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Monday, September 5th

An emotional ten.

10:35pm








I leave the mixer and run straight to Bartlett House. Wanting nothing more than to see Augie and have him erase Branson’s kiss from my memory. I don’t care about some stupid rumor. And part of me wonders if the reason Branson was nice was because the plan had already worked. That Rachel had told Branson something that caused it. 


Or maybe kissing me was just his way of defusing the situation.


Maybe he didn’t want to go toe-to-toe with me because he knew he couldn’t win. He has to know he shouldn’t have challenged Aspen to shots. That he should have been watching out for him. Had his back. Because that’s what friends are supposed to do. And maybe that’s what he’s sorry for. 


For everything that happened that night. 


But as I sit on the ledge outside Bartlett and touch my lips again, I am thinking back to the kissing game on the yacht. And knowing that if I had been blindfolded with Branson, I’d have given the kiss an emotional ten.


But I wasn’t blindfolded. 


And even though Johnny said blindfolded kissing was a good way to see who we have chemistry with, I personally think there’s a lot more to chemistry than the physical part. It’s the way they make you feel when you can see them that matters. The things they say. The way they treat you when you’re not kissing. 


I didn’t want to kiss Branson, and I should have pushed him away the second his lips touched mine. I should have said all the things I planned to.


And while the kiss did catch me off guard, it’s the words he spoke that shocked me into silence. 


Because could he actually be sorry for everything that has happened since that night in the Hamptons? 


My heart can’t help but wish for it to be true even though Branson has tried to burn our friendship to the ground and stomped on the ashes so there would be no hope of a rekindling. 


And, if I’m being honest with myself, it is quite possible that I didn’t stop the kiss because for a few brief moments, it allowed me to pretend that things were still normal between us. That he still cared about me. Still loved me. 


Because I really, really, deep in my heart, miss my best friend. It’s like there’s a hole in it, causing me to feel empty. And I’m still mourning that loss. Which would be a lot easier if I didn’t have to be around him. It really sucks that our friendship turned negative. Because I love Branson. 


Then there’s Beckham. The big crush. I really liked when he paid attention to me. When we played soccer. Rode horses. Had picnics. And how I felt giddy when he teased me. I always blushed when he casually took my hand in his. Or when he picked me up and twirled me around like we were in some movie. And making out with him on New Year’s Eve, riding around in a horse-drawn carriage, was a whole lot of fun.


But as I sit here, I realize that Beckham kept everything very PG with me that night. Which, for a guy like him, is interesting. 


And I wonder why.


I take my phone out to text him because I suddenly feel the need to know.





Me: Meet me you know where. 





I put my phone down and look longingly at Bartlett House, then smile at myself as I text Augie. 





Me: I’m running straight to you this time. Meet me out front?





He doesn’t reply, but a few moments later, he walks out the house door. 


I practically launch myself at him, my lips landing on his in a passionate greeting.


“What was that for?” he asks, grinning.


“Remember how for the Anything Goes party, we agreed to the plan, but knew it wasn’t right for us?”


“Yes.”


“Us pretending not to be together is something I don’t want to do. It’s not right for us.”


“What happened at Calder tonight?” he astutely asks.


I tell him exactly what happened, leaving nothing out, but I don’t give him a chance to respond. “I can’t do this, Augie. I don’t want to do this. I can’t pretend I don’t love you. And I certainly don’t want Branson or anyone else to think it’s okay to kiss me.”


Surprisingly, Augie doesn’t ask about the kiss. He just goes, “What do you think he meant when he said about everything?”


“I’m assuming everything that happened at the party?”


“Not everything that happened between you two?” Augie asks.


“I don’t really know, to be honest. In a way, the kiss made me feel like he was sorry for everything since we stopped being friends, but I think that it was just his way of defusing the situation. Like he was trying to shock me so I wouldn’t yell at him.”


“Not because he likes you?” Augie asks.


“He hates me. Told me so to my face just a few days ago. I assume he thinks his stupid Johnson charm can get him out of anything.”


“Did it?” Augie raises an eyebrow at me.


“The kiss was definitely a surprise. What he said shocked me. And it’s probably what he wants me to think. Especially if he already heard the rumor about us. But I’m still so angry with him. And at this point, I deserve more of an explanation than I’m sorry for everything. Like, that was literally the last straw for me.”


“The kiss was the final straw?” Augie asks. 


I notice that his questions are short and to the point.


“The final straw was what he did to my brother. And the stupid kiss just proved that there isn’t a shred of respect left for me in his heart.” I take Augie’s hands in mine. “And I’m not going to pretend for even a second that I don’t love you. Rachel and Branson can kiss my ass.”


Augie caresses my check sweetly, then gives me a sexy smirk. “I think I’d prefer to be the one to kiss your ass.” 


It totally makes me laugh, but then my thoughts turn more serious. “We don’t have much time.”


“You’ve yet to visit my room,” he says. “I think you definitely need a quick tour.”





Once we’re inside his room, I couldn’t care less about what it looks like. Mostly because he’s pushing up my skirt while I’m pulling down his pants. We don’t even make it to the bed. He sits in a lounge chair and moves me on top of him. 


After, he says, “Thank you.”


“For sex?” I ask with a chuckle.


“For running to me,” he replies seriously, gazing into my eyes, just as his phone beeps. 


I look at the time. “And now, I have to run away from you. It’s almost curfew.”


Augie keeps his arms wrapped tightly around me. “I liked sleeping with you on the yacht. Waking up with you.”


“Ha! You slept in most days!” I tease, getting up, straightening my skirt, and putting my underwear back on. 


I stop, give him a wink, and say, “I love you, Augie.”


“And I fully agree with no pretending,” he says back.


“Yay to that!” 


After one more quick kiss, I hightail it over to Hawthorne. 


I glance at my phone and see that Beckham replied.





Beckham: Curfew is in 25 mins. No time. Just meet me at the house. I have something fun to show you. 







Happened so fast.

10:54pm








When I get to Hawthorne, I find everyone arriving back from the mixer. But I don’t see Beckham anywhere, so I go upstairs. A quick knock on his door and no answer tell me he’s not home yet. 


I knock on Johnny’s door. 


Same story.


So, I go across the hall to my room and go inside—where I find them sprawled out across my bed. 


“What are you two doing?” 


“Waiting for you,” Beckham says.


“Yes, where have you been, young lady?” Johnny asks with a naughty smirk.


I roll my eyes at him.


“Before we get into that,” Beckham says, “I have something I want to show you both.”


He leads us downstairs and then even farther to the basement. The basement is mostly full of storage-type stuff. Lots of boxes marked for different events. Party and catering supplies. 


“I didn’t know all this was down here,” Johnny says. “The basement wasn’t part of our tour.”


“It’s not very exciting. Just storage and stuff. Well,” he says, “for the most part.”


He leads us to a blank wall and taps a spot in the floor with his toe, causing the wall to slide open and reveal a panel. On the panel is a biometric reader. 


“Want to do the honors?” Beckham asks me.


I smile and place my palm on it, causing another door to open.


We go inside, the door closes behind us, and the lights automatically turn on.


“What is this place?” Johnny asks, his eyes wide.


“The Grotto,” Beckham says. “Not quite as luxurious as your yacht, but not bad for school.”


Beckham goes on to speak about the legend and lore of the place, explains the need for secrecy, and shows Johnny around. 


While he’s doing that, I look for something to drink. And I am shocked to find bottles of Johnny’s favorite champagne stocked in the wine chiller. 


I also notice numerous bottles of Asher Vineyards wines. I peruse them, deciding on a 2014 Estate Cabernet Sauvignon. Dad has been holding back cases of this vintage. It’s a bold and intensely aromatic blend that is expected to get even better with age.


I take it out, open the bottle, smell the cork, and smile, knowing it’s going to be decadent. I get three Bordeaux glasses off the shelf because their wide bowl will help to decant the wine.


Beckham tells me to join them, and together, we read the plaque on the wall. The one I never bothered to read the first time we were here.




All who enter Stockton’s Grotto

Swear to uphold our ultimate motto

Never speak of its location

Or risk a life of eternal damnation

For this is a place of legend and lore,

So, party on, friends, 

Evermore.




Stanford Thacker III

Olivia Carder

Karoline Talbot

Oliver Nasbith

Class of 1972








“And look! Your parents are on here too,” Beckham says.


“Along with one of my mom’s favorite quotes! We can only be said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasures. By Thornton Wilder. Riley Johnson, Ariela Ross, Aiden Arrington, Keatyn Douglas, Dallas McMahon, Logan Pedersen, and Maggie Morgan.”


“Riley Johnson is your uncle, right?” Johnny asks Beckham.


“Yeah. He and Ariela dated here, broke up after graduation, and were reunited, like, ten years later.”


“Which was about when my mother was dating him as well,” Johnny says.


Beckham looks surprised. “Small world, huh?”


“It is when you go to Eastbrooke, apparently,” I say with a laugh. “Aiden and Keatyn are obviously my parents and still together. As are Logan and Maggie. They both work with my dad. Logan runs the vineyard, and Maggie runs pretty much everything else.”


“What about Dallas McMahon?” Johnny wonders. “Didn’t he meet someone in the movie—like, at the end?”


“One of my mom’s friends, RiAnne. They are still married, and Dallas and Branson’s dad run Captive Films.”


“Makes you wonder who we’ll all end up with,” Beckham says with a smile.


I glance at the couch where he and I made out on my first night here. When I wanted to get kicked out.


Now, it’s hard to imagine not being here. 


I look around the room, studying all the names on the walls. 


And think about my parents. Standing in a room like this. With their best friends. 


I decide to text my dad.





Me: Sometime, I’d like to learn about the history of The Grotto. Like the difference between the Stockton’s I saw in the movie and where it is now.





Dad: It was always called Stockton’s Grotto, or Stockton’s for short, but since the movies, we’ve encouraged future key holders to just call it The Grotto. It was accessible from the chapel—just not the spot shown in the movies. When the four new houses were built, it was moved to its current location. All of the old tunnels are still there, just extended. And during the move, the names on the walls were photographed and turned into wallpaper to preserve them. I heard Beckham was given the key this year.





Me: Yeah. He showed me on our first night, but we haven’t been back until now. 





Dad: Who is with you?





Me: Just me, Beckham, and Johnny. People Beck trusts.





Dad: As it should be. 





Me: I also just opened a lovely bottle of Asher wine. You have anything to do with that?





Dad: It’s the house elves. 


He adds a laughing face emoji. 





Me: That part I do remember from the movie. Well, thank them for me. I love you, Dad. And please take it easy on the boys.





Dad: They are on probation. 





Me: Still.


Dad sends me a heart emoji. 





I set the wine bottle and glasses on the table in front of the leather couch and call the boys over, tell them about the wine, pour us each a glass, then swirl mine and take a sniff, finding the fragrance to be delightful. 


“To not pretending,” I say.


I clink their glasses and take a sip, but both guys are standing motionless. 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Johnny asks. “I thought we had a plan.”


“It means Augie and I vetoed it tonight. We don’t care what anyone else wants or thinks. We are together. In love. And we’re not going to pretend otherwise.”


“Cheers to that then,” Johnny says. He takes a moment to appreciate the wine’s aroma before taking a sip. “Oh, that is quite divine.”


I grin. “It’s from my family’s vineyard.”


He nods in approval.


“It is yummy,” Beckham agrees. “But we need to talk about what happened tonight.”


“What happened?” I ask.


“You grabbed Branson and dragged him out of the room. It was charged,” he replies.


“Yeah, because I was pissed,” I tell him.


“No,” Beckham says. “Sexually charged.”


I scoff at that. “You’re nuts. Emotionally charged, maybe. But certainly not sexually.”


Johnny goes, “I have to agree with him.”


“So, you’re telling me that if I grab you like this”—I grab the front of his shirt like I did Branson’s—“and lead you away to yell at you, you’d be …”


“Completely turned on,” Beckham says.


“Me too,” Johnny admits.


“I think I now understand what Doogie said about boys being ruled by their peckers. Because any sane person would realize that I was very upset with him. That it wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation.”


“Does that mean you told him off?” Beckham asks.


“Or got him off.” Johnny snickers.


“Johnny! Don’t be crass. Of course not. Branson kissed me, told me he was sorry for everything, and then walked out.”


“And you didn’t punch him?” Beckham asks.


I let out a sigh. “Actually, you might be right. The moment was charged. Because I was furious.”


“And you weren’t when he kissed you?” Johnny looks confused. “Was it different than at the dance?”


“Yes. It was a nice kiss.”


“Describe it—in detail,” Beckham orders.


“I’m not giving you all the horny details.”


“It made you horny?” Johnny asks, his face full of shock, while Beck goes, “I’m just trying to help you decipher what it meant.”


“Okay, it started out nice. A sweet kiss, like on New Year’s Eve. It caught me off guard. He hasn’t been sweet to me in so long. But then he deepened the kiss.”


“With his tongue?” Beckham asks.


“Yes.”


“And you kissed him back?” Johnny asks incredulously.


I take a big sip of wine. Shake my head. “I don’t know. It all happened so fast.”


“That’s what she said,” Beckham fires back.


I jab my elbow into his side.


“I think it’s pretty obvious that Arrington has a lot of unresolved feelings for Branson,” Johnny says softly. “They were best friends. It hurts to lose a best friend. And I imagine it’s even worse when they are mean to you. Other people, you could shake it off. When someone you care about behaves like he has, it cuts deep.”


I rub my fingers across the bridge of my nose, still trying to figure out why I didn’t stop the kiss immediately.


I turn toward Beckham. “New Year’s Eve, we made out.”


“That was fun,” he says.


“Not as much fun as it could have been. Not as much fun as I suspect you typically have when making out. What I want to know is, why? Why did you keep things PG with me?”


“What does that have to do with anything?” Beckham asks.


“Just answer the question.”


“I don’t really have an answer,” he says, looking truthful. 


“Because it’s complicated,” Johnny says instead. “Arrington, you and Branson were practically joined at the hip. Best friends. Branson is Beckham’s cousin, and he crushed on you.”


“What? No. I crushed on Beckham, not the other way around.”


“Ehh,” Beckham says. “That’s not exactly true.”


“You crushed on me? Yeah, right.” I can’t help but chuckle at that.


Beckham crosses his arms in front of his chest and stares at me. 


I hold my hands up in the air, repeating the what gesture. 


“Johnny is right,” Beckham finally says. “I did crush on you. We always had so much fun anytime we were together, but I thought you liked Branson. And when I watched him march off that night, I decided maybe it was time I told you so.”


“But you didn’t tell me so.”


“Fine. I chickened out on that part and tried to tell you with my lips instead. I took you on a carriage ride because I wanted to kiss you.”


I shake my head. 


Johnny goes, “Most men have a sense of honor. To their relatives.”


“And I threw that out the door the second I kissed you. But remember, I knew Branson was kissing everyone at school. I couldn’t figure out what the deal was with the two of you. Like, was it more than friends?”


“And if I were any other girl, you would have put the moves on me, right? But you didn’t.”


“I care about you, Lane. I don’t know what else to say.”


“You treated it like fun. You told me kissing was fun. That it was all in good fun.”


Beckham rubs his hand through his hair and shakes his head. Like he’s frustrated with me.


“Men do that sometimes,” Johnny interrupts, making me feel like he’s holding a counseling session for us or something. “They make light of their true feelings in order to protect their hearts.”


“Okay, I don’t know how we got so off topic here,” I say. Because I can’t get into all this now. “Regardless of the kiss with Branson and how it felt or what he meant by what he said, two important things happened after. One, I ran straight to Augie. Told him everything. You both should be proud of me. And two, I was going to skip counseling with Branson forever, but the kiss changed my mind. I’m going back. And I’m going to stop Rachel’s manipulation. Because love is not supposed to be this complicated.”


“I’m proud of you for going to Augie,” Johnny says. 


“I’m not,” Beckham says.


“Why ever not?”


“Because our plan was working. Branson was nice to you,” Beckham states.


“I don’t care. I’ll take pissed-off Branson if I have to. I can handle it now.”


Beckham sighs, looking like he doesn’t believe me. 


I roll my eyes at him. “And remember, he walked out after he kissed me. Which means he thinks everything is okay.”


Johnny seems to weigh this in his mind. “Agree. Go to counseling and see what happens. If—and this is a big if—you truly think you can handle it.”


“What would I not be able to handle?” I scoff, taking a long drink of the wonderful wine as Johnny and Beckham share a glance. 


Finally, Johnny goes, “Falling for Branson.”


I shrug and decide to shut down this conversation. Speaking without emotion, I say flatly, “If that happens, it just means that Augie and I weren’t meant to be.”


“Damn,” Johnny says. “You go, girl.”


“Can we please talk about something else? And can we have Augie come down here?”


Beckham winces. 


“You don’t trust him?” I ask. “Is that why you didn’t bring Laurent either?”


Johnny and Beckham share another glance. 


“That means yes,” I say.


“Not exactly. As far as Laurent goes, we know he’s being manipulated by London,” Beckham says.


“We do?”


“Yes, we do,” Beckham says firmly. “And we can’t risk any pillow talk about this place.”


“I guess I would agree with that.”


“Now, on to more important things,” Johnny says, taking a sip of wine. 


“Getting Augie down here?” I suggest.


“Maybe later,” is all Beckham says. 


We sit in silence for a few moments. Me thinking about … everything. And while I appreciate the boys’ thoughts on all things Branson and Augie, I know I have to follow my heart. Because as my parents like to say, It always leads you home.







Tuesday, September 6th

Cherished that time.

Breakfast








Because my parents and brothers are going to be here this morning, I’m up and ready extra early. And when I take a seat at the dining room table, I’m the only one here. There are a few students wandering down the stairs, but most of them seem to be on a mission to get somewhere quickly and head straight out the door. 


One of the stewards from Johnny’s boat greets me.


“Well, it’s our first breakfast back. Is the chef going to wow us?” I ask him.


“But of course.” He sets a steaming latte in front of me and hands me a little printed menu card. 


“What do you like the best?” I ask him because I can’t decide.


“The Florentine omelet,” he replies. “With extra skillet potatoes. They are hand-cut and fried to perfection.”


“Hmm. That sounds good, but I think I’m going to go with the California omelet. I always love having avocado with breakfast. And can you please bring a couple of scones for Augie?”


I’m stirring a little sugar into my cup when Beckham sits down across from me.


“Morning,” he says, picking up the menu from the table. “I’m so hungry.” He scans the card and quickly orders.


I study him. Today, he’s wearing a blue-and-white striped Oxford with the school’s crest embroidered over his heart. The sleeves are rolled up, and his red-and-blue striped Hawthorne House tie is hanging loosely around his neck. 


“Last night was fun, wasn’t it?” he asks me. 


“At The Grotto, you mean?” Because I doubt he is referring to the kiss with Branson or me running to Augie after—although that part was fun.


He grins in reply and takes a drink of his coffee. 


“How come you didn’t invite Augie?”


“You know why.”


“Because you don’t trust him?” I ask.


“Because I don’t know him well enough yet.”


“You know him as well as you know Johnny,” I counter.


“Why do you want him down there so much?”


“So we can hang out. Duh.”


“Or hook up?” he asks.


“Honestly, that never crossed my mind. From what I can tell, most of your hooking up is done in your room. Ours is as well.”


“You’ve hooked up with Augie, here, in my house?” Beckham asks.


I roll my eyes. “This isn’t your house. It’s our house. And based on the revolving door to your room—”


“It’s not like that anymore.”


“Yeah, right. Whatever. You gave me access. You know I could take whoever I want down there whenever I want.”


He sighs. “Then why are you asking for permission?” He seems to be getting grouchy about this. “When?”


“When what?” I wonder. 


“When did you hook up with him here?” Beckham asks. “We just got back.”


I shrug. 


“Wait?” he says. “Was it last night, after the kiss? When you ran to him?”


I immediately look guilty. “I just thought it would be fun if we all partied together. That’s it. If not, no big deal.”


“Our Big-Little night was moved to tonight due to the holiday,” he says, changing the subject. “I have hockey lessons, so meet me at the rink, and we’ll go from there.”


“I’m having dinner with Augie.”


Beckham shakes his head. “All the bigs and littles are having dinner tonight. He’ll be with his.”


“Okay, fine,” I reply.


“When is your family arriving?” he asks.


“I’m not sure. They said they would let me know when they got here.”


“Do you want me to come with you?”


“What, for, like, backup?” I ask with a chuckle.


“If you need it,” he says seriously.


“What would you say to them?” I ask him.


“Depends on what they say,” he fires back.


“I’ll admit, I’m nervous about all this. I got the impression they wanted us home. They didn’t give me a choice about coming here, and I doubt they will give me one now.”


We’re interrupted for a moment as our food is set in front of us. And surprisingly, even though Beck said he was starving, he doesn’t dig in. He just looks into my eyes.


“But you didn’t get in trouble.”


“We’re triplets,” I offer with a shrug. “They’ll want us together.”


“If you go home, what will happen with you and Augie?” he asks, now focusing on his food.


“Beck, I’m not going to sit here and speculate. And you need to stop. You’re stressing me out.”


“About what?” Augie says to us, coming into the dining room with Johnny.


“About what my parents are going to say today.”


Augie walks over, holds out his hand, and pulls me up and into his arms. It’s a sweet gesture, and it makes me feel teary. Mostly because I don’t know the answer to Beckham’s question.


“It will be okay,” he says softly. “We’ll make things work, no matter where in the world you go. I promise.”


I look up at him dreamily as he gently pushes my bangs behind my ear. It’s a simple gesture, and it makes me fall even more in love with him. I lean up and give him a kiss.


After the kiss, he grins at me and says, “What’s for breakfast?”


“Me?” I whisper.


He narrows his eyes in thought, seemingly gauging his options. Instead of waiting for his answer, I grab my plate and silverware, take his hand, and lead him up to my room.


When we get there, he takes my plate, sets it on my desk, and then pulls me down on my bed with him. 


“You’re upset.”


“Beckham was just asking me a bunch of questions that I don’t know the answers to. But somehow, you knew exactly what was bothering me.”


“We have gotten to know each other pretty well.” He glances at the plate. “For example, you know how I love scones. And I know that you love chocolate croissants. I’m sure both were available, but you got those for me, didn’t you?”


I nod. 


“It was sweet,” Augie says.


“Not as sweet as a croissant would have been,” I tease.


“Did you bring me to your room for a shag?” he asks.


“Not really. I just wanted to have breakfast with you. Alone. When we were in London, we spent so much time together, just the two of us. I cherished that time.”


“We talked for hours.”


“About everything and nothing,” I agree. “Life seemed so simple then.”


He kisses my cheek. “Do you want to go back? We’d have different pressures there—at least in public. And I believe we would be hounded by the press.”


“We weren’t before.”


“A reporter followed us to the airport when you left. Between my very public profession of love and your growing social media popularity, it would be a lot more than that now. You know the constant scrutiny my parents are under. From what they say, to what they wear, to their body language and expressions. They can’t have any kind of public row or even a hint of one. And what couple doesn’t get irritated with each other occasionally?”


“That’s true.”


“We’re protected here, Arrington. And I like the freedom. I love walking you to class, kissing you whenever I want. Not worrying if my tie is askew.”


I pull on his tie, loosening it. “Your tie is never askew, but I like when it is. And I bet you’re hungry.”


“That I am.” 


He grabs the plate and sets it on the bed. I sit across from him, my legs pretzeled while he alternates between feeding me and himself.


“You know, regardless of your intentions, Johnny and Beckham are going to think we’re up here, having a quick shag.”


“Like last night?” I smile at him. Grin, really. 


“It was fun. And I was really touched by it.”


“Because I ran to you?”


“And because you told me what you were feeling. I wish you had told me about Branson in London.”


“It’s not something you want to talk about with someone when you’re first dating. And when it would have been more appropriate, I thought I would never have to see him again since I’d be going to school with you in London.”


“So, you’re meeting with your brothers and parents this morning, learning their fate and yours?”


“Yes,” I say just as the bell rings, alerting us that we need to get to class.




 

A united front.

Economics








Augie and I walk to our Economics class, hand in hand. I look at the beauty around me. The green space, old brick buildings, and Augie. He’s just so cute that it makes my heart hurt. His blue eyes sparkle when he looks at me. His blond curls bounce as he moves. Everything feels fluid and easy. And it’s hard for me not to just let out a dreamy sigh.


“What was that for?” he asks. 


“I’m just happy to be here. With you.”


“And I hope we get to stay here,” he says, giving me a quick kiss before escorting me into class. 


We sit down next to Zander and Zoey.


“This weekend was so fun,” Zoey says. 


“Totally,” Zander agrees. “Best weekend ever.”


“And I’ve been thinking about something since the mixer last night.” Zoey is now speaking in a hushed tone. 


“What?” I whisper back.


“Do you think London has a crush on Rachel?” 


Augie says, “You think that might be the reason she’s letting Rachel manipulate her?”


“London was right beside Rachel all night,” Zander adds.


“And she didn’t want to kiss girls in the blindfold game,” Zoey says.


“But if she liked girls, wouldn’t she want to?” I wonder.


“Not if she’s in the closet,” Zander says.


Augie smiles. “She doth protest too much?”


“I mean, it doesn’t matter to me either way,” Zoey states. “Obviously, I have no problem kissing girls. I just wondered if that could be why she’s acting different than before.”


“Except she confessed to having crushes on both Branson and my brother,” I counter.


“Rachel is very calculating.” Zoey rolls her eyes at herself as she turns to Zander. “You hooked up with London on the yacht, didn’t you?”


“Eh. It was more like she did something to me. In the hall. With her mouth.”


“What, are we playing Clue?” I tease.


“Sexual Clue!” Zander hoots, slapping his knee. 


The teacher asks us all to quiet down and take our books out just as the class phone rings. 


He answers it, then says, “Arrington, you need to report to the dean’s office immediately.”


The class all goes, “Oooh,” like I’m in trouble.


“Ignore them,” Augie says, squeezing my hand before I grab my stuff and go.





When I get to the student center, I find my parents waiting for me just inside the door. And while I’m glad to see them, what I really want is to hug my brothers.


Mom pulls me in tight. “I’ve missed you so much,” is the first thing she says.


“I missed you too, Mom.”


“And what about me?” my dad asks.


I give him a kiss on the cheek as he wraps an arm around me.


“Where are the boys?”


“We sent them on a coffee run,” Dad replies, “because we wanted to talk to you in private.”


“About what?”


“First thing you should know is that Branson apologized profusely to Aspen,” Mom says. “Branson also told him that he was going to make things right with you. Are you and Branson good now?” She looks hopeful. Like I should still be friends with him after everything. 


I think about his lame apology last night and the kiss. And even though he said he was sorry, it wasn’t nearly enough. “Can I ask you a question?”


“You just did,” Dad teases.


I roll my eyes. I used to think that joke was funny when I was six. “Is everything okay with Branson’s parents? Like, they aren’t getting a divorce or anything, are they?”


My mom’s eyes register shock. “If anything, Vanessa and Dawson seem closer than ever.”


“Could they be pretending?” I ask.


Dad shakes his head at me like I’m crazy, but Mom seems to consider this. 


“Why would you even suggest that?” she asks me.


“Something is off with Branson. And, to be honest, I’m worried about him. I just wondered if something is wrong at home.”


“Do you think he could be depressed? Or abusing drugs?” Mom asks.


“I don’t know. It was just a thought,” I say. But I don’t know why I bother. No one seems to see what I see. Of course, they don’t know him as well as I do. 


“Why don’t we head to the conference room?” Dad says, which doesn’t sound promising. 


I’m pretty sure that I’m about to get the bad news first. That they are making the boys—and probably me—go home. 


When we get there, they both take a seat.


I stay standing. “Just tell me, please.”


“Fine,” Dad says with a nod. “Aubrey Lane, your future is up to you.”


“Uh, what’s that supposed to mean?” 


“It means that if you’d like to go to school in London, you can. Want to stay at Eastbrooke, you can. Want to come home, you can. It’s your choice.”


“And what about Aspen and Monroe?”


“We’ll be discussing their fate when they join us.”


And this sort of pisses me off because I know there will be no discussion. 


“Discussing? Like the way we discussed my going to London? Are you going to ask what they want, only to ignore their wishes, like you did mine?”


Mom narrows her eyes at me. She’s always said she loved that I was a strong-willed child. That she tried to foster it in me so that when I was older, I’d be willing to fight for what was right. To stand up to my friends. And I know she knows that if I had been at the party, I wouldn’t have allowed Aspen to play the drinking game. I would have told Branson—even if we were still friends—that it was a bad idea. I would have come up with something else fun for them to do. 


But I also know that my mom struggles with me having my own opinion. She mostly wishes she could tell me what the right thing to do is and that I would just do it.


And now that I think about it, I guess maybe I understand why they didn’t allow me to go to London. I couldn’t wait to be at Eastbrooke. It was the place I’d always wanted to go. I constantly complained about not getting to come when we were freshmen. Again when we were sophomores. Then, all of a sudden, I arrived home after hanging out with Augie for a few weeks and wanted to go somewhere else?


I also realize both my parents look exhausted. Defeated. Like all these years of doing such a good job of raising us was wiped away by one scary incident.


“You guys look tired,” I tell them, feeling bad.


“We had a long flight here, crossed a lot of time zones, and while we would normally sleep on the plane, we just couldn’t. We were too upset. Too worried,” Dad says. 


“And too guilty,” Mom adds.


“About what?” I wonder.


“Letting you kids come to Eastbrooke,” she says.


“It’s not easy, being a parent,” my dad adds. “All we ever want is what’s best for you. I’m sorry we jumped to conclusions about London. We just didn’t want you to change what you’d wanted for most of your life because of a boy.”


“I know,” I say softly, because I do know they love us fiercely. And I can’t imagine what they went through, not being able to immediately get to the hospital. “Are you taking the boys home?” 


Dad doesn’t get a chance to reply because the boys walk in the room, carrying coffees. 


I take the tray out of Aspen’s hands, set it on the table, then launch myself at him, tears filling my eyes immediately as I think about what could have been. 


“Told you she’d cry,” Monroe says, holding out his hand, indicating that Aspen needs to pay up.


“This isn’t the time for your stupid bets,” I tell Monroe, but I can’t help but chuckle. Because that simple gesture just made life feel normal. Like everything will be okay.


Monroe passes out the coffees, and then Dad tells us all to take a seat. The three of us sit side by side across from our parents. 


A united front, I hope.


“Is the dean coming in?” Aspen asks. 


“We would like to have a family discussion first,” Mom says seriously.


“You boys—” Dad starts.


“Had a big wake-up call,” Aspen states somberly. 


“And how do you expect that will affect your actions in the future?” Dad asks him.


“Obviously, no more shots competitions,” Aspen says with a wry grin. 


I swear, that adorable grin always gets him out of trouble. 


Monroe, who is normally so laid-back, says with intent, “It’s my fault really. And I need to take responsibility. I shouldn’t have let him play. Or at the very least, I should have stopped the game. He’s just so damn competitive.”


Aspen hangs his head. I fist-bump his thigh in solidarity even though we know Monroe is right. Aspen’s goals in life seem to revolve around winning—everything. No matter the cost.


My thoughts are taken back to the party on the yacht—the goalie telling me how I had won the night. But he had no idea that when Augie kissed London, I felt like I had just lost it.


“I want you home,” Mom blurts out.


But I know that’s not what the boys want. 


“Mom, you want them home so you can protect them,” I say gently. “You know we watched the movies. We know the things you did. What your friends were doing. Uncle Riley even got kicked out of Eastbrooke—”


“Are you suggesting I send them to military school?” Mom asks, her eyes going wide, along with my brothers’, who are shaking their heads.


“I’m suggesting you let them decide. Give them some options. And trust that they learned their lesson,” I offer.


She and Dad share a poignant glance. 


A few moments later, Mom nods, causing Dad to say, “All right, boys. What do you want?”


“What are our options?” Aspen asks tentatively. 

