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            Prologue

          

          Last Summer…

        

      

    

    
      Stacey stared into the punch bowl, a weird orange-red, and she knew it was probably spiked with four different types of alcohol. But it didn’t matter. She only wished it were big enough to hold her, to let her fall in, to allow herself to drown her bad memories and her sorrows, just like one of many times back in Acacia Creek when she stole a bottle of her father’s whiskey and snuck down to the creek.

      Though the alcohol wasn’t strong enough to make her forget what happened after—

      “Stacey?”

      She flinched and turned to face the familiar voice behind her.

      “Hey, Ash,” she said with a covered-up smile.

      “Babe, are you okay? I’ve been calling out to you for the past few minutes.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s up?”

      “Kelsea wants to play a game of Truth or Dare. But with booze. Are you game?”

      Stacey scrunched up her nose. “Isn’t that like Spin the Bottle?”

      “Yeah, but instead of kissing the person the bottle falls on, we’re going to reveal everyone’s deepest darkest secrets,” he added with a wink. “So, Miss Miller, are you game?”

      She looked back at the punch bowl, grabbed a cup and dipped it in, getting herself a generous amount of the mystery liquid, and then smiled at her crush. She took the hand he offered and followed him outside to the pool deck.

      “Sure. I’m game.”

      The teens at the party gathered around the pool, drinks in hand. Someone pressed pause on the music so they could hear everyone’s secrets. Stacey sat on the edge of a deck chair beside Ashton, who was always the centre of attention. Stacey wasn’t sure why he liked her. She wanted to fade into the background, maybe disappear, become invisible. They were complete opposites. But didn’t opposites attract?

      “Who’s going to go first?” he called out.

      “I vote my main man, Ashton Striker,” said Bobby, one of Ashton’s best friends and fellow bandmember.

      “Fuck you, Bobby,” he retorted. He then took a drink and laughed. Bobby gave him the bird. Stacey watched the exchange with curiosity. The boys were always playful like this. It made her feel a bit envious.

      “I vote for Stacey,” said one of the girls.

      The world stopped, and Stacey suddenly felt like a deer in headlights.

      She laughed and tried to hide her face behind her long strawberry blonde hair.

      “I don’t have any juicy secrets to tell. Someone else go.”

      “Come on. Everyone has secrets. Even something as benign as practising kissing on your hand or with a stuffed toy pretending it’s your crush.”

      “I bet you still do that, Jessica,” joked one of the other girls.

      She just shrugged and took a drink. “Doesn’t everyone?” People laughed, and Stacey sagged in relief, thinking she was off the hook.

      But she wasn’t. That was wishful thinking.

      “So, what will it be, Stacey? Truth or dare?”

      Her heart pounded hard against her rib cage. She looked down into her drink, took a sip and then spoke. You only live once. And she was at one of the hottest parties of the summer.

      “Dare,” she said because no way was she going to choose truth.

      No one could find out her secrets.

      She was in Summervale now.

      She was the new Stacey Miller.

      Ashton turned to face her on the deck chair, the plastic dipped under their combined weight, making her slide toward him.

      “Stacey Miller, I dare you to…” He leaned closer and whispered the last part in her ear so no one else would hear.

      Her eyes widened in surprise. She downed the last dregs of her gross drink and threw the empty red solo cup on the ground before taking his hand and letting him lead her inside the house, ignoring the disappointed pleas from their classmates.

      Ashton led her upstairs to one of the bedrooms, their fingers linked.

      “Wait, so we’re going to do it in Kelsea’s bedroom?”

      “Yeah. Why not?”

      Stacey giggled and pushed Ashton the rest of the way down the hall toward their classmate’s room and shut the door behind them, concealing them in the darkness.

      A little while later, when they walked back out to join the others, they thought they might have grown bored waiting and moved on to another game.

      But the teens had only formed a tighter circle and seemed to be still playing.

      Bobby spotted them and threw up his hands into the air.

      “Hey! Here are the love birds. So did you complete the seven minutes in heaven?”

      One of the other girls giggled. “Of course, they did, and then some. They spent fifteen minutes in heaven.” The other girls squealed. Some stayed silent, clearly jealous that Stacey had hooked up with Ashton Striker, the object of most girls’ crushes and the local celebrity, and the fact that he had chosen someone like Stacey Miller, the pastor’s stepdaughter from the wrong side of the tracks and dark secrets as baggage.

      “So how was it?” asked Dylan.

      “Come on, man. You know we don’t kiss and tell.” He winked.

      Another girl, a relatively quiet girl who never spoke much, joined the circle, having just come from inside the house.

      “You know, everyone’s gonna spread rumours now about how the rockstar hooked up with the not-so-holy pastor’s stepdaughter?” she said.

      Everyone went silent.

      Ashton awkwardly looked at his hands, then at Stacey, moving in to put his arm around her.

      “So what? I don’t care. I like Stacey. Besides, they’re just that, rumours.”

      “No, I read that her father had molested her since childhood.”

      “Caitlin…” warned one of the other girls.

      “Yeah, I heard something like that too. Is that why you never choose truth when we play this game, Stacey?” said Kelsea.

      Everyone turned to look at Stacey. She felt like a bug under a microscope.

      Her heart beat hard. She couldn’t breathe.

      “It’s not true!”

      “Stace?” asked Ashton. “Are you okay?”

      “I… I think I’m gonna go home now. I’ll see you at school.”

      She then turned around and fled the party as fast as she could.

      The kids in this town were cruel and so not her friends. So what was she thinking when she thought she could be one of them?

      But Ashton was right, and he had seen through her perfectly crafted mask, the wall she had built over the years. Hadn’t he?

      The question was, who would he believe when school went back?

      Her, or the rumours?
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          The Overheard

        

      

    

    
      Present

      Dane

      Waiting tables was at the bottom of the hierarchy of jobs in this town, but it had an upside: it afforded you the perfect opportunity to overhear a lot of juicy secrets.

      And that night, there was a lot to talk about, apparently.

      People were still talking about the mysterious death of the crazy woman outside of the asylum.

      “Someone killed her and then tried to cover it up,” said one woman.

      “How awful. That poor woman.”

      “Angelica, don’t be sympathetic. She was in the asylum, remember?”

      “But there’s still a killer out there.”

      “I thought she was the killer. If someone killed the killer…”

      I sighed and rolled my eyes.

      Same old gossip as last shift. Nothing new. I moved onto a table near some men wearing expensive suits drinking beer sitting in the club lounge area. I cleared empty glasses and was currently cleaning away the remnants of half-eaten chips and nuts left on the table when I heard someone mention my name.

      “Yo, Dane. Dude, what are you doing?” I looked around and spotted Ashton standing by the small stage area.

      My heart stopped. Shit. I had totally forgotten the Three Strikes had a gig tonight.

      My secret was no longer a secret. One of them anyway.

      I waved and gave a small smile before hesitantly walking over toward him. He was currently unwinding some electrical cords for the band equipment.

      “Hey, Ash,” I said, acting cool.

      Ashton dropped the power cord and came over and whacked me on the shoulder.

      “Ow. What the fuck, man?”

      “Yeah, what the fuck is right? What are you doing working here?”

      I dropped my head and looked at the rag I was currently holding. I ringed it in my hands.

      “I… need the money. So what’s the shame in earning some extra cash?”

      Just when I thought my best friend was going to make me feel guilty for working a low-end job, he laughed and ruffled my hair, then went to pick up his electric guitar.

      “I’m just joking, man. I don’t care. Why do you think I’m here playing in front of these people?”

      I looked out over the usual yacht club’s crowd. During the day, it was filled with women my mom’s age who had gone to have lunch, play squash or tennis or to the spa.

      By night, though, it was filled with out-of-towners. Rich city folk in more expensive than usual suits. Businessmen.

      I wondered why they were here tonight?

      As if hearing his thoughts, Ashton spoke.

      “My dad invited them. He knows them from the city. They’re chairpeople from the record label he works at. They’ve come to hear us play.”

      “What?” I grinned. “That’s awesome, dude.”

      “I know. So, I’m nervous as hell. Oh, by the way, a few of us are taking a yacht out afterward. You should come.”

      “I don’t know. I finish at nine.”

      “That’s perfect. Our gig finishes then too. Stacey’s coming, and she invited Darcie,” he added with a wink.

      At the mention of Darcie, my stomach dipped.

      “Sure. I’ll be there.”

      What’s the worst that could happen when a couple of drunk teens hired a boat at night?
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