said, putting her hand on my back. “Roll down the windows.”

“But it’s pouring rain,” Kiran whined.

“She needs air!” Ivy shouted.

All four windows rolled down. The side of my face and my arm were peppered with cold, wet droplets of rain and cool air flooded my skin.

“Concentrate, Reed,” Taylor instructed, her voice soothing. “Try to breathe.”

I can’t! my brain wailed. Ican’tIcan’tIcan’t.

But I had to. I closed my eyes, clamped my mouth shut, and pulled in a breath through my nose, which made me cough. But still, it was something. I forced myself to concentrate and tried again. I breathed in through my nose and out through my mouth.

In and out. In and out. In and out.

Finally, I was able to sit up again.

“Are you okay?” Taylor asked.

“I think so.” I shot her a weak but grateful smile. “Thanks.”

“What the hell just happened?” Noelle asked, one hand still gripping the wheel. “Where did that come from?”

“It’s Ariana,” I said, my voice breaking. “She’s behind this. This is all one big game and she’s trying to lure me here so she can finish me off.”

“Reed, Ariana’s locked up. She doesn’t even have access to a cell phone,” Noelle reminded me.

I shook my head violently, desperation coursing through my veins, swelling my heart. “It’s her. I know it’s her. She’s gotten out somehow and she’s trying to kill me. I just know it.”

“Reed, calm down,” Taylor said, rubbing my back. “If Ariana had broken out of prison somehow—”

“Which is highly unlikely as she is the least athletic person I know,” Noelle said.

“—then we would have heard about it,” Taylor finished.

“But what if we didn’t?” I asked. “I know you guys are going to think I’m crazy, but someone’s been spying on me on campus the past couple of weeks. I keep feeling someone watching me, and every time I look there’s someone disappearing around a corner or into a building, but I always catch a glimpse of blond hair.”

“So maybe it was Missy,” Ivy suggested. “I wouldn’t put it past her to eff with you just for kicks.”

“It wasn’t,” I insisted. “It was—”

“Not Ariana,” Noelle said fiercely.

“But what if it was?” I snapped through my teeth.

At that moment my phone beeped and we all screamed. Which actually made me feel better. Momentarily. Until I looked down at the screen. I read the text aloud.

LEAVE CAR WHERE IT IS & WALK THE REST. KEEP 2 THE TREES UNTIL U GET 2 PATH THRU BACK GARDEN. OH & LEAVE UR LITTLE FRIENDS WHERE THEY R, RULEBREAKER.

“Omigod it’s totally her,” I whimpered.

“It’s not!” Noelle replied. “And there’s no way we’re staying here.”

“Are you sure about that?” Kiran asked tentatively. “I mean, the instructions say—”

“No. We’re going,” Ivy put in, shoving her own phone into the pocket of her jacket. “There’s no way Reed’s going in there alone.”

“I don’t even want to go in,” I replied, my voice shrill. “I say we go with Josh’s plan. Call the police and let them deal with it.”

“But if we call the police, MT might bolt and then we’ll never know what’s going on,” Ivy said, leaning forward in her seat to see me better. “Come on. There’s safety in numbers. We’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know, you guys,” Kiran said, looking up at the fog-obscured house. “This is all a little too Scream for my tastes.”

“That’s it,” I said. “I’m calling the police.”

“What’re you going to say?” Ivy asked. “That we followed an anonymous texter’s directions into the middle of nowhere and now we’re scared? They’ll laugh in your face.”

“No, they won’t. Detective Hauer knows me,” I said, hitting the speed dial button. “It’ll be fine.”

The phone rang only once before he picked up.

“Detective Hauer,” he barked.

“Detective? It’s Reed Brennan,” I said, clutching the phone to my ear.

“Reed?” He sounded alarmed. Which made sense. When had I ever called him with good news? “Is everything all right?”

“Not exactly. I’m out at Cheyenne Martin’s house, the one on Old Post Road? And I’m pretty sure Ariana Osgood is here,” I said.

In the front seat Noelle hung her head into her hand. On the other end of the line, I heard phones ringing and a door slam, but otherwise, there was silence.

“Detective?”

“I’m sorry. I’m waiting for the punch line,” Detective Hauer said.

I gritted my teeth. “I know it sounds crazy, but—”

“Reed, I don’t even know where to start,” the detective said with a heavy sigh. “Why in hell would you be out at the Martin place on a night like this after what happened to you earlier this evening? And what in God’s name would make you think that Ariana Osgood is there when we both know she’s locked up safe and secure in Virginia?”

Okay. Clearly I shouldn’t have led with the Ariana thing. My brain whirled, trying to figure out how to backtrack, where to start, how to make him believe me.

“I know, but I—”

“No. You know what? I don’t have time for this,” he said, his voice quickly growing gruff. “I’m too busy filling out the paperwork your last call generated, not to mention interviewing attempted-murder suspects and dealing with their highly irritating New York lawyers.”

“But that’s—”

“Reed, I seriously think you should consider the possibility that you might have a slight addiction to drama, both real and imagined,” the detective said. “If Ariana Osgood jumps out from behind a pillar and tries to whack you, give me a call.”

And the line went dead.

“What’d he say?” Taylor asked.

I was too humiliated to repeat even half of it. I shoved my phone back in my pocket and sighed resignedly. “He said we’re on our own.”

Everyone slumped. I stared down at my hands, feeling seriously deserted.

“It’s not Ariana, Reed,” Noelle said in a reassuring tone. “I guarantee you it’s not.”

“She’s right. I mean, it’s just not possible,” Taylor said. “If she’d gotten out somehow, we would know about it.”

“Taylor?” Noelle said, angling further in her seat. “You haven’t said what you think we should do.”

Taylor slowly looked around at each of us, kneading the knees of her skinny, black chinos in her hands. She bit her lip, screwing her lips up in anguished thought.

“I say we go in,” she said finally. “But Reed and Kiran can stay here if they want.”

“Yes!” Kiran cheered, pumping a fist by her side. “You three have fun!”

“No. No way. I’m not letting you guys go without me,” I said, reaching for the door handle. “If you’re all going, then I’ll go too.”

“Good. Then it’s settled,” Noelle said, popping her door open. “We’ll all go and Kiran the cowardly supermodel will stay here.”

“By myself?” Kiran squeaked.

“Your choice,” Noelle said with a shrug.

Kiran hesitated. The four of us stared her down as we waited for her to make a decision. Finally, with a heaving sigh, she drew her stun gun out of her pocket. It was about the size of an iPhone, and when she hit the button to test it, a sizzle of blue light appeared between the two wires, releasing a comforting electric crackle. I just hoped Kiran’s reflexes were fast enough if Ariana jumped out from behind a curtain and tried to slice and dice me.

“All right,” she said resolutely. “I’m in.”



LIFE’S LITTLE SURPRISES



We didn’t bring the umbrellas. Big mistake. Within five minutes of walking I was soaked through, my hair dripping ice-cold water down my back, and as hard as I tried to shield my cast from the rain, it was getting wet too. I tried not to think about what the consequences of that might be as my feet sunk into the two inches of mud along the side of the road, making awful sucking sounds each time I lifted them.

Noelle tucked her sopping wet hair behind her ears, then held back a low-hanging branch and waited for us to pass her by.

“So much for these shoes,” Kiran groused, teetering along in her heeled boots. “My stylist is not going to be happy with me.”

“You should’ve worn sneakers,” Noelle admonished at a whisper. The rest of us had changed into loose black sweatshirts and running shoes, while Kiran had insisted on going designer-chic.

“Well, I didn’t know we were going on a wilderness hike, did I?” Kiran demanded. “God. This MT couldn’t have just met us at a Starbucks like a normal human being?”

For a moment I swear Noelle considered letting the branch snap back in Kiran’s face, but thankfully she restrained herself. As we neared the house, the wind kicked up, howling through the woods around us and turning the wet leaves on the trees upside down. A low rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. I stopped in my tracks, blinking the rain off my lashes as I looked up at the turrets of the house. With its gargoyle details, the rain pouring off the eaves, and the dozens of windows shuttered and curtained, it looked like something out of a nightmare.

“Are we sure about this?” Taylor asked.

“Let’s just get it over with,” Noelle said, tromping ahead.

We all exchanged wary looks but followed. It was, after all, what we did—followed Noelle. Except for Ivy. I wasn’t exactly sure what she was still doing here, unless it was due to our friendship, or perhaps her own morbid curiosity. She and Cheyenne had, at one time, been best friends, but I was sure she hadn’t been back to this house in years.

“Where exactly are we going?” Kiran asked as we came up even with the side of the house. It seemed like most of the curtains were drawn on the first floor as well, and there wasn’t a light to be seen. If MT was in there somewhere, he or she clearly preferred the dark.

“It said to go to the back garden and take the path,” I reminded her. “Keep walking.”

A sudden crack of lighting lit the night sky, followed quickly by a clap of thunder.

“What was that?” Taylor gasped, grasping my cast.

“Thunder,” I replied automatically.

She rolled her eyes. “Not that, that.”

She pointed a quaking finger at the house and I saw something move. A curtain fell back into place. My heart slammed against my ribs. Another crack of lightning and a face was illuminated at the next window. A pale, staring, panicked face.

“Oh my God,” I said.

“What?” Noelle snapped, doubling back.

“I think I just saw Sawyer,” I hissed. But when I looked back at the house, there was no one there.

“Sawyer? Where?” Ivy asked.

“At the third window on the second floor,” I said tremulously, pointing.

“Maybe he’s MT,” Ivy suggested.

“But what would he be doing here?” I asked. “He didn’t even know Cheyenne.”

But he did know Ariana, I thought, pressing my lips together to keep from saying it out loud. They had both been on those trips to St. Barths for all those years. Had she kidnapped Sawyer and brought him here for some reason? To keep him from warning me? Or had she somehow roped him in to her sick plan, whatever it was?

“You were probably just seeing things,” Noelle said with a sniff. “Come on. We have to get inside before we all die of exposure.”

I was pretty sure it took a lot longer than fifteen minutes to die of exposure, especially on a relatively warm night, but I kept the thought to myself. I wasn’t about to go back to the car by myself, and besides, everyone else was marching ahead. I cast one last look at the now-empty window and tried to clear my mind.

We crept around the back of the house until we found a lush but rain-flattened garden, all the roses and tulips and hydrangeas bowed toward the earth under the relentless torrent. The pebbled path led right past the back wall of the house and terminated at a set of double glass doors.

“What now?” Noelle asked.

On cue, my phone beeped. Kiran squealed and Taylor jumped. I tugged it from my pocket and read.

GO INSIDE THRU PARLOR & UPSTAIRS.

“Can I just say again that I don’t like this?” Kiran whimpered.

Noelle grunted and reached for the door. She had to shove it hard to unstick it, but it opened. I held my breath as I followed her tentative steps inside. The room was an enclosed patio, filled with furniture covered by drop cloths. Noelle moved straight ahead, feeling her way in the dark and with the help of the occasional lightning flashes. The house was dead quiet, except for the sound of our tiptoed footsteps and the slamming beat of my pulse.

We came to the foot of a set of carpeted stairs. My phone beeped again. Kiran squealed.

“Stop doing that!” I hissed.

“I’m sorry! I can’t help it!” she replied, hand at the base of her throat.

I read the text.

WHEN U GET 2 TOP, MAKE RT & GO 2 RM @ END OF HALL.

“Why doesn’t he just come down?” Taylor asked, her voice trembling as she kneaded her wet fingers together. “What’s with the cloak and dagger?”

“Clearly, MT likes to play,” Ivy said, grabbing the bannister and starting up the stairs. Was it just me, or did it seem like she was enjoying this? I made a mental note to find her a good therapist later. As long as we all survived.

“You ready for this?” Noelle asked.

“I hope so,” I replied.

I took her hand as we followed after Ivy and I was grateful when she didn’t shrug me off. With every step, my heart rate seemed to speed up, my pulse pounding so loud in my ears I couldn’t hear a thing. As my foot hit the top stair, I lost my balance and tipped sideways. As the door at the end of the hallway loomed ahead of us, every fiber of my being told me to run. Every instinct said this was wrong. But it was like I couldn’t turn back. We were on a roller coaster, cresting the top of the hill, and all there was to do was plummet toward the earth, scream our heads off, and trust we’d arrive alive.

We paused outside the door.

“What do we do?” Taylor whispered.

“Well.” Noelle released me and wiped her hands on the front of her wet jacket. “I’m going to open it.”

She looked to me for confirmation, and I nodded. What else could I do?

Noelle slowly reached for the door. Her fingers trembled. She grazed the handle. And then my phone beeped.

“What now?” Ivy hissed.

I looked down at my phone, but the text was not from MT. It was from Sawyer’s cell phone, and the message knocked all the wind out of me.

GET OUT NOW! RUN!!!!!

“Omigod,” I gasped. “Run!”

We all turned around as one and froze. The overhead lights flickered on. My knees went out from under me and I grabbed Noelle to keep from going down. Standing right in front of us, not ten feet away, was Graham Hathaway, dry and clean and holding a gun trained right at my heart. But it wasn’t him that stopped me cold. It was the person standing next to him, a menacing smirk on her pretty, familiar face.

“Cheyenne?” Ivy blurted.

“What’s up, girls?” she asked in a perky voice.

Her cheeks were rosy, the smattering of freckles across her nose brought out by the glow of the lights. Her long blond hair was back in a black velvet headband, and she wore tan riding pants, a tight black T-shirt, and black riding boots, like she’d just come in from exercising her horse.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” I croaked.

“Well, that’s the thing I love about life, Reed,” she replied, taking a few steps toward me. “It’s just full of little surprises.”



CRAZY BITCH



“No,” I blurted, backing up. My mind was reeling so fast it made my eyes water, while my heart felt like it was being torn from my body, oh so slowly. “No, no, no! You’re dead. I saw your dead body. I held your dead body!”

Cheyenne smirked as Graham advanced slightly, keeping me in his sights. If I wasn’t so completely thrown by the presence of a living, breathing Cheyenne Martin, I’m sure I would have been freaking out over the fact that he had a gun trained on my chest. Unfortunately, for the moment, the walking-dead thing was a bit distracting.

“Amazing what modern science can do,” Cheyenne said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Her gaze flicked over my friends dismissively. “I thought I told you to leave your friends in the car. Five murders are so much messier than one.”

Kiran whimpered and clung to Noelle as her knees gave out from under her. My eyes flicked to Graham, who darted an uncertain look over his shoulder at Cheyenne. I got the sudden hopeful feeling that this was the first time she’d floated the idea of actual murder. Whatever the case may be, he didn’t seem quite so certain all of a sudden.

I had backed my way behind Kiran and my eyes flicked to the heavy pocket of her black hooded jacket. As she was currently cowering with her eyes closed, I had a feeling I couldn’t trust her to whip out that stun gun at the appropriate moment. Surreptitiously, I reached into her pocket, withdrew the gun, and slipped it inside the waistband of my tight, soaking, itchy jeans.

“Graham, the door,” Cheyenne said.

Keeping the gun aloft with one hand, Graham walked behind us and opened the door. I wondered, briefly, if Sawyer was in there.

“Get inside,” Cheyenne ordered, taking a few steps forward. “Now!”

Taylor jumped and Kiran whimpered. Noelle and I turned and walked through the door, helping Kiran along. Taylor was right behind us, and Ivy brought up the rear.

“I don’t want to die, Noelle,” Kiran murmured. “I don’t want to die.”

“Shhhhh. We’ll get out of this,” Noelle promised her. “Don’t worry.”

We found ourselves inside an airy, high-ceilinged, dark-paneled room. In the center was the biggest bed I’d ever seen, surrounded by four posts and covered with swaths and swaths of pink fabrics and lace. There were at least two dozen silk and satin pillows perfectly arranged at the head of the bed, and a huge, swirling pink C embroidered into the bedspread.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Ivy said, backing her way into the room so she could face Cheyenne. “This isn’t you.”

“Yeah, well, a lot can happen to a person in a year. I, for instance, killed myself,” Cheyenne said snarkily.

She let out an evil, barking laugh that sent chills down my spine. That was not Cheyenne’s laugh. I had never liked the girl, but she’d always been a normal kind of obnoxious. This? This was off.

“Yeah, would you mind explaining that?” Ivy asked as Cheyenne closed the heavy oak door with a thud. “The whole school went to your funeral.”

I kept a watchful eye on Graham as Ivy and Cheyenne talked. He walked over to the window and used the gun to move aside the curtain, peeking out. Then he slipped a cell phone from his pocket and checked it for messages. Where was his brother? Was he keeping him locked up here somewhere? I racked my brain, trying to place the room we were in now and figure out how far we were from the room in which I’d seen Sawyer, but my panicked mind was drawing a blank.

“Yes, but no one ever saw my body, right?” Cheyenne said, crossing her arms over her chest. “At least not after that first morning.” Her eyes flicked to me, an amused glint shining from their depths. Suddenly I wondered if she’d heard what I’d said that morning when we’d found her unconscious on the floor of her room. Had I been emotional? Stupid? Scared? I couldn’t recall much aside from the sight of her pale skin, the burst blood vessels around her eyes, and Rose sobbing in the corner. Just remembering how devastated and scared and crushed my friends had been brought the hot, sour taste of hatred into my mouth. “My mother had to pay off a lot of people to make it look real, but it wasn’t all that difficult. As soon as she found out who that Sabine girl really was, she knew she could blackmail her into doing anything in return for keeping quiet.”

“You knew Sabine was Ariana’s sister?” I demanded.

“Of course.” Cheyenne lifted a shoulder. “What, are you miffed I didn’t warn you? Why would I? My mother and I both wanted you dead. It would’ve been so much easier if the little twit had been able to pull it off.”

“Yeah, but I was shot instead,” Ivy snapped, her face burning red. “So that didn’t go exactly as planned, did it?”

Cheyenne tsked under her breath. “I’m sorry about that, I,” she said, pouting her lips. “Sometimes collateral damage is a necessary evil.”

Ivy advanced on Cheyenne like she was going to tear her hair out, but Graham lifted the gun and aimed.

“Freeze!” he blurted, and Ivy did.

“Back up there with your friends,” he said, waving the gun toward the rest of us. Taylor started to cry quietly and Kiran let out a low moan. Ivy took a couple of steps back.

“Sabine’s mom is some kind of voodoo specialist or something,” Cheyenne continued. “We told her we wanted to make it appear that I was dead, so she whipped up this awful sludge for me to drink, and voilà.” She lifted her hands at her sides. “No more Cheyenne. Then it was just a matter of paying off Mrs. Naylor to confirm I was door-nailed and make a fake phone call to nine-one-one, and hiring some dudes to come in, throw a sheet over me, and cart me out of there. Two hours later I woke up back here with a massive headache, but otherwise alive and well.”

“Why?” Noelle demanded, holding Kiran’s hand at her side. “Why would you do that?”

“Yeah, if you wanted to leave Easton so badly, why not just leave?” I added.

Cheyenne’s scowl turned venomous as she looked at me. “Because it was the only way we could be certain that I would be safe from you.”

A chill went through me and my fingers twitched, curling inward. “Me? What did I ever do to you?”

“As long as you, a descendant of both Theresa Billings and Eliza Williams, are alive and well, none of the Billings Girls are safe.”

“Not this again,” Noelle groused, rolling her eyes. “Did you and your mom both drink from the same cup of crazy juice or what?”

“We’re not crazy!” Cheyenne snapped, whirling on Noelle. “The curse is real. But it ends here. Tonight.”

She straightened up and walked over to me, facing me toe-to-toe. Graham moved slowly behind me and suddenly I felt the cold steel end of the gun’s barrel pressing against the back of my head. I tried to stare Cheyenne down, but all I saw were terrifying black and purple spots swirling across my vision.

“Tonight, Reed Brennan, you are finally, finally, finally going to die.”

“Oh my God,” Noelle said with a laugh. “I take it back. You’re even crazier than your crazy bitch of a mom.”

I knew what she was trying to do. She was trying to distract Cheyenne. Trying to give me a chance to escape. And for a moment, it worked. Cheyenne let out a guttural wail, turned toward Noelle, and brought her fist down and across Noelle’s cheek and jawline so hard I heard the crack. Just like that, Noelle and Kiran both hit the floor. I let out an involuntary scream and Taylor started to cry in earnest. Kiran managed to push herself to her knees and weepily tried to revive Noelle, but my best friend, my sister, was out cold.

Now my heart began to pump furiously. Cheyenne had taken out Noelle? She was stronger than I could have imagined. My hand reached behind me for the stun gun, but it was too late. Cheyenne had already returned her attention to me. I dropped my hand at my side and lifted my chin, but it was all for show. I was suddenly certain that she was right. I was going to die here, tonight.

“One down,” she said quietly. “Four to go.”

Then Graham lifted the barrel of the gun away from my skull and brought it down so hard I saw stars—right before my knees hit the hardwood floor, and everything faded to black.



SAVING MYSELF



The incessant pounding in my skull brought me reluctantly back to consciousness. For a few long, painful moments I couldn’t figure out where I was. Why were my arms wrenched behind me? Why were my knees throbbing? And what the hell was jabbing into the small of my back?

And then, suddenly, I remembered. The stun gun. The stun gun was still wedged into the waistband of my jeans. My eyes flew open, my heart surging with hope. I was in some kind of lounge room, complete with a wet bar, a circular leather couch facing a flat-screen TV, and a poker table surrounded by tall stools. The lights were on, but dim. My feet were bound as well as my hands, and my jacket—and therefore my cell phone—were gone. Luckily, I still had on my baggy black sweater, which accounted for the fact that Cheyenne and Graham hadn’t found the stun gun while tying me up, which apparently one or both of them had done while I was knocked out. My friends were nowhere to be seen, and neither was evil walking-dead girl, but Graham was on the far side of the room, behind the bar, shoveling ice into a glass. Apparently he was going to need a tumbler full of cold vodka before shooting me in the head.

I wanted to say something to him, but then I realized I could use the fact that he still thought I was unconscious to my advantage. I looked around for a clock and found the glowing screen on the cable box. It was twelve minutes after twelve. If Josh kept his word, he’d be calling the police in exactly eighteen minutes. It had taken us about fifteen minutes to drive here. Which meant all I had to do was stall for half an hour or so and pray my friends were still alive.

Now if only I could think of a way to get my hands free. I tugged my wrists apart and found that the ties weren’t exactly tight, probably because my cast had gotten in the way. If I could tear the twine even a little bit, I should be able to slip it off. Jagged barnacles had worked wonders back on that island paradise I was trapped on over Christmas break, but there didn’t seem to be anything sharp lying around.

And then it hit me. Maybe I didn’t need something sharp. Maybe I could singe the twine with the stun gun, fraying it until I was able to pull my wrists apart.

Slowly, quietly, I leaned forward, dragging the back hem of my sweater upward with my tied hands. I had just angled my wrists over the business end of the stun gun, which was sticking out of my waistband by a few inches, when three flaws in my plan suddenly occurred to me. First, the stun gun made that crackling noise, which would definitely catch Graham’s attention. Second, if I attempted this, there was a solid chance I’d set my cast on fire. Third, there was also a solid chance I’d stun myself.

I glanced up at Graham as he poured brown liquid over the ice. The gun was on the edge of the bar. Screw it. Who cared if I stunned myself? This was the only plan I had, and if I didn’t at least try, I was going to be dead. Which was a lot worse than shocked and twitching on the floor. And if I managed to set myself on fire, it would, at the very least, create a diversion.

I took a deep breath and coughed, pressing the small of my back against the wall as I leaned forward. The stun gun sizzled to life, my coughing covering the sound, and I didn’t get a shock. I did, however, get a whiff of the faintest scent of fibers burning. I just hoped it was the twine and not the cast.

Graham dropped his glass, grabbed the gun, and started toward me. I tugged at my wrists, but they didn’t give. Shit.

“You’re awake,” he said.

I kept coughing, kept pressing, shaking my head. The burning scent filled my nostrils. How long would it be until he caught a whiff?

“Water,” I said. “I need water.”

Graham glanced over his shoulder at the wet bar. My arms ached from the effort of not moving while my body was racked with fake coughs. Any second I was going to shock myself.

“Please, Graham,” I choked. “Water.”

He seemed to decide I wasn’t much of a threat. As he turned and went back toward the bar, I yanked my hands apart as hard as I possibly could and they came free. The twine tumbled, singed, to the floor, just as Graham turned around again. My heart hit my throat. I kept my hands behind my back and shifted so that my butt came down atop the twine. I could feel the warm, burnt ends through the fabric of my jeans.

Slowly, Graham approached me with the water in one hand, the gun in the other. He crouched in front of me and held the glass to my lips, tipping it upward. The cold liquid filled my throat and actually did make me feel a bit better. I gauged my chances of knocking the gun out of his hand and getting to it before he did, all with my feet tied together and a cast on one arm.

Answer? Not good.

But at least my hands were free. That gave me the advantage of surprise. Hopefully I had a few minutes to figure out how to use it.

His nostrils flared and he glanced around. “Do you smell something burning?”

I lifted my shoulders. “Nope. And thanks.”

Graham looked down at the half-empty glass of water and suddenly appeared to be offended by it—like it illustrated some kind of weakness. He got up and dropped it on a side table, out of my reach, sloshing some liquid over the rim.

“Don’t know why I bothered. You’re gonna be dead soon anyway,” he said callously.

“Graham,” I said, my stomach twisting into knots. “Why are you doing this? I get Cheyenne with the crazy, but why you? I thought we were friends.”

“We could’ve been,” he said, clenching his jaw. “If it wasn’t for him.”

The word “him” was laced with venom.

“Josh? This is about Josh again?” I demanded.

His eyes widened incredulously. “He killed my sister!”

“He did not kill her!” I blurted, my heart pounding over my own recklessness. I couldn’t believe I was going to die for the two most obscure, insane reasons anyone could imagine dying for—some hundred-year-old supposed curse and the fact that a girl I never knew had dated my boyfriend two years ago, then taken her own life. “Jen killed herself. I’m sorry to put it so bluntly, but it’s the truth! You’re going to kill me because Jen committed suicide? Do you not realize how crazy that is?”

Graham’s mouth flattened into an angry line and I saw his jaw working, tightening and releasing, tightening and releasing. “You sound just like Sawyer,” he griped.

Sawyer. Sawyer was here somewhere. He wasn’t planning on hurting his own brother too, was he?

“Where is Sawyer, Graham?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even as I looked at the clock. It was now 12:20. “Is he okay?”

“Of course he’s okay,” Graham said with a scoff. “What do you think I’m gonna do, kill my own brother?”

He brought his hand, the one holding the gun, to his heart and pounded. Tears filled his eyes and I took a deep breath. He was becoming unhinged, and unhinged was not going to be good for me.

“I took that stupid phone he was using to warn you and we locked him here in one of the bedrooms until we could be done with this,” Graham said. “That’s how I got you here tonight. I texted you the directions from his dummy phone.”

So it was Sawyer all along. Sawyer was MT. Of course. It all made sense. He couldn’t come to me and tell me what was going on, or go to the police, without implicating Graham, so instead he’d tried to protect me anonymously—to protect us both. And what had he gotten for his efforts? He’d ended up jailed by his own brother and crazy Cheyenne.

“I just don’t get why he doesn’t get it,” Graham rambled, pacing away from me, his heavy shoes clomping across the gleaming wood floor. The second his back was turned I withdrew my hands from behind my back and yanked at the knot around my legs. But seconds later he started to turn around again and I had to hide my fingers after getting exactly nowhere. I bit my lip in frustration and tried not to let my desperation show in my eyes. “Josh Hollis drove Jen to kill herself. She was perfectly fine before he broke her heart. If it wasn’t for him, she’d still be alive right now!”

“I know you believe that, Graham, but please, think about it,” I said. “People in their right mind don’t kill themselves over breakups. They get makeovers, they find rebound guys, they post nasty videos about the guy on YouTube. Something had to be fundamentally wrong with her if she was going to—”

“There was nothing wrong with Jen!” he screeched, storming toward me across the floorboards creaking beneath his feet. “She was my best friend! I loved her more than I loved anyone else in the world. And Josh Hollis took her away from me. So that’s why I’m going to take you away from him.”

He pointed the gun at my head and cocked it. My heart stopped beating. His hand shook and his eyes welled. At any moment that thing could go off. At any moment my brains could be splattered all over the wall behind me. If there was ever a time to make a move, it was now.

“Think about Sawyer, Graham. If you kill me, he’ll never forgive you,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “And then you’ll have lost your brother and your sister.”

“Shut up!” he said, bending and straightening his elbow, bringing the gun even closer to my skull. I wanted to reach out and grab it, but what if doing that made it go off? What if one flinch caused him to pull the trigger?

“You’re better than this, Graham,” I said, frantically rubbing my ankles together to try to free them from the twine. “Think about your father. Think about your brother. Think about your girlfriend.”

I tasted bile as I thought about Missy. Thought about how happy she would be once she heard I was gone.

Graham’s eyes narrowed. “You know, maybe I’ll just end you right now.”

At that moment the door opened. I prayed it was the police, but then I saw the shiny black boots in the doorway.

“Graham! You promised you wouldn’t do it without me!” Cheyenne whined.

Graham lowered the gun and started to turn. I used the moment of distraction to grab the stun gun out of my waistband with my right hand. Cheyenne’s eyes went wide, but she was too late. I lunged for Graham and hit the button, shocking him right in the lower leg. He went down, hard, and the gun went off. The shot was so loud my ears instantly began to ring. For a second the whole world went black as fear overtook every inch of my body, but then I realized I wasn’t hit.

And Cheyenne was on the floor.

“You bitch!” she screeched, holding on to her shin. Blood seeped between her fingers even as she tried to shimmy on her side toward the gun. My legs still bound, I crawled toward the gun on my one good hand and my knees, snaking past a twitching Graham Hathaway. Cheyenne reached out one blood-covered hand, just as my own fingers clasped around the gun’s handle. I trained it right on her face and braced my cast against the back of the couch, struggling my way to my feet.

“Don’t. Move,” I said through my teeth.

Cheyenne gaped at me for a moment, like she couldn’t believe I was standing there alive. Like she couldn’t believe she had lost. Then she curled into a ball and started to cry.

At that moment Sawyer and Noelle came bursting into the room, out of breath but very much alive, with half a dozen cops at their backs. I looked at them as they took in the scene: Graham on his back, drooling out the side of his mouth; Cheyenne mewling and bleeding all over the floor; and me clutching a gun I had no clue how to use, precariously leaned against the back of the couch with my ankles tied together.

“Thanks, guys,” I said. “But this time I saved myself.”



CRAZY PEOPLE



“Every time something like this happens to you, I think there’s no way anything like this can possibly happen to you again, because what are the chances?” Noelle said, leaning against a stone planter at the front of Cheyenne’s house as the evil walking-dead girl herself was loaded into an ambulance. “But then—”

“It always happens again,” I finished for her.

She nodded, narrowing her eyes. “Have you ever thought about getting a gun? You looked pretty badass back there, holding that thing over Cheyenne. And if anyone I knew ever needed one . . . ”

I mentally scrolled through all my near-death experiences: Ariana on the Billings roof; Sabine at Kiran’s birthday party; pretty much all of St. Barths; and now this. “I’m anti guns, but you do make an interesting point,” I conceded.

Noelle lifted an arm and laid it around my shoulder, pulling me to her side. “We have met more than our fair share of bat-shit crazy people over the past two years, haven’t we?”

We both watched as a pair of uniformed police officers dragged Graham past us, his hands cuffed behind him, and practically tossed him into a police car. My heart felt sick and heavy and withered, like it was being bathed in battery acid. Graham Hathaway. I never would have thought he had it in him.

“Yes,” I replied, holding my cast against my chest and pushing my other hand into the pocket of my jacket, which had been returned to me by Detective Hauer. He was now standing about thirty yards away, taking statements from Taylor, Kiran, and Ivy. I had already called Josh to thank him for phoning in my backup, but he’d said that when he’d called, the police were already on their way. Apparently, Sawyer had dialed 911 right after texting me to run. I guess his phone call had been more convincing than mine. In any case I was practically itching to get home to Josh for a nice, long hug. “Yes, we have.”

“Do you think it’ll be better at Yale?” Noelle pondered, tipping her face up toward the now clearing sky.

“God, it better be,” I replied.

And somehow, we both managed to laugh.

A familiar figure appeared at the door of the house. Sawyer. He locked eyes with me and I could feel all the sorrow and fear pouring off of him. I stood up straight as he approached, his steps tentative, like if I made any sudden movements he was ready to bolt. I tried to smile. Sawyer, of all people, had nothing to fear from me.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

Noelle looked back and forth between the two of us and tugged out her phone. “I think I’m gonna call Dash.”

Then she moved a few feet away, giving us room to talk.

“I am so, so sorry, Reed,” Sawyer began, reaching toward me, but then letting his hand fall, like he didn’t know what to do with it. “I knew Graham was trying to sabotage Billings, but I had no clue he was going to try to hurt you, I swear.”

“I know,” I said.

“You do?” Sawyer asked, dubious.

“Sawyer, I know you. If you knew he was going to hurt me, you would have told someone,” I said, walking up a couple of steps to sit down on a flat portion of the wide stair wall. The rain had stopped, but the concrete was cold and still wet. I thought about moving, but decided I was too exhausted to care.

“I only just figured it out last night. I walked in on him Skyping with Cheyenne, talking about him stealing my father’s gun,” Sawyer said, sitting next to me, his shoulders hunched. “When I confronted him about it, he said it was all a joke and then he kind of tricked me into coming here. I was able to send you that one text about not going to the banquet tonight before they locked me up and took my phones. I managed to lift mine off of him when he came in to check on me just before you guys got here. That’s how I sent that warning text and called the police. I’m just sorry it took so long.”

I nodded, trying to process everything. “So with the Billings stuff, you were trying to help me, but still protect your brother.”

“Yeah. I’m such an idiot.” He looked over as the sirens whooped to life and the ambulance carrying Cheyenne zoomed off, followed by two police cars. “Like he needed so much protecting.”

His eyes filled with tears and his bottom lip quivered. I put my arm around him and squeezed, my heart filling and swelling and breaking for him. First he’d lost his mother, then his sister, and now Graham. I couldn’t imagine what this was doing to him.

“Sawyer?”

We both flinched, and I let go of him. Mr. Hathaway jogged toward us, his tan trench coat billowing out behind him, a haggard look on his face. I saw his car idling at the curb as he swooped in on Sawyer and wrapped him up in a hug.

“What happened, son?” he asked. “What happened?”

Sawyer just started to bawl. He cried all over his father’s sweater, clutching on to him for dear life. I stood up slowly as his dad whispered into his hair. Now it was my turn to tactfully walk away. A few yards off, Graham stared out from the back window of the police car—staring at the family he’d destroyed. Can’t say I didn’t warn him.

At the bottom of the steps, Ivy, Taylor, Kiran, and Noelle had all gathered. I joined them slowly, feeling more broken and tired with each step.

“So,” Noelle said.

“So,” Ivy echoed.

“Detective Hauer told us they arrested Daniel Ryan at the airport,” Taylor said. “He was the one who tried to kidnap you tonight, and the second he realized Trey might have seen his car, he bolted.”

“Okay, I don’t know who has the more effed-up DNA, the Kane-Martins or the Ryans,” Kiran said, splaying her fingers.

“It’s a toss-up,” I replied.

“Do you think we could maybe get together one time without any cops involved?” Taylor asked.

I snorted a laugh, but it was a short-lived one. “There’s still one thing I don’t get. How did Graham get hooked up with Cheyenne in the first place?”

“My money’s on Paige,” Noelle replied instantly, shaking her still drying hair back from her face. “We already know she was buddy-buddy with the alums who tried to kill you guys on your birthday, so clearly she bought into all that curse crap too. She’s probably known all this time that Cheyenne was alive, and when Cheyenne decided she wanted to come after you, she needed eyes at Easton—”

“And Paige knows all about Josh and Jen’s history, so it wasn’t the biggest leap to make, thinking Graham would help her,” Taylor finished.

“In a disgusting, twisted way, that actually makes sense,” Ivy said, shaking her head.

“Holy crap. Ivy Slade just agreed with me,” Noelle said jokingly. “Does anyone have a pen so we can write this down? I need witnesses.”

Ivy rolled her eyes and shoved her hands into her pockets, drawing her jacket closer against a cool breeze. “Well, we already know Paige tried to kill Reed. I’ll bet when it didn’t work and she got locked up, Cheyenne convinced Daniel to do it, and when that didn’t work out, she moved on to Graham.”

“Notice how she never had a plan that involved getting actual blood on her own hands,” Noelle said flatly.

“Are you kidding?” Kiran blurted. “Blood is far too messy for Cheyenne Martin.”

“Well, she ended up covered in it anyway,” I said, staring off after the ambulance. “It just turned out it was her own.”

We took a collective deep breath and I turned to look up at the castlelike home Cheyenne had apparently spent the past few months locked up inside. I couldn’t help remembering what it had looked like the night of our off-campus Christmas party last year. All the windows aglow with light, happy revelers waving around champagne glasses, a dozen overprivileged and life-clueless kids hanging out in the hot tub. That night I had felt truly included for the first time—like a real Billings Girl. I had thought that Noelle, Kiran, Taylor, and Ariana would be my best friends forever.

Until about an hour after we left, when Ariana tried to kill me.

“It’s so weird,” Taylor mused as if reading my mind. “The last time we were here, we were all together . . . even Ariana. We had no idea how insane things were about to get.”

“Oh, things got weird way before then,” I said, looking down at my feet as I cradled my cast with my other hand. I scuffed my sneaker against the edge of the stone step. “They got weird the second I stepped on the Easton campus.”

Noelle made a disbelieving sound in the back of her throat. “Don’t tell me you’re starting to believe the propaganda,” she said. Suddenly, an overwhelmingly heavy sadness threatening to drag me under. “You are, aren’t you? You think you really are cursed.”

My friends exchanged incredulous looks as my eyes stung and blurred. “I don’t know. Sometimes I just feel really, really unlucky.”

“Unlucky?” Ivy said incredulously. “Do you realize how many times you’ve cheated death this week alone?” She blew out her lips and shook her head. “From where I’m standing, you’re the luckiest bitch on Earth.”

We all just stood there for a moment, until a bubble of laughter escaped from my mouth and we all started to giggle.

“Since when are you a glass-half-full kind of girl?” I asked.

Ivy lifted her shoulders. “Things change.”

“Man, do they ever,” Kiran said, slinging her arm over my shoulder as Mr. Hathaway and Sawyer walked by, huddled together, and approached Detective Hauer. “I used to think Graham was hot.”

I laughed, turned toward Kiran, and hugged her, then felt Noelle’s arms go around my back. Soon Taylor and even Ivy had joined in on the group hug—one big mess of tangled hair, designer perfume, and chilled skin. I ducked my head inside the cocoon my friends had formed for me and smiled.

Maybe I wasn’t so unlucky after all.



GOOD SURPRISE



“This is definitely one of the best ideas you’ve ever had,” I told Josh a week later, cuddling back into his arms under the shade of our favorite oak tree at the center of the Easton Academy campus. I tore off a bit of the croissant I was holding and reached it up over my shoulder. He opened his mouth and snatched it from my fingers with his teeth.

“Agreed.”

Laid out in front of us was an old-fashioned picnic basket, overflowing with more croissants, fruit salad, one thermos of orange juice, and another of coffee. It was the morning of graduation, and all across the sunlit campus seniors strolled with their parents in suits and dresses, taking pictures in front of dorms and pointing out places of interest. There was this odd sense of finality in the air, mixed with the overwhelming, airy feeling of new beginnings. Flowers bloomed along the stone walks and bees buzzed from bud to bud. Birds chirped merrily overhead as a warm breeze tickled my bare arms. As much as I knew I would miss having Josh here with me next year, I couldn’t help feeling happy, hopeful. I didn’t want that feeling to ever end.

“I have a surprise for you,” Josh said, shifting his weight behind me. I turned my head to look up at him.

“Yeah?”

He extricated a piece of folded paper from his back pocket and handed it to me. I traded my croissant for the heavy paper stock, my pulse giving a little thrill. I had a feeling I knew what this was, and as soon as I unfolded the page, my hopes were confirmed.

Dear Mr. Hollis,

Welcome to Cornell University! We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted off the wait list and we have reserved a space for you in this fall’s freshman class.

“You did it!” I cried, throwing my arms up. My cast caught his chin with a crack.

“Ow!”

“Oh God. Sorry!” I circled my arms around him anyway and kissed the spot I’d bruised. “I’m so happy for you!”

“I know, but you don’t have to beat me up over it,” Josh joked, hugging me back. He buried his face in my shoulder and kissed the tip of my collarbone. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Actually, you probably would have gotten in the first time if not for me,” I said pragmatically.

Josh pondered this, then clutched the back of my hair with one hand. “Possibly. But life would have been a lot less interesting.”

We both smiled and he leaned in to kiss me. I touched my fingertips to his face as we moved in to each other, savoring each and every last touch and sigh and breath. Everything felt crisper this morning. More real. More significant. I suppose that’s how everything feels at ends and beginnings.

Then someone cleared his throat nearby. Seriously nearby. Josh and I both looked up. Headmaster Hathaway glowered down at us. His skin looked almost gray, and his normally coiffed hair had a scraggly look about it. It was the first time I’d laid eyes on the man in a week, and Sawyer had been absent from campus all that time as well.

“Pardon me for interrupting.”

“Headmaster Hathaway,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say, couldn’t imagine what he wanted.

“I came over here to say I’m sorry. For what happened with Graham.” He lifted his eyes and looked out across campus toward the Billings construction site. “I had no idea he was so troubled.”

“What’s going to happen to him?” I asked.

“We’re not sure yet,” he replied. “Possibly jail time, definitely treatment . . . it’s too soon to say.”

“I’m so sorry, sir,” Josh offered. “For everything that’s happened to your—”

The depth of pain that flashed through the headmaster’s eyes as he looked at Josh stopped my breath. I put my hand on Josh’s arm and he stopped talking. Clearly, talking to Josh reminded the headmaster of Jen, and that was the last thing he needed to be dwelling on right now.

“We just both really hope that things get better for you,” I said, hoping it didn’t sound trite. “You and Sawyer . . . and Graham.”

“Thank you. Considering the circumstances, that’s very kind of you,” the headmaster said. “Obviously we won’t be back here next year.” He cleared his throat and turned to face me fully. “I wish you luck, Miss Brennan. With all your . . . endeavors.”

In the background we all heard a crash, and the headmaster flinched. I held my breath, but no shouts or screams came. Apparently it was a run-of-the-mill construction noise, nothing more.

“Thank you,” I told the headmaster.

“Well, then.” He tried for a smile, but it came out as a grim frown. “Have a good day.”

Then he turned on his heel and speed-walked away. I wondered if he was going to attend the graduation ceremony that afternoon. From the looks of it, probably not. He was practically leaving a fire track behind him as he hoofed it for Hull Hall. I was sure he couldn’t get out of here fast enough.

“Is it just me, or have we gone through a lot of headmasters?” I said, trying for levity as I leaned back into Josh’s waiting arms again.

“Three in two years? Yeah, that’s not normal,” Josh agreed, handing my croissant back to me.

“I wonder who it’ll be next year,” I said, taking a small bite. “If tradition holds, it’ll be someone who’s offended by my very existence and will do everything in their power to make my life miserable.”

“Nah,” Josh said with a smirk. “Fourth time’s the charm.”

I laughed and followed the headmaster with my eyes until he had disappeared inside Hull Hall. If he wasn’t coming back next year, that meant Sawyer wouldn’t be here either. I felt a pang of loss deep inside my chest and let out a sigh. So many people had come and gone out of my life lately. . . . It was getting old. But it also reminded me of who was truly important.

I tilted my head up and looked Josh in the eye.

“What?” he asked quietly.

“Nothing. I just love you,” I said.

Josh smiled and softly kissed my lips. “I love you, too.”



ALL YOU



“Tiffany Roxanna Goulbourne!”

I cheered as Tiffany strolled across the stage in her dark blue graduation gown. While most students had a few cameras trained on them as they accepted their diplomas, Tiffany lifted her camera out from the inside of her bell sleeve, held it above her head, and snapped off a few shots of her own as Dean Marshall attempted to hand her the scroll. Everyone cheered as Tiffany shook the dean’s hand and accepted her diploma, moving her gold tassel from one side of her cap to the other as she descended the stairs on the far side of the stage.

“I can’t believe they’re actually graduating,” Constance said, lifting a tissue to her nose in the chair next to mine.

“I can’t believe they got such a bloody gorgeous day,” Astrid added, squinting up at the sun from behind her thick sunglasses. “You know that when we graduate it’ll be the rainstorm to end all rainstorms.”

“No negativity today,” I admonished. “It’s going to be beautiful. Even better than this.”

My friends all eyed me, surprised, but I ignored them.

“Shh! Josh is next!”

“Joshua Matthew Hollis!”

Josh strolled up to stage, looking confident and handsome and happy. His parents and brothers and sisters were a cheering section unto themselves on the other side of the aisle, giving him a standing ovation. I stood up too, clapping as best I could with my cast, and smiled at Josh’s brother Lynn across the way. Josh shook the dean’s hand, took his diploma, and held it in his fist above his head. I laughed, my chest welling up with pride and happiness and sadness all at once. He found my eyes as he walked off stage and I blew him a kiss before sitting down again.

“I just can’t believe I’m not going to be a freshman anymore,” Amberly said, touching up her berry-colored lip gloss. “Is it just me, or has this has been the longest year ever?”

“It’s not you,” I agreed.

“It’s going to be so weird around here without them, isn’t it?” Lorna said, leaning forward at the far end of the aisle. “Portia, the Twin Cities, and everyone?”

“Weird, or just really, really awesome,” Kiki put in, snapping her gum.

I looked up and down the line at the five of them—Constance with her red hair back in a bun, her white-and-pink striped shirt buttoned and pressed; Astrid in her black boatneck T-shirt with about a hundred silver chains around her neck and her boots spattered with paint; Kiki, growing out her short blond hair so that it now stuck out from behind her ears as if she’d had an electric shock, wearing a floral baby-doll dress no one else on campus could pull off; Lorna in a dark pink shift dress, beaded necklace, and straightened black hair. I had even cleared a special place in my heart for matchy-matchy Amberly in her blue-and-white striped boatneck tee, wide-legged white pants, and blue slingbacks. Next year, we were the returning Billings Girls. Next year, we would set the tone.

“I’m thinking awesome,” I said.

Then a movement on the other side of campus caught my eye. The doors of Pemberly were thrown open and two uniformed police officers dragged Missy Thurber out, her hands cuffed behind her back. Most of the crowd didn’t notice, as their backs were to the dorms, but my friends and I saw.

“What the hell?” I whispered.

“I heard she knew all about Cheyenne and Graham’s plans,” Constance whispered, so quietly I almost couldn’t hear.

“I’ll bet they’re arresting her as an accessory,” Kiki put in.

The police quickly and discreetly hauled Missy around a corner and out of sight, before all the influential alumni and proud parents could catch a glimpse. I thought it would feel satisfying, having my oldest and most annoying nemesis finally expunged from campus, but I just felt hollow. Was that it? Were my enemies finally and truly all gone?

“Are you all right, Reed?” Amberly asked as we all faced forward again.

I nodded, blinking in the sunlight. “I’ll be fine.”

“Noelle Theresa Lange!”

All six of us jumped to our feet to cheer for Noelle, and I did my best to applaud the negative feelings away. On the other side of the aisle, Dash and his family stood up as well, along with Noelle’s mother and grandmother. A lump of sorrow gathered in my throat, realizing it must have been killing Noelle that her father wasn’t here to see this. Tears gathered in my eyes as I applauded, but Noelle showed no such emotion. She walked right up to the dean, her chin up, her dark hair loose down her back, her gold and white valedictorian tassels hanging over her shoulders. When the Easton photographer was ready, she clasped the dean’s hand, took her diploma, and smiled her perfect, winning smile into the lens. Then she turned toward her family and Dash, then toward me. The look in her eye was half amusement, half pride. And then she walked off stage.

Two seconds later, my phone beeped. For a split second I thought it might be another menacing message, another warning, another confusion, but when I whipped out my phone, the text was from Noelle.

IT’S ALL YOU, GLASS-LICKER. DON’T SCREW IT UP.

I covered my mouth with my hand. Classic Noelle.

Just like that, it was over. The end of Noelle Lange’s era at Easton. As I sat down again, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

So I did a little bit of both.



PAST, PRESENT, FUTURE



“I can’t believe Gage’s parents own this place!” I shouted to Ivy, trying to make myself heard over the music. Kiran, Taylor, and Natasha Crenshaw all danced in our small circle at the center of the dance floor as well, and every time one of us spoke, we all smiled and nodded, but I hadn’t heard a word anyone said all night and I was sure they hadn’t either.

Ivy leaned in toward me, resting her hands on my shoulders as we danced and leaning toward my ear. “I know! They have seaside resorts all over the country!”

“And one day it’ll all be mine!” Gage announced, appearing at our sides with two bottles of champagne clutched in each hand, his fingers woven around their necks. He spread his arms wide, his linen jacket opening to reveal the tight white T-shirt underneath.

Ivy rolled her eyes as he slung one arm around her shoulder under the huge, crystal chandelier. “I got two for you and two for me. Whaddaya say we go up to my personal suite and have a chug contest?”

Shoving him away with both hands, Ivy shook her head. “We practically just got here!”

He winked at her. “I’ll be back in an hour then.”

With that he plunged into the crowd, kissing a few cheeks and hugging it out with some guys as he went, clearly in his element. Suddenly a pair of slim arms encircled my neck from behind.

“Hey, Tiff,” I said as she rested her chin on my shoulder. “What’s up?”

“We’re going outside for a breather,” she said, tilting her head toward a crowd of Billings Girls behind her. “Wanna join?”

I glanced at Ivy and she nodded, out of breath. “We’re in.”

Together we wove our way through the dancing throng on the marble floor, eventually coming to the huge French doors, which opened up onto a wide, wooden plank deck overlooking the ocean. We all tottered in our heels over to the stone railing, laughing and trying to catch our breath. Down below, more Easton students milled on the beach, hanging out on the cushy lounge chairs set up to face the water. The ocean crashed, and out near the horizon lights twinkled on the decks of distant boats.

“Champagne, ladies?” A handsome waiter in a light blue shirt and white pants paused nearby with a tray full of glasses.

“You know us so well,” Vienna trilled, selecting one for her and one for London.

Rose and Portia giggled as we all took our own glasses. I looked around at the circle of my friends—Kiran, Taylor, Natasha, Ivy, Tiffany, Rose, Portia, London, Vienna, Shelby, Constance, Lorna, Kiki, and Astrid—everyone dressed in their colorful cocktail gear, everyone smiling and glowing, and felt completely and utterly at peace. The only people missing were Noelle, who was off with Dash somewhere, and Amberly, who was a freshman and therefore not eligible to attend the party.

“Well?” Kiran said. “What should we toast to?”

Everyone looked at me. “How about—”

“Um, Reed?”

Everyone lowered their glasses as I turned away. Diana Waters and Shane Freundel, two junior classmates of mine, approached tentatively. Diana bit her lip and glanced over at Kiki, her former roommate and one of her best friends.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she said, clutching her purse in both hands. “I just wanted to ask you before we all left for the summer . . . how do we apply to be in Billings next year?”

I smiled. Junior girls had been coming up to me all day asking me this same question, and every time someone did, I felt more and more like a rock star—and more certain I’d done the right thing by bringing Billings back. But now I felt the mood among my friends shift. Some of them were probably realizing, not for the first time, that they were out of here—and that they were bound to be replaced in Billings.

“Every rising junior and senior girl will receive an application sometime in the next month,” I said. “As long as you get it in on time, you’ll be considered.”

“Cool. Thanks,” Shane said.

She glanced around longingly at my friends. It was a look I knew well. I’d seen it on the faces of tons of girls over the past couple of years—people who wanted nothing more than to know what it was like to be a part of the Billings inner circle. I licked my lips, feeling guilty for excluding anyone, but now was not the time. They’d have their chance next year. For now, my senior friends deserved to get to celebrate with their sisters.

“Well. See ya,” Diana said finally.

The two girls strolled off slowly, as if hoping to be stopped and invited back, but I resisted the urge and turned around again, reforming the circle.

“It’s so weird that we’re not gonna be here next year,” London mused, brushing her hair away from her face with her fingertips.

“Promise you won’t let in anyone heinous, Reed,” Shelby said, spreading her manicured fingers wide.

I laughed. “I promise to try.”

“So are we gonna toast or what?” Portia asked.

I nodded and lifted my glass, looking around at Kiran, Taylor, and Natasha; at Ivy, Tiffany, and the other seniors; at Constance, Lorna, Kiki, and Astrid. “To all Billings Girls,” I said, my voice almost cracking. “Past, present, and future.”

“To the Billings Girls!” my friends shouted.

We all laughed as our glasses came together in the center of the circle, clinking against the starry sky.



GOING HOME



My bags were packed. My tickets booked. My car waiting at the curb in front of the dormitory circle. Junior year was over. I had somehow survived. It was time to go home.

But going back to Croton never really felt like going home. I felt more like I was going away on a two-month vacation and when I came back, my home would be here again. As much as I loved my mother, father, and brother, as much torture and insanity as I had endured at Billings over the past two years . . . the dorm had always felt more like home. It was where I’d made my first real friendships, where I’d lived when I first found love, where I’d started to figure out who I was and who I was going to become.

I stood behind the blue, swagged rope surrounding the Billings construction site, the sunlight glinting against my mirrored sunglasses. It was amazing how quickly the building was coming together. Already the entire five-story frame was in place, the steel and wood beams rising up toward the sky. On the top floor of that building would be my room—the room Constance and I had decided to share—with windows looking out across the quad and the rest of campus. I reached up and touched Eliza Williams’s locket, imagining she was standing right next to me and smiling.

It was all going to be different next year. I could feel it in my bones, in my heart, in my soul. This Billings really would be a new Billings. Ariana was gone. Sabine was gone. Cheyenne was gone. Even Missy was gone. As I listened to the sounds of the saws buzzing, the hammers pounding, the gears on the machinery grinding, I felt as if Thomas was really and truly being put to rest. As if every last awful thing that had happened to me over the past two years was firmly behind me. There was no place to go but forward.

“Why so pensive, Glass-Licker?” Noelle asked, strolling up behind me.

She cradled two champagne glasses against her chest, and held a bottle in her free hand.

“Noelle!” I hissed, glancing around the quad. Several faculty members and students still milled about, waiting for their rides or saying their good-byes for the summer. “It’s the middle of the day.”

“So?” She handed me the bottle and held out the two glasses. “They can’t do anything to me now. I’m outta here.”

The bottle was cold in my hand. “What about me?” I said through my teeth.

Noelle scoffed, tilting her head back. “Please. You own this place now.”

My cheeks turned pink with pleasure. She was, at least, partly right. I owned the dorm being erected right in front of us, and with the amount of money I’d either donated to or generated for Easton Academy over the past three months, I may as well have held the deed to the place.

I turned my back toward the quad and popped open the champagne. It overflowed, splashing foam near our feet, and we both jumped back, letting out little happy squeals. Noelle held out the glasses and I tipped the bottle over each in turn.

“To old friends and new beginnings,” Noelle offered, holding her glass toward mine.

I lifted an eyebrow. “To you never, ever, ever calling me Glass-Licker ever again,” I replied.

She lifted a mirrored eyebrow, considering. “Done.”

We clinked glasses and sipped. I wondered how long that resolution would actually last.

“So. This is where you’re going to be living next year,” she mused, tilting her head as she looked up at the building’s skeleton. “It’s a tad bare.”

I chuckled, then sighed, shaking my head as I looked down at the grass between our feet, my aged Converse lined up next to her shiny Jimmy Choos.

“Actually, I’ve given it some serious thought, and after everything that’s happened over the past two years, I’ve decided something.”

Noelle took a long sip of her champagne. “Really? What’s that?”

I turned toward her, adopted my most grave expression, and looked her in the eye.

“From now on, I’m going to be homeschooled.”

Noelle’s jaw dropped. She almost fumbled her glass. “What? No! You can’t. Reed, you can’t possibly think that—”

Ever so slowly, my serious frown turned into a shit-eating grin. Noelle’s eyes widened and she gasped.

“You bitch!”

“Gotcha!”

She slapped my arm with her free hand, shaking her head at me in wonder as she drained the dregs of her champagne.

“Nice one, Glass-Licker.”

“Hey!”

“You deserved it! God! You really had me for a second there!”

We turned our steps toward the underclassman dorms and the circle beyond, where trunks snapped closed, hugs were thrown, car doors popped shut. Someone, somewhere, let out a scream, but it was a happy scream. The scream of a girl seeing someone she hadn’t seen in a long time, or freaking out over summer plans. I gave Noelle a hug as the driver loaded my things into the back of the town car. I would be seeing her in a few weeks when Josh and I came to visit her in New York, but for now she was bound for the islands with Dash. Before getting in the car I took one last look up at the windows of Bradwell, the dorm that had been my very first home on campus—ever so briefly—and at Pemberly, where I’d spent the past few tumultuous months, then I sat down on the velvety seat, and the driver slammed the door.

“Need to make any stops on the way, miss?” the driver asked me as he turned onto the drive.

“No thanks,” I replied. “Just to the airport.”

“Can’t wait to get home, eh?” he asked pleasantly.

I angled myself so I could see the stone facades of the Easton campus in the rearview mirror, watching the very top of the Billings frame until we dipped down the hill and it was out of sight.

“Yeah,” I said giddily, imagining how it would look the next time I saw it—all covered in stone with the windows shining and the new cornerstone firmly in place. “I can’t wait.”
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