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Praise for Katherine St. John


‘Gripped me from the first page. This riveting tale of friendship and betrayal is sure to be the breakout hit of the summer’


Kathryn Stockett, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Help


‘Intrigue, jealousy, betrayal, secrets. This dazzling novel is full of delicious characters. Come aboard for a fabulous read. Loved it!’


Adriana Trigiani, New York Times bestselling author


‘[A] delicious read . . . brilliant’ Marie Claire magazine


‘Clever twists abound . . . Fans of Liane Moriarty and Jessica Knoll will devour this story of beautiful people with horrible secrets’ Booklist


‘St. John dishes up a diverting poolside-ready page-turner’ Publishers Weekly


‘This sizzling debut sparkles… Smart, decent Belle is easy to root for as the panic reaches its peak. Blingy, swingy fun plus a well-crafted suspense plot’ Kirkus


‘This ultimate beach read has all the essentials you need for an escape: a billionaire boyfriend, a yacht, a Mediterranean background and plenty of secrets to keep you guessing’ SmarterTravel




About the Book


The guest list is small and exclusive.


But there’s blood in the water . . .


When Belle is invited by her old friend Summer on a luxurious girls’ getaway to the Mediterranean aboard her billionaire boyfriend’s yacht, the only answer is yes.


But once aboard the opulent Lion’s Den, the dream holiday quickly turns into a nightmare. Belle and the other six women Summer has invited are treated more like prisoners than guests by their powerful host, locked into their cabins at night, their every move controlled – and Belle finds Summer herself is no longer the girl she once knew.


It soon becomes clear someone has a dark secret. Pulled into a dangerous game of cat and mouse, Belle realizes she must keep her wits about her if she is to make it off the yacht alive . . .




For my girls




The only known predators of lions are humans.




Day 1


Saturday afternoon—Los Angeles


I’ve always thought myself immune to the dizzying effects of fabulous wealth, but the sight of sleek jets lined up on the tarmac ignites an unexpected giddiness in me. How liberating to be able to move about the world so easily, without the inconveniences of mass transportation. No lines at the ticketing counter, no taking off shoes and disassembling carry-on bags, no body scans, no cramped leg space or short connections, no luggage belts or lost bags.


Yeah, I could get used to that. Summer certainly has.


I’m reminded of when I was first introduced to caviar at a swanky dinner party many years ago. My date was a pretentious bore, but I’ll never forget his voice in my ear as I stared with wonder (and perhaps a shade of apprehension) into the little glass bowl of tiny black eggs carefully balanced on a bed of ice before me.


“It’s easy not to crave caviar if you haven’t tasted it,” he said.


He went on to warn me as I put the opalescent spoon to my lips that once sampled, the delicate taste is not so easily forgotten. He was right. I could see how if the opportunity arose to make it a regular part of my diet, I might come to require it. I suppose the trappings of wealth that seem indulgent at first soon become necessities.


But I’m only a guest in this world, and I figure a week is not enough to develop a dependency on grandeur, so: I will not be turning down any caviar.


Nor will I be turning down any bread, cheese, butter, chocolate, or gelato. Or, for that matter, any of the other delicious foods I’ve been denying myself for an entire month. I’ve kicked and punched and crunched and starved myself into the best shape of my life in anticipation of a full week in a bikini, and I am ready to indulge.


I rip my eyes away from the spectacle on the runway to rummage through my bag one last time. Passport, check. Wallet, check. Phone, check. Watch. Shit.


“What is it?” my sister asks as I dump the contents of my purse into my lap.


“My watch,” I moan. “I swear I had it this morning, and now I can’t find it.”


“Do you really need a watch on a yacht trip to the Riviera?”


“Just help me find it,” I beg.


She tucks a wisp of blond hair behind her ear and paws through the junk in the center console. Lauren is the spitting image of our mother, petite and blond, while I’m our father, lanky and brunette. And yet our faces are similar enough that she could always get away with using my ID in the four years before she turned twenty-one. Not that she needed it—my little sis spent even more time in the college library than I did. All that studying paid off, because she’s starting law school in the fall, and I couldn’t be prouder.


Finally, I unzip the side pocket of the little round crossbody Gucci insignia bag Summer gifted me and wrap my hand around the watch, right where it should be. “Oh.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Got it.”


Lauren studies me. “You’re kinda wired this morning. You have too much coffee?”


I fasten the watch on my wrist. “I guess I’m just a little nervous about this trip,” I confess. “I’m not totally sure why I’m still invited. I’ve hardly seen Summer recently.”


“But you guys have been BFFs forever,” she says, surprised. “Didn’t she just give you that ridiculously expensive bag a few weeks ago?”


I nod, fingering the red-and-green stripe down the middle. It’s the most expensive bag I’ve ever owned, and despite myself, I love it.


“What happened?” she asks.


“I don’t know.”


But I do.


I unload my roller suitcase from the trunk of my beat-up Prius and give Lauren a hug through the open window. “Thanks for letting me borrow your car,” she says with a smile. “Have fun. And please don’t come back with a boyfriend twice your age.”


“Haha,” I return. “I’m not Summer.”


She gives me a wry smile. “I’ve never understood what you see in her. But the most exotic place a friend has ever taken me is Lake Michigan, so I guess you win.”


“Okay, now get out of here before anybody sees me with this beater.” I slap the roof of the car for emphasis. “Ow!” I jerk my hand away from the blazing-hot metal.


“Keep me posted!” She blows me a kiss.


“Give Grannie my love!” I shout after her.


As she drives away, I feel a twinge of regret I won’t be road-tripping with her to see Grannie perform the title role in Mame for the community theater at her new retirement condo in Lake Havasu. I blame Grannie for passing on to me the acting bug and always relish an opportunity to see her in her element. But as sad as I am to miss her in the part she was born to play, sometimes life demands that you sacrifice senior dramatics for a week on a yacht in the Mediterranean.


I roll my bag past the rows of expensive cars baking in the summer sun to the two-story stucco building that serves as the waiting room for the small private airport and ring the buzzer. The woman on the other end politely informs me that the crew for my plane has not yet arrived and the passenger list has not yet been published, so she can’t yet let me in. “I’m sorry,” she says. “New security measures. Check back shortly.”


Fantastic. I’m three minutes early and clearly the first to arrive, already sweating in the impractical vintage sundress I was so excited to find at a garage sale in Beverly Hills last week. The fabric is too thick for this weather, the bodice too tight. I wish I’d worn something loose and cotton, but I was doing my best approximation of stylish on a shoestring budget, so here we are. At least I have the purse.


Desperate for shade, I haul my suitcase over to the curb and stand in the strip of shadow cast by a lone palm tree, watching the activity on the airfield through the chain-link fence. Shimmering waves of heat rise from the tarmac, distorting the horizon. Past the line of jets, a yellow twin-engine Cessna takes off. Helicopters come and go from a couple of helipads in the distance.


Out on the runway, I count twelve men in suits descending the steps of one of the jets, holding their jackets closed against the wind, and watch an NBA player I recognize but can’t name board another with what must be his wife, three kids, two people who look to be assistants, and four big dogs.


I wonder if that woman is happy. She surely must be comfortable. Certainly more comfortable than I am, melting here in my stupid dress. Money has never been a part of the dating equation for me, but suddenly I have to wonder: What if I’m wrong? What if love doesn’t conquer all and money can in fact solve all your problems? Summer’s clearly placed all her chips on that bet.


My not-so-illustrious acting career has been studded with bit parts and waitressing jobs that have sometimes put me in the path of hunky celebrities, and on occasion I’ve been the recipient of their passing attention. But I’ve never followed through, always horrified by the thought of becoming a witless flavor-of-the-week dangling from the arm of some star until he dumps me for the next famous model. I can almost hear Summer’s voice whispering in my ear, suggesting that this sentiment is only my lack of confidence hampering my Hollywood ending.


I laugh out loud, realizing I must look like a madwoman if anyone’s watching. Surely the heat is going to my head. Or maybe it’s the jets. I’m not Summer. I would never go as far as she has in the pursuit of gold.


Before I can totally lose my mind, a silver BMW SUV pulls into the spot beside me and a voice chirps, “Hey, lady, what are you doing out here?”


I wave and drag my suitcase over to the car as Wendy emerges from the driver’s side, glancing at her dainty gold watch. “Lemme guess, Summer’s late.”


“We’re the first ones here,” I confirm. “And they wouldn’t let me in yet.”


“No wonder you’re melting,” she says as we air-kiss.


Wendy’s black with Disney princess dark eyes complemented by perfectly arched brows and a flawless complexion. Always stylish, today her petite frame is draped in the quintessential flying-on-a-private-jet-to-the-South-of-France outfit: freshly pressed white linen pants paired with tan wedges and a billowy golden top, her signature long wavy raven extensions covered by a floppy white sun hat.


My uncomfortable vintage dress suddenly just feels old. I am never as aware of my appearance as when I’m around Wendy and Summer. It’s not their fault; they’re just effortlessly chic. If I am ever chic, there is definitely full effort involved. My brain simply doesn’t work that way. I see a dress and think it’s an outfit. They put together a whole look.


Wendy’s roommate, Claire, gets out of the passenger side and joins us at the back of the car, where we repeat the air-kiss ritual. I notice she’s cut her usually long dark hair into a flattering lob, accented with beachy waves and caramel highlights that bring out her blue eyes. “Love your hair,” I say.


“Thanks!” Her dimples twinkle as she smiles. “Have I not seen you since I cut it?”


“Not since Wendy’s birthday dinner back in June, I think.”


“Claire’s never around since she started dating Mr. Major League,” Wendy teases.


“My boyfriend’s in Chicago, so I’m there a lot now,” Claire explains. “He’s a baseball player.”


“That’s great,” I enthuse.


Claire’s an incredibly sweet elementary school teacher originally from Miami who’s soft-spoken when she speaks, which isn’t much, and . . . well, I’m not sure what else, to be honest. We’ve known each other probably four years, and I’m ashamed to admit I don’t think we’ve had a meaningful conversation in that entire time—probably because she’s always overshadowed by Wendy, who is hands-down the most outgoing, energetic, popular person I’ve ever met. When we first became friends at UCLA, Wendy was president of her sorority as well as head of the Greek Society, somehow balancing maintenance of a 4.0 GPA with planning fundraisers and beautification projects for the school grounds. These days she’s an event coordinator turned publicist, and knows—I’m not kidding—everyone in Los Angeles. Well, everyone from a certain social set, anyway. The social set that would go to fancy events and need publicity. But trust me, that’s a lot of people. Like a politician, she has that gift of making you feel like she actually cares when she’s talking to you. Which makes sense, because her father’s a state senator in Ohio.


I asked her about her overwhelming charm once, thinking it was just a natural part of being Wendy, but it turns out it’s a technique. She told me it was all about light touch and eye contact. She tried to show me how to do it, but I just came off as creepy. You’d think that because I’m an actress, manipulation would come easily to me, but I’ve always just tried to be a decent human—and foolishly expected everyone else to as well. Unrealistic, I know. I’m working on it.


“I had dinner at Cove last night and stopped by the bar after, but I didn’t see you,” Wendy says.


“I took the night off so I could pack,” I fib. A casting director I’ve auditioned for numerous times yet never quite booked through was having a party there, and I didn’t want her to see me bartending. But Wendy got me the job (for which I am grateful), so I can’t tell her that. It’s not that I’m embarrassed to be a bartender per se. It’s just that after a year of being able to pay all my bills acting, I feel . . . Okay, maybe I’m a little embarrassed that things haven’t turned out quite the way I imagined. I’ve hit a slump, as it were. A speed bump. That’s all it’s going to be, because things are going to be different when I get back from this trip, I swear it.


Wendy opens her liftgate, revealing a completely stuffed trunk. “Overpack much?” I tease.


“The big one’s for clothes, the medium for shoes and bags, and the small for hair products,” Wendy says, indicating a matching set of maroon luggage. “You know me and my weave.”


“I was gonna say, it’s looking especially gorgeous today,” I laugh.


She gently sweeps her hair over one shoulder with a smile. “Thanks, it’s fresh for the trip.”


“I swear I had a regular-size bag until Wendy got involved,” Claire says as the three of us lift her gargantuan suitcase onto the pavement.


“Sounds familiar.” I give her a meaningful smile.


A chauffeured black Suburban rolls up as we’re unloading Wendy’s trio of bags, and Summer’s mom, Rhonda, her sister, Brittani, and another girl I don’t recognize spill out, juggling coffee cups, cell phones, hats, and purses.


Here we go.


“Had to stop at the outlet stores on our way into town,” Rhonda announces with a flourish. As if to punctuate her declaration, a shopping bag tumbles out of the car before the driver can catch it, spilling three boxes of shoes onto the pavement. “Wouldn’t wanna be underdressed in the South of France!”


Brittani gives her mom a high five, and they make spirit fingers like cheerleaders.


Besides a few extra pounds and some unfortunate cosmetic tweaks that have left her looking persistently surprised and curiously puffy, Rhonda hasn’t changed much in the ten years since I last saw her: blond-streaked hair piled on top of her head, makeup just a little too done, leopard-print top stretched taut across her ample chest.


I haven’t laid eyes on Brittani in as long, either, and I’m immediately surprised that despite their different fathers she’s grown up to look exactly like her sister—leggy, blond, and beautiful, with enviable cheekbones and a perfect bow of a mouth. Only, where Summer is always dressed as though she’s just come from brunch on the Upper East Side, Brittani looks like she’s headed to spring break in Cancun. She’s wearing a tight pink T-shirt with WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS . . . spelled out in rhinestones over cutoff jean shorts, and her hair is brassy from peroxide. Which is to say she’s clearly inherited her mother’s sense of style.


“Girls’ trip!” Brittani whoops as she gallops over.


I flash a bright smile. “Brittani! Rhonda! So good to see you guys!”


“Listen to you! ‘You guys’! You can say ‘y’all’ with us. We all know you’re from the South!” Brittani exclaims, putting on a Southern drawl. She hip-checks me, sending me stumbling into a Porsche.


I regain my balance, managing a good-natured, “Wow, you look great. I think you were twelve the last time I saw you.”


“Well, I’m twenty-two now! Whooooo!” Spirit fingers again. “Are you still trying to be an actress?”


I smother my irritation. Brittani can’t possibly mean to be as condescending as she sounds, can she? “I’m still acting, yeah,” I say, forcing a smile.


“What have you been in?” she asks.


A logical question, which shouldn’t bother me nearly as much as it does. There’s no good way to answer, and though I know intellectually that I’m still building my career, it only ever makes me feel like a failure. None of the movies I’ve done are big enough that she would have heard of them, and the parts on television are small enough she wouldn’t remember me. So instead I say the one thing that I’m actually proudest of, which will be the least interesting to her and hopefully shut her up. “I’m nominated for a Webby Award for a web series I did,” I say. “It’s called Junk, and it’s about—”


Aaand I was right. She doesn’t even let me finish before beckoning to her friend. “Come meet Summer’s sidekick!”


A week on a boat with Brittani. Didn’t fully consider that when I accepted this invitation.


Her friend has long dark hair streaked with purple and is dressed more like she’s going to Ozzfest than the Riviera. A black jean mini-skirt rides low on her hips, held in place by a heavy studded belt that matches her black-and-silver spiked platform heels, and her limbs are laced with ink. She’s not wearing a bra under her slinky black tank top, but she doesn’t need anything to hold her sizable boobs in place. They’re high profile.


As she saunters over, I can see she’s quite beautiful, with smooth, tan skin and delicate features, and there’s something exotic and rebellious about her. But most remarkable are her startling violet contacts.


Strange. I knew Summer was allowing Brittani to bring a friend “to keep her occupied,” but I’m more than a little surprised this is the friend she sanctioned. Summer’s always been image-conscious, and has become rigorously so as John’s girlfriend, meticulously cultivating a facade of sophistication to conceal her less-than-cultured upbringing. Wendy and I fit into her aesthetic, sufficiently attractive and socially graceful enough to make her look good, but not quite so beautiful or accomplished as to be rivals.


I can understand inviting Claire, who she hardly knows—Claire’s agreeable and well mannered, pretty in a nonthreatening way, a safe solution for filling six slots on a boat when you only have two friends. Brittani and Rhonda are family, of course, who’d have given Summer all kinds of hell if they weren’t invited (and Summer’s already disclosed to me her plans to adjust their wardrobe once we’re on the boat). But this girl . . . It’s not just that her style clashes with Summer’s; the bigger offense is that she’s undeniably, unforgivably sexy.


I extend my hand to her with a smile. “I’m Belle.”


Her many bracelets jangle as she awkwardly shakes my hand. “Amythest.”


“Like the stone?” Wendy pipes up.


“But spelled different,” she clarifies.


I can’t help but wonder which came first, the name or the purple contacts.


Rhonda stretches the neck of her leopard print and blows down her shirt. “Hot out here.”


I give her a moist hug. “I know; it’s terrible. This is Wendy, and Claire.”


“Oh, Wendy, I’ve heard so much about you!” Rhonda says.


Wendy adjusts the brim of her big white hat, laughing. “All good, I hope!”


“Summer won’t shut up about you. It’s so great to finally meet you.” Rhonda turns her attention to Claire. “Tell me your name again,” she says, throwing an arm around Claire’s shoulders.


Claire begins to speak, but Rhonda cuts her off. “No wait, I know it! It’s Abby!” Claire shakes her head, embarrassed. “Amy! Ashley! Amber!”


“Claire,” Claire says quietly.


“I could have sworn it started with an ‘A.’ And how do you know—”


Wendy takes Rhonda’s arm as though they’re old friends, effectively rescuing Claire from her focus. “We’re all gonna have such a good time!”


We troop through the arctic cool of the tiny terminal, where our passports are checked against the passenger list, then out the double glass doors onto the roasting tarmac. The jet’s crew is nice enough to take our bags, but a stout flight attendant in a structured khaki dress who can’t be much older than we are politely informs us that it’s strict policy not to allow anyone on the plane until Mr. Lyons arrives.


So back we go across the asphalt toward the terminal. But before we can reach the oasis of air-conditioning, she heads us off. “My apologies. Mr. Lyons prefers for guests to be ready to board as soon as he arrives so that we can take off promptly.”


“Okay, great. We’ll be ready.” Rhonda throws a thumbs-up as we continue toward the terminal.


“So much for a girls’ trip.” Wendy sighs.


I laugh. “He hardly lets her out of his sight. You really think he was going to send her to the Riviera on his jet without coming along?”


The stewardess rushes ahead of us, flustered. “No, no, I’m sorry,” she calls, sweat glistening on her brow. “What I mean is that you should stay put. They’ll be here any minute.”


No one moves. “You mean here in the sun?” Brittani asks, incredulous.


“Yes. It’s better that way,” the stewardess insists, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Please, come this way. You can stand in the shade over here.”


Which is how we wind up sweltering in the shade under the nose of the plane for close to an hour.


By the time the white Bentley arrives, I have to pee something awful and sweat is pooling in the underwire of my bra. Summer emerges from the driver’s side looking like she just stepped out of a Bogie and Bacall movie. She’s always been my most glamorous friend, but this is a whole new level. She’s dressed in a beige wrap dress with big dark glasses, a Chanel scarf covering her tastefully blond hair, and she’s positively beaming, completely oblivious that their hour delay has caused us all to wait standing on the tarmac.


Her cool elegance sparks a flame of resentment within me. It’s not too late to bail; I could say I don’t feel well, probably even get most of my shifts at the bar back. No sane person would accompany her on this trip after what she’s done. But no. In spite of everything, I have to be here. I resist the urge to check my watch, douse the plume of sedition, and power up my smile.


Emerging from the passenger side of the Bentley in a bespoke gray suit is her boyfriend, John, not a day over sixty-three to her twenty-six, a wiry slip of a man who may almost reach Summer’s height if you factor in the two inches of perfectly coiffed silver hair and the stacked heels on his handmade Italian leather shoes. Summer’s not overly tall, but I notice she’s in Chanel flats to match her scarf, no longer allowed heels lest she dwarf him.


“Look what John got me for my birthday!” she exclaims, dashing over to us. She pushes back her sunglasses, her eyes like emerald pools sparkling in the sunlight. “Come see! It has my name stitched into the leather!”


Her delight is infectious. We all gather around the exorbitantly expensive vehicle, oohing and aahing appropriately—it is, after all, something magnificent—as the bags from the trunk are loaded onto the plane.


I give Summer a hug, trying to recapture our old familiarity. “It’s gorgeous, and so are you.”


“I’m so glad you could come.” She squeezes my hand. “Nice sunglasses.”


“Thanks!” I finger the large black knockoff frames. “I thought you’d like them. I found—”


“Honey, does this mean I can have the Mercedes?” Rhonda interrupts.


Summer smiles, but her eyes convey a different message. “Mom,” she cautions with a little shake of her head.


“I’m joking! Tell my daughter to give her old mom a break,” Rhonda appeals to John as Summer looks on, clearly having second thoughts about having invited her mother.


“Rhonda, you’re not old.” John flashes his Cheshire-cat grin. “And the Mercedes is yours.”


Rhonda drops her chin and squints at him over the top of her sunglasses, trying to tell whether he’s serious, but he’s already turned his attention to the valet, confirming he’d like the car parked in his usual spot.


As the Bentley pulls away, Wendy lays a light hand on John’s arm. “You’re such a great boyfriend. Thank you so much for this trip. We’re really looking forward to it.”


I turn up the wattage in my smile. “Yes, thank you.”


“Thank you,” Claire echoes softly, lowering her eyes.


He nods magnanimously. “My pleasure. Glad to have you girls along.”


And with that, he’s off toward the plane, precipitating a flurry of activity as the crew prepares to greet him.


The couple of times I’ve met John he’s been pleasant, if deliberately so, with the occasional flashes of brilliant charm common to a man who’s gotten as far as he has in life. He and I have only had briefly superficial conversation of the type you’d expect with a billionaire whose age is somewhere between that of your parents and your grandparents—still, I’m never sure that if I dropped dead in the midst of chatting with him and was replaced by another girl of vaguely similar genus, he’d actually notice.


When I was a kid, we had this goldfish with bulging eyes, Eddie. Periodically, Eddie would die, and my parents would covertly replace him with a new Eddie. This went on for years undetected by my sister or me, until finally one day I happened to be the one that discovered Eddie belly-up in the fish tank, eliciting a confession from my parents (who I now realize were holding back tears of laughter, not grief) that this was in fact Eddie VI.


If Summer’s friends are Eddies to John, what does that make Summer? Is she replaceable, too? She admits he’s had other mistresses and taken other groups of pretty young things on exorbitant vacations (apparently it’s good for business), but seems to genuinely believe he’s never felt about any of them the way he feels about her. And she claims to be head-over-heels in love with him. Hasn’t been sleeping around on him, either. Not since Eric, at least.


To each her own, I remind myself. It’s not like all the guys I’ve been with were princes, exactly.


Brittani pushes Amythest in front of Summer. “This is Amythest,” Brittani says. “She’s the best. You’re gonna love her.”


My brain shorts. In no world would Summer agree to Brittani bringing a friend she’s never laid eyes on.


“Hello.” Summer’s smile doesn’t falter as she extends her hand to Amythest, but I can see her taking in the platform stilettos, the violet contacts, the curvy body swathed in black.


Amythest takes Summer’s hand with a smile, and for a minute I think she’s going to curtsy, before I realize it’s just a crack in the asphalt she’s having trouble navigating in those heels.


Summer meets Brittani’s eye with intent. She’s got a great poker face, but I know her well enough to read the distress she’s covering. “Can I talk to you for a minute, sis?”


She steers Brittani by her elbow to the foot of the airstair, where John is talking with two men in suits. He takes leave of the men and listens intently with a hand on each of the girls’ shoulders as Summer speaks in low tones and the rest of us pretend not to be trying to hear what they’re saying, while Amythest fiddles with her bracelets and stares at the pavement. After a minute, Brittani calls Amythest over and introduces her to John. He says something to her that sends her fishing in her bag and beckons to one of the men in suits. Amythest hands the man her passport, and he jogs up the steps to the plane with it in hand while she stands chatting with John, twirling a long strand of purple-streaked hair on her finger.


“Brittani was supposed to bring someone else,” Rhonda stage-whispers. “But the girl got sick.”


Wendy and I exchange a bemused glance. “Did Summer know there was going to be a switch?” Wendy asks.


Rhonda chuckles, eyeing her younger daughter with admiration. “Sly little bitch didn’t ask because she knew Summer’d say no. Didn’t tell me, either, until we were picking Amythest up.”


“Bold move,” I say. Maybe Brittani’s smarter than I’ve given her credit for.


Over by the plane, the man in the suit has a quick conversation with John, who then says something to the three girls, hands Amythest her passport, and trots up the steps.


“I guess she’s been approved,” Wendy breathes.


“Something tells me that was John’s decision, not Summer’s,” I return.


Summer strides toward us, her expression dark, leaving Brittani and Amythest whispering behind her.


“Everything okay?” Wendy asks as she approaches.


Summer narrows her eyes at her mother. “Why didn’t you call me?”


“I didn’t know,” Rhonda professes. “I can’t keep up with her friends, I figured that was the one you okayed.”


“No,” Summer fumes, sotto voce. “But now John has decided she’s fine, so we have to spend the rest of the trip with her. Thanks a lot.”


“I’m sorry—” Rhonda reaches out to hug her daughter, but Summer turns and marches toward the jet.


An older stewardess with short gray hair escorts the rest of us to the airstair, where Wendy insists we snap a flurry of pictures before finally boarding. As I step through the door of the plane, my sandal catches on the metal and I trip headlong into John, knocking him into the younger flight attendant, who spills the cup of coffee she was in the process of serving him all over me.


“Shit!” I say. “Shoot. I’m sorry. So sorry.”


Well, this is a great way to start off the trip. The stewardess is as mortified as I am. She quickly grabs a napkin and begins dabbing at his suit.


“I’m fine.” He brushes her away without a hint of the charm he usually radiates. “Clean her. She’s dripping all over the floor.”


The stewardess hands me the napkin, which I use to clean my legs and dab my sundress. At least this will provide me with an excuse to change into the more comfortable outfit in my carry-on. I can hear Summer asking John what happened, then apologizing for me.


Wendy grabs my elbow. “You okay?”


I nod, my cheeks on fire as I follow her into the cabin.


The inside of the plane is refined luxury in shades of cream and beige, and refreshingly cool after the sauna we’ve been baking in for the past hour. Having discovered long ago in the way-back of my mom’s station wagon that I get violently ill riding backward, I’m careful to pick one of the forward-facing seats. I slide into the buttery leather captain’s chair that would make any first class look like economy and take a swig of cold water from the bottle conveniently placed in the cup holder at my fingertips.


Yeah, I could definitely get used to this.


I’ve just turned to look for the bathroom when I see the two men in suits that John was talking to outside board the plane, one a large Italian mobster-looking guy in his fifties and the other closer to John’s age, bald and rounding at the belly. “Vinny,” Wendy whispers, indicating the mobster-looking one, “and the bald one’s Bernard.”


I’m aware John travels with bodyguards and have met the bald one in passing before, but Vinny is new. “Friends of yours?” I joke.


“They’re John’s security. I met them at dinner last week.”


A dinner I wasn’t invited to, clearly. It stings a little—especially since I’m the one who introduced Summer and Wendy—but I’m not surprised, in light of the recent events that have driven a boning knife into our friendship, which neither of us dare speak of.


Vinny and Bernard confer with John, then Bernard holds up his hand for us all to quiet down, which we do. Summer stands at attention next to John, her smile restored; the canary-yellow rock on her finger glitters in the sun that streams through the window, sending flecks of light around the cabin. I don’t know anything about carats, but it’s gigantic. John clears his throat and curls his lips into a smile. “Thank you ladies for joining us on Summer’s birthday trip,” he begins. “If you’ll all stand up, the crew are going to come through the cabin and show you to your seats.”


We all stand obediently as he continues. “Each of you will receive a gift bag with an eye mask, earplugs, and a sleeping pill. Once we take off, the stewardesses will reconfigure the plane for sleep while we have a light dinner. Then Summer and I will sleep in our bed in the back, and the rest of you will sleep in your assigned beds in front.”


I think I read a hint of apology in the smile Summer gives us as John takes her hand. They make their way toward the back of the plane while the crew points us toward our seats. Sure enough, I’m assigned one of the two rear-facing seats, next to Amythest, across from Rhonda and Brittani. Why, oh why, did I pack my Dramamine in my suitcase instead of my carry-on?


I quietly get the young stewardess’s attention once we have all been seated. “I’m so sorry, but I get sick facing backward. Is there any way I could sit facing forward?”


“I don’t have the authority to change your seat,” she apologizes, “but I’m sure it would be okay if one of your friends wanted to switch with you.”


I look up at Rhonda and Brittani, who chortles, having heard the whole thing. “Sorry, girl, I ain’t giving up my seat!”


“I gotta sit next to my baby.” Rhonda pats Brittani’s hand. “We have so much to talk about.”


Should have known better than to ask them. I get up to approach Wendy and Claire, who sit directly behind me, facing forward. “I hate to ask you guys this, but I get supersick facing backward. Could one of you possibly switch with me?”


They look at me with pity for a painfully long moment before Wendy scratches my arm with her French-manicured nails—an incurable habit that I assume evolved from her theory about light touch being ingratiating. “Don’t want you retching all over the jet,” she teases. “I get a little woozy facing backward, too, but take Claire’s seat. Claire, you don’t mind, do you?”


Claire shrugs amiably. “Okay.”


“You sure?” I ask.


She smiles, gathering her things. “It’s not a problem.”


“Oh my God, thank you so much. I really appreciate it. And I’m so sorry for making you move. I owe you one.”


“I totally understand. Anyway, I’m on a private jet. I really don’t care where I sit.”


I’m just settling into my seat next to Wendy when the older flight attendant approaches, a look of alarm on her face. “My apologies. I’m going to need you to take your assigned seats for wheels up.”


“It’s okay,” Wendy explains. “Claire switched with her.”


The stewardess smiles tightly. “I know. But unfortunately, I’m going to need you to take your assigned seats.”


I blink at her. “But the other flight attendant said—”


“Mr. Lyons has requested that everyone take their assigned seats for wheels up.” She gestures toward my seat. “Please.”


Wow. Okay. I unbuckle my seat belt and collect my things like a toddler punished for throwing her green beans on the floor at a fancy restaurant.


As I move past the stewardess, she mouths, Sorry. I can’t quite bring myself to smile back.


I sink into my rear-facing seat, again doubting my choice to come on this trip. In a daze, I buckle my seat belt and reach for the airsickness bag tucked into the arm of my chair. At least I’m by a window. Across from me, Rhonda and Brittani are engrossed in a celebrity magazine, tittering over the cellulite of some reality star.


Amythest pats my hand, her violet eyes exuding genuine sympathy. “Sorry,” she whispers. “That totally sucks.”


“I’m sorry if . . . ” I gesture to the airsickness bag.


“It’s okay. I hold Brittani’s hair back, like, every Saturday night. And sometimes Fridays, too. And Thursdays. And . . . Well, you know. I’m pretty much an expert.”


As she fiddles with one of her many silver earrings, I notice the script etched into the inside of her forearm. It reads TO THINE OWN SELF BE TRUE.


“Polonius,” I smile, recognizing the line. When her eyes flit to mine in confusion, I indicate the tattoo. “From Hamlet?”


“Oh, no, that’s from a Reba song. ‘Fancy’?”


Of course. “Oh yeah. I like that song. Ever been on a private jet before?”


The tiny purple stone in her nostril glints in the sun as she shakes her head.


And with that, the jet is hurtling forward. The ground rushes away faster and faster until we lift into the air. I look out the window, my palms sweating.


The endless grid of Los Angeles lies beneath us in all her glory as we climb into the sky. The dark-blue sea appears to be held back only by the thin line of sand that separates it from the rows upon rows of homes sprawling across the basin and up the sides of green mountains that turn to umber as they rise past the line of irrigation.


“Two kinds of neighborhoods in LA,” I say, “the ones with blue pools and the ones with blue tarps.”


“I’ve always wanted a pool,” Amythest says. “But I don’t know how to swim.”




(ten years ago)


Georgia


I lay on a plastic lounge chair in the scorching Georgia sun, staring up at the milky blue sky through scratched sunglasses. The day was still, the rhythmic rise and fall of the cicadas interrupted only periodically by the spray of water from the pool filter as it slapped the concrete, turning the stone darker for just a moment before evaporating.


The oppressive midday heat ensured I had the pool to myself at this hour. If I blocked out the chain-link fence and NEWBURY PARK COMMUNITY POOL sign, I could almost imagine it was my own.


Someday.


Beads of sweat glistened between the round of my breasts in the new string bikini I had to hide from my father. I’d just turned sixteen, and while I’d been a head taller than most of the guys in my class since I was twelve, I was a late developer, so this was the first summer I’d gotten to enjoy having the curves of a woman.


I sat up, took a long swig of my quickly melting blue-raspberry slushie, and contemplated the five feet between my chair and the pool. Slip on my flip-flops or hazard frying the bottoms of my feet on the blazing stone? I decided shoes were too much trouble and sprinted the short distance on tiptoe before cannonballing into the pool.


As I dove through shards of light in the aqua blue and flipped upside down for a handstand, I heard a muffled voice calling my name. I surfaced, squinting in the sunlight, to see hot-pink toenails in bedazzled flip-flops.


“You need a pedicure,” Summer said.


“I know.” I looked down at my fingernails, which still had traces of dirt under them from working with my mom in the garden that morning. “Manicure, too. I was gonna do them last night, but my dad made me play chess with him.”


“You guys are such nerds. I love it.” Summer perched on a lounge chair and took out a cigarette, frowning across the street at the low line of my house. “Your mom’s not there, is she?”


“She’s at work.”


She lit the cigarette and inhaled. “She’s always at work.”


“Yeah.”


My poor mom had been pulling double nursing shifts at the hospital in an effort to save money. Turned out college was likely gonna cost far more than my parents had thought, and their salaries weren’t nearly as great as they’d hoped––just good enough not to qualify for financial aid. But they valued learning, and a higher education free of debt was the one extravagant gift they wanted to give their children, come hell or high water. So while I studied hard in hope of obtaining a scholarship, they worked every available hour to make sure I’d be able to attend the best of the out-of-state universities that boasted the theater programs I was interested in, regardless.


Summer exhaled, and the smoke hung in the air. “God, it’s hot out here.”


“You should get in. The water’s almost cool.”


She shook her head. “Just did my hair. Anyway, I gotta go with Rhonda to meet Three for lunch at the club. Wanna come? We could play tennis after.”


Rhonda was on her third marriage, to our next-door neighbor, a lawyer I’d heard my dad call an ambulance chaser more than once. Summer never used his real name unless he was in the room.


“Can’t. I gotta hang with my sister when she gets home.”


Summer flicked her cigarette. “She can just go home with my sister.”


“I promised I’d take her to the movies this afternoon.”


Our sisters were both eleven, and my mom still made me babysit Lauren, while Rhonda not only let Brittani stay home alone, but also let her watch R-rated movies. My mom, of course, had figured this out and would allow Lauren to go over to Brittani’s only if I was there as well. But Summer didn’t need to know this.


“Anyway, I was thinking about dyeing my hair pink later,” I said.


Summer wrinkled her perfectly upturned nose. “Why?”


“I don’t know. I’ve always wanted pink hair.” I pushed out of the water and flopped down on the lounger next to her.


“Nice suit,” she said. “God, I wish my boobs were as big as yours. I’m getting new ones as soon as I’m eighteen.”


“Well, they’re not the same size,” I confided. “Righty hasn’t quite caught up with lefty.”


She stared at my chest. “I can’t tell.”


“That’s because I added padding from of one of my push-up bras.” I removed the pad from under my right boob and showed it to her.


Her liquid green eyes crinkled with laughter as she took a long drag of her cigarette, then offered it to me. I didn’t smoke, but sometimes I’d have a drag of hers, just for solidarity. “Can’t,” I said. “Lauren’ll rat if she smells it on me.”


She shrugged and stubbed it out, then washed away the mark on the pavement with pool water, flicked the butt into the bushes, and covered it up with dirt. “Oh, I almost forgot.” She extracted a novel from her purse and set it on the lounge chair. “I finished this last night. It’s really good.”


“Thanks! That the one about the kids who murder their friend?”


“I don’t want to give it away.”


Summer was the only girl I knew who was as avid a reader as I was. Most of the girls in our class could barely make it through the assigned reading, but Summer and I could easily rip through a novel in a matter of days if it was a good one.


She gave a little wave as she latched the gate behind her. “See you at class tomorrow. And don’t dye your hair pink. Guys hate fashion colors.”


The next morning I bounded down the stairs to find my mom sitting at the kitchen island reading the paper in her robe, coffee cup in hand, her wavy blond hair pulled up in a scrunchie. She should’ve been Summer’s mom, not mine. Even at forty-four, sans makeup, she was still what they call a knockout. Of course, I got my dad’s genes.


She looked up and smiled. “Morning, honey.”


“Morning. I’m late for French. I gotta go.”


I noticed her eyes slide to my hastily selected mismatched clothes and unbrushed hair, but she stopped herself from saying anything. “At least grab a banana out of the bowl. I’m late shift tonight so I won’t see you, but there are leftovers in the fridge. Kiss?”


She proffered her cheek, and I planted a kiss on it.


Windows down, bumping Snoop Dogg in my mom’s old station wagon, I parked near the battered NEWBURY HIGH SCHOOL sign and hurried through the glass doors, down the wide hallway to the one open classroom, marveling at how much quieter the school was during the summer. The new teacher stood with his back to the class, writing French conjugations on the blackboard in front of twenty or so kids.


I slid into the empty desk in front of Summer. “You’re blocking my view,” she whispered, cutting her eyes toward the front of the class as the teacher turned around. Damn. He looked like a young Johnny Depp, but athletic and without the weird hair and clothes. A ripple of energy passed through the girls around me as he began to speak, welcoming us to class—in French. Well, at least I’d be paying attention this summer.


“Good morning, class. Welcome to French Three, where we will be speaking only in French.”


A groan went up from the class.


“I’m Mr. Stokes, and I’ll do my best not to make your summer-school experience torture.”


When the bell rang an hour later, I gathered up my books, thrilled that our only homework was to watch Amélie. “If all our teachers were that hot, it’d be easy to get straight A’s,” I whispered to Summer.


“As if you don’t already,” she teased. “Can I get a ride home? It’s past noon, so Rhonda’s probably drunk.”


“Sure.”


She threaded her way through the desks to the front of the class, where Mr. Stokes was erasing the blackboard.


“Hey, you look familiar.” Summer addressed him easily, as though speaking to someone our age. “Do you play tennis at River Run Country Club?”


He turned, smiled. “Yeah. Can’t say I’m much good anymore, though.”


“Thought I saw you up there the other day. You didn’t look too bad. I’m Summer.”


“Summer Sanderson, I remember.” He shifted his gaze to me. “And you’re—wait, don’t tell me—Isabella Carter?”


I smiled. “Isabelle. Nice to meet you. Your class was great.”


Your class was great? I was an idiot.


Summer fixed him with those verdant green eyes. “Anymore?”


“What?” he asked.


“You said you weren’t good at tennis anymore?” she clarified.


“Oh. I used to play in high school.”


“And when was that?” she asked.


“Five, six years ago.”


She smiled. “Well, I’ll have to challenge you to a game if I run into you at the club, see if you’ve still got what it takes.”


He laughed, but behind his smile I thought I could see him considering the propriety of playing tennis with a leggy blond sixteen-year-old student. Summer gave him a little wave as she sashayed out the door, and I scrambled to catch up.


Once we were safely in the privacy of the station wagon, I burst out laughing.


“What?” Summer asked, feigning innocence.


“You flirted with that teacher like he was our age!”


“Think he liked it?”


“Oh, come on. Of course he did. You should’ve seen the look on his face as you walked away. Pure gold.”


“Turn there.” She indicated a strip mall up ahead. “We’re getting our nails done. We can’t be walking around looking a mess.”


The rest of the week flew by in a haze of French conjugations and afternoons by the pool, my dripping manicured fingers riffling the pages of the book Summer loaned me.


On the Friday before the Fourth of July holiday, I joined Summer for a sunset game of tennis at River Run. The afternoon was bone-melting hot and an hour in I’d soaked through my gym shorts and T-shirt, yet somehow Summer still looked fresh in her tennis whites.


I batted the ball over the net. “How are you not soaked?”


“It’s this fabric. It dries it out or something.” She whacked the ball to the other side of the court, and I didn’t quite make it.


“I’m beat,” I said, “and I’ve gotta go over to Grannie’s for dinner.”


“I got this outfit in the club store,” she remarked as we zipped up our rackets. “Just charged it to Three’s card.”


“That’s nice of him.”


“Oh, please. He doesn’t know. He never so much as checks the balance. It just comes out of his account every month. We could get you an outfit,” she suggested.


“No, that’s okay.”


“Seriously, he’ll never know the difference.”


“I wouldn’t feel right,” I demurred.


“Suit yourself.” She slung her racket over her shoulder and squinted past me a few courts away. “Is that Ryan?”


“Who’s Ryan?” I turned to look. “That looks like Mr. Stokes.”


Mr. Stokes and another good-looking guy his age were just breaking for water a few courts away. Summer was already walking in their direction, her tennis racket slung over her shoulder.


I hustled to catch up. “So you’re on a first-name basis with our teacher now?”


“Act like you don’t see him,” she whispered.


As we approached, she turned her head toward me, actively not looking in his direction. I laughed nervously.


“Isabelle, Summer,” he called out.


Summer feigned surprise, while I tried unsuccessfully not to act awkward. “Oh, hi!” she exclaimed blithely. “I knew I’d seen you playing here before.”


The cute friend extended his hand to me. He had floppy light-brown hair and broad shoulders. “Hi. I’m Tyler.”


“Isabelle.” He looked me in the eye and smiled as I shook his hand. Was that an interested smile? An electric shock ran through me as I realized he thought we were college girls.


“I’m Summer,” Summer said.


“You gals know Ryan from class?” Tyler asked.


“Something like that,” Summer eluded. She nodded at the court. “He claims not to be any good. How about you?


“Maybe we should play a round of doubles and you can find out for yourself,” Tyler suggested.


“Sounds fun,” Summer agreed. “Monday?”


“Around five?” Tyler asked.


“We’ll see you then.”


Summer gave a little wave as she sauntered away, her skirt flouncing. I followed her up the steps to the clubhouse. “Are you actually going to play with them?” I whispered after the door closed behind us.


“Of course.” She shrugged, browsing through the bikinis on the swimsuit rack. “And you are, too.”


“He’s our teacher. I’m pretty sure we’d get in trouble if the school found out.”


“It’s just a game of tennis. And they’re not that much older than us. Come on.” She batted her eyes at me cartoonishly. “Pretty please? Be my partner in crime. It’ll be fun.”


I couldn’t help but laugh. Tyler was cute, and she was right. They were only a couple of years older than us. It could be fun. “I’ll think about it,” I said.


She grabbed my elbow and nodded toward the cash register, where a curvy blonde was paying for an armful of merchandise with a black Amex. A rock the size of Texas glistened on her ring finger as she put her wallet back in her designer tote, then gathered her shopping bags and breezed out the door, sliding a pair of dark sunglasses over her eyes.


“Haley Youngblood,” Summer breathed. “That was the latest Dior bag, and did you see those sunglasses? They’re the new Chanel ones with real diamonds on the hinges.”


We watched through the window as the girl fired up a white Range Rover with dealer tags.


“Makes sense,” I said. “Her dad owns, like, half the city.”


“Her husband,” Summer corrected me.


“Ew! No! Seriously?”


She nodded. “She’s from some Podunk town where he has a farm. Apparently she was his waitress. Lucky bitch.”


I pictured her husband’s ample frame. “Define lucky.”


“She can have whatever she wants whenever she wants it.”


“Except love,” I said.


She tilted her head, considering. “There’s different kinds of love, Belle. And after a while, any dick gets old.”


“Literally,” I conceded.


The designated Monday rolled around sultry and hot. As Summer and I pulled out of her driveway in her mom’s red Mitsubishi, the sun slipped behind dark thunderheads gathering on the horizon. I peered up at the sky, praying for thunder. “We should cancel. It’s gonna storm.”


“Too late.” She turned up the hill that led away from the club.


“Where are you going?”


“Silver Creek.”


“Why?” I asked. “I thought we were playing at River Run.”


She shrugged. “Ryan changed it. Probably didn’t want to be seen with us. They live there, and the courts are pretty nice.”


A knot tightened in my stomach. “Oh,” I said.


She looked at me, as though reading my thoughts. “I swear I told you when I dropped off the outfit yesterday, and you totally said you were fine with it, or I wouldn’t have said yes.”


I had no recollection of this, but I’d also been in the middle of a three-page essay in French, so I may not have heard.


“Thank you again.” I smoothed my pristine tennis whites. It was the outfit she’d been wearing when we played last week. I wouldn’t let her buy me one, so she’d given me hers and bought a new one for herself. The thought that maybe she didn’t want to be seen with me in the old one had crossed my mind, but she was my friend, and anyway, my mother taught me you don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, so I put it out of my head.


“If you don’t wanna do it, I can take you back,” she offered. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”


“No, it’s fine.” Thunder rumbled overhead. “It’ll be fun.”


The song on the radio switched to our latest Madonna favorite, and she turned it up. “It’s a sign: You’re frozen.” She sang along, and I joined in, trying to force myself to relax.


The first fat drops of rain were just beginning to fall as we got out of the car at Silver Creek; after dashing the hundred yards from visitor parking to Ryan and Tyler’s apartment, we were drenched.


A clap of thunder cracked as Ryan swung open the door. We darted inside, dripping all over the carpet.


“Sorry,” I said, shivering in the air-conditioning.


“Tyler, towels!” Ryan shouted over his shoulder.


I wrapped my arms around my chest, acutely aware that my soaked tennis whites were now completely transparent. Summer was unfazed, giving Ryan a kiss on the cheek as though she hung out at her teacher’s apartment every day of the week.


Tyler emerged from the back with towels, and I immediately remembered why I agreed to this. He flashed a lopsided smile and wrapped me up in a big towel, lingering with his arms around me. He smelled of Drakkar Noir. I could feel his muscular chest and strong arms, the scruff on his chin roughing my forehead. None of the guys in my class had strength or stubble like that.


“So I guess we’re not playing tennis today,” I said stupidly, looking up at him.


“Guess not.”


“I ordered pizza,” Ryan offered.


“And we have beer and bourbon,” Tyler added.


“Perfect,” Summer said. “I’m usually more of a Scotch girl, but a shot of bourbon sounds like just the thing to warm me up. Who’s with me?”


I, for one, was definitely in need of a drink to loosen up.


“Nice,” Tyler said, and we followed him through their sparsely decorated living room to the kitchen. He grabbed a half-empty bottle of bourbon from the top of the refrigerator and poured generous shots into four red Solo cups.


“We don’t believe in dishes.” He winked. “Bottoms up.”


Summer promptly downed her shot, shivering as it slid down her throat. Tyler watched with admiration, Ryan with something bordering on apprehension.


Tyler raised his cup to me, and we threw back our drinks simultaneously. The alcohol hit me like a ball of fire. I’d never actually had bourbon, and in that moment I discovered that I did not like it.


“Yech,” I blurted. “Ohmygod.” I grabbed Tyler’s open beer and gulped, desperately attempting to wash away the taste.


Tyler laughed. “I take it you don’t like bourbon?”


“That was the worst thing I’ve ever tasted!”


“But I bet you’re warm now,” Summer added.


And she was right. I was. I’d just had what must’ve been about three ounces of bourbon and half a beer on an empty stomach, and I was feeling much warmer. So warm, in fact, that I noticed I’d dropped my towel on the floor.


“You guys wanna throw your clothes in the dryer?” Ryan asked. “We have sweats you can wear.”


“Or, of course, you don’t have to put on clothes if you don’t want to,” Tyler chimed in with an exaggerated wink.


“Sweats sound great.” Summer turned to Ryan. “Why don’t you show me where they are?”


She followed him to his bedroom, and I heard the click of the door as it shut behind them.


“You want me to get you some dry clothes?” Tyler asked.


It did sound great to be dry, but the outfit I was wearing had a built-in bra, and my push-up pad was wedged under righty. I didn’t want to be braless and lopsided in whatever T-shirt he handed me. “No, I’m okay.” I picked up my towel and draped it over my shoulders. “This fabric dries fast. I’m almost dry.”


“Okay.” He cracked open a fresh beer and handed it to me. “We could watch a movie in my room, or . . .”


I perched on the arm of the brown La-Z-Boy couch. “Isn’t the pizza gonna be here soon?”


“Yeah, but whatever.”


He swigged his beer; I stared up at the framed Texas flag over the couch. “You from Texas?”


“Yeah.”


“Cool.” I sipped the beer, trying not to wince. “This is good.”


“Yeah, it’s cheap, but it’s my favorite,” he agreed. “And you can drink a lot of it and not get too full, you know.”


“Yeah.” I nodded, studying my beer. I literally had no idea what else to say to him. What did grown men like to talk about? I didn’t know anything about sports, cars, or hunting. The boys I’d dated all knew the same people I did, had the same teachers. But this was a whole different ball game. I looked up to see him gazing at me. I gave him a nervous smile.


“You’re really pretty when you smile,” he said.


A flush of heat rushed to my head. “Thanks,” I mumbled, caught off guard.


He held my gaze, his eyes a soulful muddy brown. My stomach flipped. He reached for my face and pulled me into a kiss, his face rough against my skin as his tongue pried my lips apart, reaching into my mouth with fervor.


The scent of his cologne was thick as he pulled me off the arm of the couch into his lap, his arms encircling me, his hands all over me. I wanted to enjoy it, but he kept thrusting his tongue into my mouth like he was digging for something, and it wasn’t as pleasurable as I’d thought it would be. His tongue was big and in there so deep for so long that I had to pull away to breathe, and when I did, he buried his face between my boobs and made an animal-sounding grunt as he pulled my hips forcefully in to his. “Oh God, I just want to eat you.” He bit my arm.


He wasn’t biting hard, but still it kinda hurt, and I didn’t want to be eaten. I wanted to be caressed. But now I wasn’t sure I wanted to be caressed by him anymore. Was this how sex was supposed to be? Maybe I was just naive. The farthest I’d gone was dry humping with fumbling high school boys. I’d never been with someone experienced. His tongue again. By this point I was trying hard to like it, but it didn’t feel like he was interested in me at all; he just wanted to ravage my body.


He kept his eyes trained on my boobs as he threw me down on the couch, lying on top of me, and I didn’t feel what I thought passion should feel like; I just felt squashed and claustrophobic. One hand shot up my top, groping my boob, while the other pawed at my bodysuit.


“Okay.” I tried to back away, but there was nowhere to go. I was in the corner of the couch with a two-hundred-pound man on top of me. “Hey.”


He was clawing at my hips, trying to get my panties off, but thankfully my tennis outfit was a one-piece, so finally he just gripped the crotch of it and pulled it aside while he pushed his gym shorts down with his other hand.


“Hey,” I managed, “wait a minute. Slow down.” I was still trying to sound nice, but I was getting a little panicky.


“Oh baby.” He held my shoulder down with one hand while gripping his dick with the other. “It’s just so hot.”


He moved his fleshy torpedo toward my mouth, and I ducked, trying to squirm down through his legs and out from under him, but he was too heavy. “You wanna just fuck, let’s just fuck,” he groaned, fumbling for my crotch.


I was trapped. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want to fuck him.


“Wait!” I squirmed, trying to push him away. “I don’t.”


But he didn’t hear. “God you’re sexy,” he grunted, maneuvering his dick between my legs.


“No!” I cried, tears stinging my eyes. “Please.” I could feel his dick poking my inner thigh. I mustered all my strength and shoved him as hard as I could. “I’m a virgin! I’m only sixteen, please!”


Immediately he stopped, his dick flopping over the top of his shorts. “What did you just say?”


“I’m sorry,” I croaked, my heart in my throat. I rose up on my elbows. “I wasn’t trying to have sex. I’m a virgin.”


“No, the other thing,” he snapped, his eyes dark.


“I’m sixteen,” I said quietly.


He scowled. “You said you were eighteen.”


“I didn’t.”


But this only seemed to make him madder.


“Why the hell did you come here?” He grabbed one of the pillows from the couch and whacked it into my chest so hard my head hit the armrest. “What the fuck?”


He stormed into the kitchen, leaving me to quickly scramble to my feet as Summer and Ryan emerged from his room, disheveled, she in nothing but his T-shirt, he in boxer briefs. “What’s going on out here?” Ryan demanded.


Tyler stalked out of the kitchen, the bottle of bourbon dangling from his fist. “She’s sixteen.” He pointed at me. “Did you know that?”


“Calm down,” Ryan said.


“Underage!” Tyler pushed Ryan up against the wall, pinning him with his forearm. “What the fuck!”


Summer skirted around them as they yelled expletives at each other and put her arms around me. “Are you okay?” she whispered.


I wiped my wet cheeks with the back of my hand. “I just wanna go home.”


“Come with me while I get dressed.”


She grabbed my hand and dragged me to Ryan’s messy room, where she quickly changed back into her tennis outfit. The guys were in the kitchen talking heatedly when we emerged. We grabbed our purses from the entry table and slipped out the front door without saying goodbye.


Neither of us spoke until we were in the cocoon of the car, safely past the gates of Silver Creek. As we turned onto the road home, Summer asked quietly, “What happened?”


My words tumbled out in a jumbled mess, mixing with tears as I detailed what had happened. “I’m sorry I ruined your night,” I finished.


“No! Belle! Are you kidding? That guy’s an asshole! I’m just glad he didn’t take it further with you.”


“Thanks for understanding.”


“I’m always there for you,” she promised.


“Please don’t tell anyone.”


“Of course not,” she said. Then, “Are you really a virgin?”


“Yeah,” I admitted. “I tell you everything. I think I woulda told you if I’d done the deed.” She laughed. “Wait, are you?”
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