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CHAPTER 1



RJ
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“Eat up, bud. I’m getting married.”


Those were the first words to exit Mom’s mouth when I walked into the kitchen this morning. Naturally, I assumed I was still dreaming. That wasn’t really my mother making pancakes at the stove, casually talking about her spontaneous marriage. Clearly I was embroiled in one of those off-kilter dreams where nothing made any sense.


But nope, I was awake. Awake and apparently in the midst of Mom’s midlife crisis. I knew she was dating some new guy these past few months, but it’s not like I gave it much thought. My mother’s relationships never last.


And yet here I am, barely eight hours later, pressed into an ill-fitting tux and pushing lumps of salmon around my plate beside a similarly blindsided stranger I’m supposed to call my stepbrother.


Meanwhile, our respective and alleged adults grope each other around the dance floor, creating nightmare fuel to some graphic ’90s R&B slow jam.


Fuck me with a sledgehammer.


“Maybe it was the fish,” Fennelly says next to me, looking a little green, “but I’m starting to feel like something crawled in my stomach and died.”


Or maybe it’s his dad getting handsy all over my mother in front of a roomful of minimum-wage waiters who aren’t getting tipped enough for this shit.


“When the apocalypse comes,” I mutter at my own slow, painful torture, “and some dude with a baseball bat is standing over me asking if I have any last words for my maker, I’ll tell him I’ve stared into the face of darkness and fear has no power over me.”


Fenn grins and knocks back another glass of champagne like he was raised on the stuff straight out of his mother’s tits. They ought to get him a hose. Or an IV.


I haven’t decided what I think of him yet. We met for the first time at the altar only an hour ago, standing on either side of the aisle while our parents made their vows to an otherwise empty room. I’m still trying to get a read on this blond pretty boy with the outline of a flask protruding through his pocket.


His name is Fennelly Bishop, which is a fucking stupid name, but then again I’m not one to talk. Like me, he rebels against the name, and told me to call him Fenn. I suspect he’s an athlete, or at least good at sports, because he’s got that tall, muscled build that doesn’t look like it came from a gym. Although I guess he could have a super-expensive personal trainer on retainer, some burly dude who shows up at his huge mansion and gets paid two hundred K a year to keep this blue-eyed rich boy in peak shape. They’re money people, Fenn and his dad. It wafts off them. The way he sticks his pinky out and leans back in his chair, legs splayed, as though we’re all here to serve and amuse him with our quaint peasant talents.


“When I write my memoirs,” he says, unraveling the bowtie around his neck, “I’ll remember this as the day I learned what the opposite of porn is.”


I snicker quietly. Dude’s funny, I’ll give him that.


Fenn barely has to raise his empty glass in order to get a refill from one of the half-dozen waiters in tuxedos skulking in the shadows of this swanky country club ballroom. It’s the kind of place where the silverware is made from actual silver. Someone rushes over and offers to pour, but Fenn swipes the bottle instead. Part of me wonders if I’ll have to leave here through a metal detector. The country club is in Greenwich, apparently not too far from David’s mansion, which I assume is a palace, based on this club’s sizable membership fee. We’re worlds away from the lower-middle-class suburbs where Mom and I live on the other side of the state.


“Chick over there? She’s looking at you.” Fenn nods past my shoulder.


Nobody ever said I was polite, so I turn around to follow his gaze. A short brunette in a server’s outfit flashes me a coy smile before raising one brow.


I turn back. “Nah, I’m good,” I tell him.


“I don’t know, dude.” Fenn cocks his head in appraisal. “She’s kinda cute. I don’t think anyone would notice if you took her into the cart house or something.”


The last thing on my mind is hooking up. It’ll take weeks for me to be able to unsee the display of parental vertical sex currently assaulting my eyes. Fenn must read the notion on my face because he chuckles and pushes a stray glass of something at me.


“Yeah.” He shakes his head. “Neither the time nor place. Sorta like having a wank when I know my dad’s in the next room. Can’t get hard. Doesn’t seem right, you know?”


The guy’s too into sharing.


“Lucky for me,” he adds with a shrug, “he’s not around much.”


From the dance floor, my mom waves at us. Then she promptly forgets our existence again when Fenn’s father cups her ass over her white satin gown. He gives it a hearty squeeze, and I almost hurl. As far as weddings go, this one is an understated affair. There are more staff at this thing than guests. Just the four of us, all dressed up for this cozy little exercise in psychological warfare.


“This is painful,” I groan into the glass of whatever I don’t taste as I swallow. “It’s like watching a sex scene on TV next to your parents.”


“Nah, like watching your parents in a sex scene on TV next to your parents.” Clearly disgusted but oddly entranced, Fenn can’t look away. He washes the thought down with a gulp of champagne.


“I’m both ashamed and disgusted with myself.”


As an act of mercy, Fenn shoves the bottle at me. “Here, man. Never too early to develop problematic coping mechanisms.”


I tip the heavy bottle to my lips. “Cheers.”


The thing about expensive champagne, it drinks fast. I barely notice Fenn pass off the empty bottle for a second. Our parents continue rubbing against each other in slow motion to a soundtrack of retro cringe. Meanwhile, the sadistic DJ is on his phone checking Twitter, oblivious to our pain.


“This is weird, right?” Fenn is now busy making deformed origami from an embroidered cloth napkin. “I mean if the two of them died right now. Let’s say a chandelier mercifully falls on their heads while we’re sitting here. And a shard of glass flies across the room to slit my aorta and I nearly bleed out before slipping into a coma—you would legally have to decide when they unplugged me.”


“What the fuck are you talking about?”


The guy chugs a bottle of champagne and thinks he’s Nietzsche.


“I’m saying, that’s a lot of responsibility. Being family. What do we even know about each other?” He pauses, puzzling over my face so long I get uncomfortable and lean away. Drunks are known for sudden outbursts. “I’ve already forgotten your name,” he says to his own astonishment. “Shit, I actually forgot it.”


I can’t help but grin. “RJ,” I supply, just as another slow jam fills the ballroom. Christ. Enough. I want to murder this DJ. He must be doing this on purpose.


“Is that short for something?” Fenn asks.


“Like did my parents just pick their favorite letters of the alphabet while the doctor was dangling me upside down by my foot?”


“Did they?”


“Nah. It’s short for Remington John.” I pull out my phone, shielding the screen slightly as I find a MacBook on the Wi-Fi network. Call it an educated guess, but I surmise the machine going by “Grandmaster Gash” belongs to the tool in the headphones who’s running the music.


“Remington John?” Fenn snorts loudly. “How blue collar,” he remarks, an undercurrent of rich-boy prick bubbling to the surface.


Distracted, I open Spotify in the background and try to remember what we’re talking about. “My dad had a thing for David Carradine in the ’80s. I don’t know. What the hell kind of Sound of Music name is Fennelly?”


He shrugs, unbothered. “My dad would probably say it was an old family name. But I’m pretty sure my mom got it off a baby blog.”


In the middle of an especially torrid display to Chris Isaac’s “Wicked Game,” Weird Al suddenly comes blaring through the audio system.


The DJ throws off his headphones and nearly falls over on his stool trying to figure out why he can’t get control of his playback.


“The hell just happened?” Fenn glances at me, then at my phone. “Did you do that?”


I roll my eyes. “I wish. I’m just checking texts over here.”


I drop the Wi-Fi connection and pocket my phone, allowing the DJ to take back control as Mom and David saunter over. Sweaty, smiling, and with no remorse for their actions.


“Time to cut the cake, don’t you think?” Mom’s smile is sincere and joyful, which cracks through a sliver of my bitter cynicism at this spontaneous upending of both our lives. Then she notes the two empty bottles of champagne and raises an eyebrow at me.


I give her a what-can-ya-do shrug. Sorry not sorry. I mean, shit, they should have handed out Vicodin party favors. That dance floor routine alone was like KGB waterboarding torture.


“You were right.” David, my mother’s new fully articulated checkbook, accepts the scotch on the rocks deposited into his hand by a dutiful waiter. He takes a quick sip. “We would have done better to spring for a band.”


“Not too late to throw this shindig in the back of the jet and head to Vegas,” Fenn says, a mocking note to his voice.


It doesn’t escape me that he says the jet. Not “a” jet, as in any old jet. But THE jet, implying the Bishops are in possession of their own private plane. Fuck me. What world is this and how did I end up here?


When Fenn lifts his empty bottle to signal for another, his dad waves off the waiter. Fenn narrows his eyes. “What, aren’t we celebrating?”


David spares a brief look at his son. “I think maybe you’ve celebrated enough.”


“I’m going to pop over to the restroom,” Mom says. She steps closer to brush lint off the lapel of my tux, lingering over me too long with glassy eyes. I hate it when she gets sentimental. Not my vibe. Especially when I’m being subjected to her fleeting whims of self-indulgent calamity. “You boys behave yourselves while I’m gone.”


Nope. I put my fucking foot down at being referred to collectively as her boys.


Once she’s gone, David hovers awkwardly, first checking his watch and then glancing at his phone. He scans the room as if searching for something requiring his urgent attention, but no such luck. He’s stuck with us, these two disenchanted youths waiting for him to walk away so we can get to the bottom of another bottle of champagne.


“So…” Man, he’s drowning. This is becoming embarrassing for all of us. “You two getting along? Getting to know each other?”


“You two getting to know each other?” Fenn shoots back.


I damn near do a double-take at the venom in his voice. For the past couple hours, Fenn’s been laid-back, easy to talk to. But maybe that easygoing attitude and quick grins are only reserved for people who aren’t his father.


His dad coughs and adjusts the buttons on his tux. “Yes, well. I know this was sudden—”


“Explosive diarrhea is sudden,” Fenn cuts in, his pale blue eyes going glacial. “You had time to order flower arrangements. Which means you had time to come to your senses.” He glances at me. “No offense.”


I just shrug. Hey, man. I’m a hapless bystander to this tornado.


“Listen, Fennelly. I understand—”


“I’m here, okay?” Fenn ices his dad out with a flat expression and dismissive tone and now I feel like I’m intruding in whatever bullshit they’ve got between them. “Let’s not pretend this whole thing isn’t a clusterfuck of selfishness.”


Every line and muscle on David’s face becomes strained. His resemblance to his son is striking. They’ve got the same build, the same ice-blue eyes and sandy hair. And David’s one of those dudes who barely ages. He could probably pass for Fenn’s older brother. Same way people always mistake my mom, with her long dark hair and flawless skin, for my older sister.


“Fennelly.” David sighs at his son. “Could you try, huh? Just a little? For a couple more hours.”


Fenn pulls out his phone to scroll through his texts. “Whatever.”


David’s attention shifts to me. I don’t know if he’s looking for sympathy or solidarity, but when I don’t offer either, he sets his jaw and disappears to check on the cake.


I don’t know what I think of David Bishop yet. As far as first impressions go, this isn’t a stellar start. Until a few hours ago, I didn’t think of him much at all. He was just the new random dude my mother was seeing who I didn’t ever expect to meet. Before Mom was suddenly dropping a set of department store cufflinks in my hand, I had no reason to believe this guy would be any different from the litany of other brief but intense relationships Mom cultivated and lost in quick succession. I stopped trying to connect or even remember their names a long time ago.


“Sorry,” Fenn says to me. “I guess that was awkward.”


He guesses? I snort out loud. “So you two are close.”


“Dude. Nothing says I forgot you’re still here like sending the jet at four o’clock for a six o’clock wedding. There was a tailor with a fucking sewing machine hemming my pants at thirty thousand feet.”


“Harsh.” I let out a breath. “I’d ask what your father’s intentions are with my mother, but I guess we’ve skipped right past that to do you want the top or bottom bunk?”


“Oh, fuck,” he says, sort of dry heaving in disgust. “I just realized your mom was probably a flight attendant on that plane. I probably jerked off in the same bathroom they banged in.”


“Jesus, Bishop. Keep your traumas to yourself, yeah?”


I’m gonna need a therapist after this goddamn wedding.


Fenn takes a swig from his flask. “So what’s your deal?”


“My deal?”


“Sure. What are you into? What do you do when not getting hijacked into shotgun weddings?”


“Don’t even joke.” If my mother tells me she’s pregnant, I’m hopping a train to the west coast.


The waiters come by to change the place settings. They pop a new bottle of some sweet-smelling dessert wine, which Fenn helps himself to tasting.


“You’re going to be a senior, too, right?” he pushes. “Where do you go to school?”


It’s a bit more complicated than that. “I don’t, technically.”


“Aw shit. You’re not one of those homeschool kids, are you?” He leans away from me as if just remembering we’d both had our lips on the same champagne bottles tonight. “You’ve had all your shots, right?”


“I was at a public school in Windsor last semester. But it was suggested I take an early summer break.”


“You got expelled.” His expression is mildly impressed. “Did you deserve it?”


“It’s a matter of perspective.” That principal had it out for me from the first day I stepped through the doors. She took one look at my record and had her mind made up. Not that I did much to convince her otherwise.


“What’d you do?”


“My friend Derek boosted a teacher’s car from the school parking lot during a fire drill.”


Fenn cracks a smile. “Nice.”


“Bunch of us went joyriding through the neighborhood until the school resource officer set up a roadblock in front of the Taco Bell.”


“Like at gunpoint?”


“They threw out stop sticks that Derek mostly avoided, but we still blew out a tire.”


“Suburbia is wild.”


It’s also complete bullshit.


I don’t even know a kid named Derek.


But I don’t trust anyone who wants to know me, and I’m not about to hand over that kind of ammunition to some rando. A marriage certificate doesn’t make us allies.


When Mom gets back, she and David gather us around a two-tier white wedding cake and proceed to make us watch them feed each other. Then they get choked up over more teary declarations of grotesque joy, and all I’m thinking about is how to pull one of these waiters out back because someone’s gotta have a joint on them. Though I’d settle for a spoonful of arsenic at this point.


“I never imagined I’d be standing here,” Mom starts, raising a glass.


Not for lack of trying, I almost blurt out.


I manage to hold my tongue, but come on. It’s the truth. Mom’s had more boyfriends than oil changes. She spent my entire childhood dating men who weren’t interested in putting a ring on it. Despite her best efforts, she was either relegated to mistress territory, or just jerked around until they found someone who was more “wife material.” Mom’s job as a flight attendant pays well, but a lot of dudes just aren’t interested in marrying a chick with baggage. The baggage in this case being yours truly. After all the bullshit she’d been fed by guys over the years, I guess it makes sense she up and married the first one who’d offered. And I suspect the “knowing him less than three months” part was offset by the “he’s filthy rich” part.


Not that I’m calling my mom a gold digger—I can’t begrudge the woman a little financial stability. But she does have a type. And I doubt we’d be standing here so soon if David didn’t have the equivalent GDP of a small island nation.


Still, I don’t hate that she looks happier than I’ve seen her in a long time. Maybe it’s the mood lighting, or the white cocktail dress, but she’s especially beautiful tonight. For a working single mom who’s been putting up with my delinquent ass for eighteen years, she cleans up nice. So maybe I can’t begrudge her a little spontaneous self-indulgence.


“I still can’t believe this is all really happening.” She dabs a napkin under her eye, clearing her throat. “I’m thrilled to have a new son, Fennelly. And I can’t wait to get to know you better.”


She then goes on about family and love, telling me how David and I are going to become just the best of friends and he’s such a great father figure—though Fenn might have other thoughts.


I mean, let’s pump the brakes a little. This is the first time I’ve ever been in the same room with the guy. He seems normal enough. Nice, I guess. Loaded, of course. But I haven’t done the appropriate legwork yet to determine where the bodies are buried, and I’m not about to start calling him Dad.


“I never imagined I’d remarry,” David says when it’s his turn to speak, clutching my mother closely while sparing a glance at Fenn. “Then you smiled at me, gave me a little wink, and it was like having a first crush all over again. Every time I look at you. Every time I hear your voice. I’m falling in love for the first time.”


From his chair, Fenn rolls his eyes and drawls, “If only Mom knew she was standing in the way of your true love, she could’ve skipped the eleven agonizing months of chemo, am I right?”


“Fennelly,” David growls sharply.


I’m about ready to duck when Mom grabs David’s lapels, keeping him close to her side. “It’s okay, honey,” I hear her murmur to him. She turns to address Fenn. “I can’t imagine how difficult that is to live with,” she tells him with a sad smile. “I know your dad cherishes your mother’s memory, and I would never disrespect that. I hope we can work on being friends.”


Fenn doesn’t make eye contact. He’s on an island. I have no idea what keeps him glued to this spot when it’s obvious he’d rather jump through a window to get out of here.


“It’ll be an adjustment,” David starts again. “We’re all figuring it out together. It’s my hope, however, you both understand how much Michelle and I love you.” He signals to a waiter who emerges from the corner of the room with a silver tray. Two small green leather boxes sit atop it. “Since today is for all of us, I thought a small gift to commemorate the occasion was appropriate.”


David hands a box with a crown embossed in gold to each of us. I eye it warily, fighting the urge to say “nah, I’m good,” until I notice Mom imploring me with her gaze. Stifling a sigh, I open the box. Next to me, a bored Fenn does the same. Inside the boxes are matching Rolex watches.


David’s excitement makes up for the total lack of enthusiasm on Fenn’s and my part. “That’s a meteorite face and white gold case with a metal blade overmolded in a flexible black elastomer,” he tells us, as if I understand a word of it. He’s literally speaking gibberish. “They’re designed for endurance racecar drivers, but I thought it might be a bit more practical and sporting for young men.”


“Yeah, no, very practical, Dad.” Fenn snaps the box shut but stops just short of chucking it over his shoulder. “How long do you think it’ll last at RJ’s public school before he’s held up at gunpoint in the lunchroom?”


I snort a laugh that gets me a flash of the evil eye from Mom. “What? He’s not wrong.” Then I remember I’m supposed to be on my best behavior. “I mean, thank you. I’ll, uh, be careful.”


Mom and David exchange a quick, desperate look. At this point they’re muscling through this thing as Fenn and I become more unruly due to our waning patience. Neither of us wants to be here and I think we’re both questioning why we’ve tolerated it this long.


“On the subject,” David says then, nodding at my mother. “I have one more surprise, if it’s alright.”


Mom smiles at him, that smitten glow returning to her face. “Oh, honey. What have you been up to?”


“Well, I’ve made some arrangements, and I’ve managed to secure a spot for RJ at Sandover Prep next semester.”


Is he joking?


Prep school?


Yeah, I don’t see that working out. Being surrounded by a bunch of posh little bastards in bowties drinking lattes made of their nanny’s breast milk? No thanks. I suddenly wonder if it’s too late to hop that train out of town. Flag down a Greyhound, even. I could find my place among the skatepark beach people in Venice, maybe polish up on my pickpocketing while surfing the café public Wi-Fi for easy marks. Anything beats being shipped off to douchebag school.


“David, really? That’s wonderful.” She’s way too excited about this when she meets my gaze with a desperate insistence. “Isn’t it wonderful, RJ? This is going to be such a great opportunity for you.”


In other words, could you try not to get kicked out of this one?


“Oh yeah, it’s a real opportunity,” Fenn echoes mockingly, looking amused by the announcement. “Sandover Prep is known for its stellar academics and model students and—oh wait, stupid me. I must be thinking about some other prep school.” He glances at my mother, whose expression has gone uneasy. “Sorry to inform you, Dad’s new wife, but Sandover’s where all the delinquents are sent.” Laughing carelessly, he pokes himself in the chest. “Case in point, me.”


Mom’s gaze swivels to David, who is quick to intervene. “Fennelly is being hyperbolic. Sandover is one of the top schools on the east coast. Its alumni include two former presidents and dozens of Rhodes scholars. I promise you, RJ will be receiving the best possible education there and will pretty much be guaranteed admission into any college of his choice.”


As David continues to reassure her, Fenn leans toward me with a bitter smirk and a soft taunt. “Congratulations, brother. Welcome to fuck-up school.”










CHAPTER 2



SLOANE
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Not a drop of rain has fallen on New Hampshire in weeks. Even the grass is gasping. As I maintain a brisk and steady pace, the earth crunches under my sneakers, dry and brittle. It’s like running across rice paper. The trees on either side of the trail provide shade, but little relief. Penny and Bo, our golden retrievers, are good sports, even if their panting is more labored than usual.


“Maybe we take the short way ’round, yeah?”


When I don’t respond, my sister throws an elbow, jarring me from my thoughts.


“Sorry,” I tell her. “I drifted off there for a second.”


“She’s got the sun madness,” Casey mocks, keeping pace beside me.


This heatwave is relentless. I can almost feel the gray matter melting inside my skull as we jog the well-worn dirt path on the empty wooded grounds of Sandover. In a few days, this place will be overrun by adolescent males and their pubescent shenanigans. Until then, we have the exclusive run of the place. Our personal estate of green lawns, brick, and ivy.


With campus empty, though, it’s easy to feel like ghosts here, haunting the abandoned courtyards, secluded from sight and beyond reach. Unsure we’re even real until the luxury cars pull up and whistles chase me back over the hill and through the trees.


“To think,” I say, clapping at Bo and Penny to coax them into keeping up with us when their heads droop. They drift closer to Casey like I’m the wicked stepsister. “There are girls out there who would slit their best friend’s throat to live on an all-boys campus.”


Casey snorts. “They can have it. I give them a week before the smell runs them off.”


She’s not wrong. By September there’s a distinct odor that gets baked into these walls, into every room and corridor. I don’t care how many janitors and buckets of ammonia they throw at it. Boys are animals and there’s no getting around it.


Still, occasionally, the view isn’t terrible.


“What about St. Vincent’s?” I ask my sister. “Think you’re ready?”


“Sure.” Her answer is a little too quick.


“It’s okay if you’re—”


“No, I know. It’s whatever, right?” She flashes a smile and flicks sweat off her forehead. “Fresh start. I’m excited. I just want school to start already. All this anticipation.”


I’m not sure if the sugar coating is more for her benefit or mine. Fact is, we’re both relieved to get away from Ballard Academy and all that bullshit. I haven’t even spoken to Mila or any of my old friends all summer. Not that I was holding my breath for an apology. Mila and the girls can choke on their gluten-free vegan protein bars, for all I care.


“It’s okay to say you’re not okay,” I tell Casey. Despite what she says, I know she’s not. Going to St. Vincent’s may seem like a solution, but the rumors and gossip don’t end at Ballard. It hurts to know that this will follow her.


She gives me that sunny smile that’s so uniquely Casey. “You worry too much.”


I don’t know how she still smiles. Where the sunlight comes from, or how she’s protected that brightness through it all. If I went through what she had, I’d have sunk so deep, so dark, they’d be finding trapped miners before they got to me.


“I enjoy it. It’s practically a hobby. Like collecting rocks or something. I take my precious little worry pearls out of their pouch and polish them.”


Casey laughs and it makes me sad all over again. Although her laughter sounds the same, I can’t help but think it’s a lie. She doesn’t want to let her big sister see the cracks, not when she’s spent months carefully gluing the pieces back together.


“You’re exhausting.” She shoulders me off the path, and then, with a whistle to the dogs, she takes off at a sprint, kicking up dust in my face. “Race you.”


My phone vibrates, so I let her get a head start while I pull it out of my back pocket. I figure it’s our dad, demanding to know why I dragged his sweet, precious Casey out into the heat, but a glance at the screen reveals an even more annoying caller.


My ex.


Despite my better judgment, I answer it. “What do you want, Duke?”


“So you didn’t block my number.” He’s got this assuredness in his voice that reminds me why I’ve been ignoring his texts. Duke is the kind of insufferable ass who winks at you with a mouthful of blood as he asks for more.


“That can change, if you prefer.” I make sure my tone is as cool and indifferent as possible.


“I missed you,” he says, undeterred. “Can’t wait to see you when I get back.”


Ha. Like I should be flattered. I’ve heard his bedroom voice before, the one that calls at three in the morning trying to talk me into sneaking into his dorm. Two years of our on-and-off relationship  has inoculated me to his persuasions. We’re currently off, and I plan on keeping it that way. Duke might be hot, but we were way too toxic together. There’s only so much make-up sex you can have before you start to wonder if maybe it’s possible to hook up without breaking up every other second.


“Sorry,” I inform him. “Save your excitement for the Ballard freshmen and townies.”


“Hey, don’t bite. I’m being nice.”


“This isn’t a thing anymore, Duke. Let it go.”


Casey comes back for me, rolling her eyes when she realizes who it is.


“You say that now,” he insists. “But we both know you can’t stay away from me. See you soon, babe.”


I hang up on him, growling at the phone. Dude is a piece of work.


“You’ll be back together by dinner,” Casey tells me.


“He can eat shit.”


“Heard that before.”


“Duke’s first love is himself. He’s never getting divorced.”


“Heard that one too.”


This time I growl at her, which just makes her laugh.


Despite what she thinks, I’m done with him. A girl can only ride that carousel so many times. As a matter of fact, I think I’m skipping the whole amusement park this year. Going on a boy hiatus. A dick detox. I’m a senior now. It’s been all fun and games, but now it’s time to get serious about my grades and landing a scholarship. Pretty good isn’t good enough if I want a shot at running division one track in college. And God knows an admissions rep isn’t interested in my keg-stand record or my all-star beer-pong titles. I need to focus this year.


Which means no more Duke.


No more sneaking out and partying with Silas and the boys.


No more doing the bare minimum in the classroom because I’m too impatient to get outside on the track.


I just turned eighteen. I’m basically an adult now—or at least I’m trying to be. And I can’t afford any distractions this year.


When we get home, the dogs bound through the door ahead of us, practically colliding at their water bowls.


“Girls?” Dad’s voice carries into the front hall from the kitchen.


Casey glances at me. “Uh-oh. What’s burning?”


We kick off our shoes and follow the acrid smell to the tendrils of smoke wafting from the oven. Dad’s standing over the stove with a pot on every burner.


“Potatoes might have gotten away from me,” he says ruefully. He catches Casey with a kiss on the cheek as she pulls a bottle of water from the fridge. “You look a little pale, sweetheart. You feeling all right?”


“I’m fine.” Casey chugs some water. “Just hot out there.”


His attention snaps to me across the counter. “You shouldn’t push her so hard. Can’t expect her to keep up with your pace.”


I shrug. “She’s the one who wanted to race me back.”


“I had you.” Casey does a taunting little dance, her strawberry blonde ponytail swishing around.


“You had nothing. I could have beaten you running backwards.”


“Sloane. I expect you to be a little more thoughtful.” Dad gives me the sour face. He’s the only one with a problem, but somehow it’s my fault. “I don’t want to see anyone coming back here with heatstroke.”


By “anyone,” we both know he means Casey. Because she’s the baby. The fragile one who hasn’t been ruined and hardened beyond repair.


“Seriously, Dad.” Casey tries to intervene. “Relax. Someone’s gotta keep Sloane fresh for tryouts.”


“Come here and taste this.” He offers her a spoon, entirely dismissing her assurances.


In our father’s eyes, Casey is made of glass and I’m made of stone, and there’s nothing anyone can say to convince him otherwise. Even before Casey’s accident, he took for granted that I didn’t need coddling, that I’d always tough it out and be the strong one. Unfortunately, the pressure to always be “the strong one” is unbearable. I feel like I’m taking up all the slack, plus dealing with my own shit, while he resents every little show of vulnerability as some personal slight against him.


It’s not a sustainable status quo and I’m very near fed up.


Thankfully, college is just around the corner. One more year, and then I can finally put myself first. Get some distance from the constant scrutiny and find out what it feels like to be my own person again.


My phone buzzes in my pocket again, and I don’t have to check it to know it’s Duke with another pathetic attempt to wear me down.


Not this time.


New year, new game plan.


No distractions. And absolutely no boys.










CHAPTER 3



RJ
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“So you’re really leaving, huh?”


Julie tugs on a pair of boxer briefs that might have belonged to me at some point, then slips a loose T-shirt over her head. Her gaze remains locked with mine the entire time. She wants me to watch her get dressed. It’s her little way of putting some punctuation on it. On us.


“So I’m told.” Sitting on the edge of her bed, I pull my jeans on.


“Bummer.”


She hunts around the room for a lighter, then opens a mint tin to pull out a joint. She sparks one end and blows the embers before stomping them out on the hardwood floor. I’ve always liked the way she looks when she closes her eyes and inhales.


She blows the smoke out her open window and offers me a hit. As I take it, she bites her lip and sweeps her chocolate-brown eyes over my bare chest. Not even ten minutes ago, her tongue was traveling over every inch of this chest.


“I wasn’t totally bored of this arrangement yet,” she admits.


I exhale out the window. “All good things…”


Taking the joint from my lips, she comes to sit on the bed against the headboard while I find my shirt and put on my shoes.


“Yeah, okay,” she answers. “I know the brush-off when I hear it.”


“Whatever. We both know you’ll barely miss me.” She’s never been the emotional type and I don’t expect she’ll start now. She just likes giving me a hard time.


“I might,” she protests, and I grin at that. “It does suck you won’t be around for senior year.”


“Yeah. Well, getting expelled took care of that.”


“It was a bonehead move.” She laughs at me. “Fucking amateur hour.”


“Easy, cupcake.”


Julie scoffs at my warning. “Oh, look at me, I’m a solid C-student hacking my grades to give myself straight As. Hope no one notices.”


“Alright, I got greedy. I admit it. Lesson learned.”


Honestly, I didn’t think a few overworked, underpaid public school teachers with three jobs and two hundred students would be paying attention. Or even give a shit. It’s not like I did it for myself, really. I thought it would be a nice birthday present for my mom. Make her feel good about herself, like I wasn’t a complete screwup. I should’ve just gotten her some flowers. Or at least not tampered with the one class taught by the teacher who hated me more than paper cuts.


“Do yourself a favor.” Julie snuffs out the joint and lights some incense on the nightstand. “Try to stay out of trouble.”


I shrug. “That’s impossible.”


We say goodbye with a hug. It’s more efficient this way. Clean and quick, no sense pretending either of us had a lot of emotion invested in this. Even if it wasn’t just sex, I’ve changed schools enough to learn how to leave. When you move around a lot, you don’t bother with many attachments. Everything ends.


At our little house on Phillips Avenue, I kill the engine of my old Jeep to find movers loading up a truck parked on the street. Before I even reach the front door, I can hear the screech of packing tape being pulled from the roll. Moving is practically a ritual in this family. The scent of cardboard. Empty rooms. Tiny particles caught mid-air in slanted sunbeams. These things are more familiar to me than chicken soup.


“Oh, RJ, there you are.” Mom emerges from among the towers of boxes. She checks her watch with a frown. “The movers have been here for hours. Where were you?”


“Saying my goodbyes.”


“Well, hurry up.” She plants a thick black marker in my hand. “I need you to figure out what you want to bring to Greenwich, what to ship to New Hampshire, and what’s getting donated.”


“Donated?” I didn’t know we were liquidating.


“Sure.” Mom blows hair out of her eyes and wipes the sweat from her brow. She’s got an almost frantic, giddy energy about her that is harshing my buzz a bit. “David already has furniture a hell of a lot nicer than this ratty old stuff. We’re getting a fresh start. Clean slate.”


“Okay, well, I’ll leave you and your clichés to your work. I’m gonna throw some clothes in a bag and call it good.”


“No, I’m serious. You’ll need to do a little more than that.” She all but drags me to my room, which the movers have already started dismantling into open boxes. “Labels. On everything, okay? Whatever you want sent to Sandover, make sure to mark it.”


“Right. What about belts and shoelaces? Should I ship those? Don’t want to get them confiscated by the warden.”


Her face falls and I know instantly I’ve stepped over the line. I don’t always mean to be such an ass. Not to her, anyway.


Mom softens her tone. “Is that how you feel? Be honest, are you mad at me because I’m sending you to boarding school?”


“I was joking. It’s fine.”


“No, talk to me.” She tugs my arm to sit on the bed beside her.


When I don’t speak, she brushes my hair back, searching my face. Christ. It’s always awkward when she gets all maternal on me. It’s just not her natural state. Which isn’t to say she’s an awful mother. We’ve always gotten along well. But as far as family ties go, ours have never been the strongest, what with her being gone a lot and generally being more interested in herself than anything I had going on.


I get it, though. She never set out to have a kid at nineteen. Shit happens. That she didn’t leave me on a bus or outside a fire station is more than my dad ever gave us. So I can’t really complain. But these heart-to-hearts don’t come naturally to either of us. When the rare one occurs, it feels like we’re impersonating characters we’ve seen on TV.


“This isn’t punishment, you know? I’m not trying to get rid of you. David thought this would be a good experience. Maybe keep you out of trouble,” she tactfully adds.


“Seriously, it’s not a big deal.” Given the choice, I’d rather not be trapped in that mansion with the two of them going at it all the time, worried about whether my mom had just been railed on the breakfast counter. “Besides, I’m used to being on own.”


My childhood is a graveyard of microwave dinners and pizza boxes. You quickly learn to be self-sufficient when your mom is hopping all over the country as a flight attendant. I was thawing leftovers while she was hitting on bachelors in first class.


Guess it worked out for her, after all.


“Well, luckily you won’t be on your own at Sandover. You’ll have Fennelly there with you,” she says cheerfully. “He can show you the ropes.”


I’m pretty sure the only place Pretty Boy will be showing me to is the liquor cabinet.


“And try to be patient with him, okay?” she continues. “David says Fennelly is still a bit put off by our marriage.”


I can’t help but laugh. “Put off? Mom, the dude’s probably been up every night since the wedding googling how to get an annulment without you guys knowing.”


Her smile falters. “He’ll come around. Right?” I don’t know if she’s asking or telling.


“Sure,” I lie. “Eventually.”


“Maybe you can work on him, make him realize this new arrangement isn’t all bad.” She lifts a brow at me. “And as for you, maybe tone down the whole loner misfit vibe and try to make some friends?”


“I have friends,” I grumble.


“Internet people don’t count, RJ. Would it kill you to be more sociable?”


Sociable? Why the hell would I do that? I much prefer my “loner misfit” life, as she phrased it. Really, what’s not to like? I make bank online. I’m good-looking enough that I don’t have issues getting chicks, so hookups are plentiful. I don’t need to buddy up to my classmates and pretend to give a shit about their sports teams and college plans. Sure, some might say I have major trust issues, but fuck ’em. I’m a lone wolf. Always have been, always will be.


“You’re going to do great, bud.” She kisses my temple and squeezes my face. “I have a good feeling about this. Okay?”


I give her the reassuring smile she wants. Mostly because I don’t have the heart to tell her that if history is any predictor, we’ve got tickets to the shitshow waiting at the box office.










CHAPTER 4



FENN
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All the freaks and demons come out for an end-ofsummer house party. I’ve seen more nipple piercings than bikini tops and I’m pretty sure that was Lawson I watched follow the Sear sisters into the backseat of his Dad’s Mercedes G-Class with a bottle of mezcal and a bag of coke. If we survive the night, senior year is going to be absurd.


Though I’ve known him for a few years now, I’ve only been in Lawson’s Southampton house a couple times. I don’t think I’ve even seen every room. The estate is massive, that old-money Americana with all its palatial luxury. It has two pools, for Christ’s sake. To this day, nobody can ever get a straight answer about what Lawson’s dad does exactly. Well, other than being a grade-A prick. From what I’ve managed to glean, Mr. Kent is some kind of legal “consultant” who also dabbles in finance and has advised two White House administrations. Fingers in many pies and pockets.


“You lose your drink?” My buddy Silas finds me making my way back toward the sound of voices from one of the eleven bathrooms I had to hunt down to find an empty one. He puts a crystal tumbler in my hand. “Someone broke open the wine cellar.”


I chuckle. “Man, Lawson’s dad is going to take ten years off his life.”


“For real. Where the hell is he, anyway? I haven’t seen him since he lit that bonfire on the tennis court.”


“He’s in the garage, in the middle of a Sear sandwich.”


Silas nods, because of course. Not that the guy isn’t up for a good time, but he’s as close as it gets to a chaperone at these things. There’s no stopping a little property destruction or noise complaints, but Silas generally tries to keep the bodily harm and maiming to a minimum where he can. And to keep Lawson from decisions he’ll regret. As if that’s possible. The pay is shit and the hours suck, but Silas keeps at it anyway. He’s a good dude, which is more than I can say for the rest of us.


We make the rounds through the house, every room a different Lynchian exploration of the adolescent condition. A couple of Ballard girls in cutoffs and tattoos invite us to a game of life-size chess with priceless sculptures they’ve collected from around the house. Silas nearly chokes on his anxiety getting away from them.


“You can’t save him from himself,” I remind Silas. Lawson is a creature of chaos. There’s no harnessing that storm.


“Maybe. But I don’t have to help make it worse.”


We end up back at the lap pool where an otherwise tame tournament of naked chicken is underway. Just to get his mind off things, I introduce us to some fresh talent.


“Where do you go to school?” I ask the pair of nearly identical blondes. To be fair, I’m not quite seeing straight. In this light, I only see tits and hair color.


“Dalton,” one says.


“In the city.”


I lift my tumbler to my lips. “What grade are you in?”


I can see the inclination to lie before one of them loses her nerve and spits it out. “We’re sophomores.”


Silas shoots me a warning stare, signaling to abort.


“How do you know Lawson?” I ask suspiciously.


The girls look at each other and giggle in that mystical secret girl language. “From the city.”


For fuck’s sake. Lawson’s already been here. Not that we haven’t crossed paths before, so to speak, but I just can’t get into it once I know he’s already been with them.


“He does know everyone,” I answer. “Silas isn’t normally this talkative, by the way. I’m sorry he’s monopolizing the conversation.”


He flicks me off with a sarcastic grin.


Silas technically has a girlfriend, but she isn’t here, and I’ve never been convinced those two are remotely compatible. They’re more like two married people who’ve been together so long that breaking up seems like more effort than it’s worth.


“How was your summer?” Silas reluctantly asks as an icebreaker when I nudge him. He can hate me now, but the guy needs to relax.


“I was obsessed with the summer Olympics,” one of the chicks says. “Like I spent six straight hours watching Korean archery and whatever. It’s addictive.”


“Hey, you know Silas here is a swimmer?” I tell her. “Show her your abs, bro.”


“Stop,” he chides me.


Her eyes go wide. “Oh, seriously? Swimmers are so hot.”


I feel him groaning in his head. I almost expect him to push me into the deep end. But I catch a hot little brunette in a black bikini watching me from across the pool and zone out of the conversation until Silas pulls me away to pretend to refill our drinks at the keg.


“That was fucking brutal,” he moans, scrubbing a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Do me a favor? Stop doing me favors.”


“Oh, come on. Just a little kibble to take the edge off. You don’t have to bang her. What’s a BJ between strangers?”


“Dude, seriously, get a hobby.”


“Where’s Gabe when we need him? You wouldn’t be such a buzzkill if he were here.” I speak without thinking, only to instantly regret it. I don’t need the reminder that life’s been total shit since Gabe was sent away. He and I had never gone this long without talking, and it’s fucking surreal that he’s not here right now. The two of us have been tight since kindergarten.


“Still haven’t heard from him?” Silas tips his head to study me.


“Nope. I texted his dad last week and got a reply a couple days ago basically telling me to piss off and lose his number.”


“I don’t get it.” Silas has made attempts to contact Gabe as well, never getting any further than the rest of us. “Granted, Mr. Ciprian was never your biggest fan. But it’s still messed up he won’t even tell us where Gabe is. What happened to him. Like, he could have been hit by a bus for all we know. There one day, gone the next.”


There’s a loud, wet smack that pierces my eardrums so loudly I flinch. It’s Jesse Bushwell doing a bellyflop off the roof of the pool house. There’s stunned silence when his body just kind of floats there for a second. Then an eruption of cheers when his head pops up and he throws his arms in the air in triumph, his stomach looking like a porn star’s ass in a spanking video.


“We do know he’s at least alive, right?”


I glance back at Silas, nodding. “I managed to get a hold of his brother over the summer but even Lucas doesn’t know where they shipped Gabe off to. He hasn’t been home.”


“I mean, I care about the guy, too.” Silas doesn’t come about his tone of judgmental disapproval on purpose. He can’t help having an overdeveloped sense of morality. “Not to sound glib, but the drug dealing was bound to catch up to him.”


We’re interrupted again, this time when someone turns up the music coming from the in-ground audio system. It was loud before. Now it’s deafening. A moment later, Lawson makes a reappearance, wearing nothing but a pair of swim trunks and a cocky grin. The Sear sisters are nowhere to be found, but no worries—our buddy isn’t alone for half a second before some chick sidles up to him. Another half-second and she’s running her manicured fingernails all over his bare chest. I swear, dude’s got game even when he’s not playing.


Silas follows my gaze and shakes his head when we see the girl hold out her palm to offer Lawson whatever party favor she’s enjoying. Gray eyes gleaming, he drags a hand through his messy hair, shoving it away from his forehead before he pops the tiny pill under his tongue and slings a muscular arm around the girl’s waist. The guy just hooked up with two other chicks and is already on his third, and it’s barely past midnight. Fuckboy doesn’t begin to describe Lawson Kent.


“Gabe’s about to get a new roommate in whatever hole his dad threw him in,” Silas says with a sigh. For tonight, it seems, he’s given up the leash and is resigned to let Lawson run wild. Sometimes you gotta know when you’re beat.


I chug the rest of my drink, feeling glum again. “Fuck Gabe’s dad. Hell, fuck all dads.”


“Oh, yeah.” A mocking grin spreads across his face. “I totally forgot! How was the wedding? Manage to catch your stepmom’s name before they said their I do’s?”


“Missy? Michelle? Who knows. I was high when I got there and drunk by the time we left. Told my dad’s secretary to put it in a memo.”


The chick seems nice enough, for a flight attendant who popped up out of nowhere. Call me crazy for being a little suspicious at the speed of this marriage. All I can say is, my dad better have secured her signature on a prenup before he married his fucking stewardess.


“What about your new stepbrother?”


“He’s alright, I guess. Chill. Sort of aloof, if anything. Turns out he’s taking Gabe’s spot in the dorm, so we’ll be roommates.”


Silas grins and I don’t think I like him having a laugh at my expense. “Nothing like a little forced bonding to bring a family together. What’d he do to end up on the Island of Misfit Boys?”


“Just your standard grand theft auto,” I say with a wink. “So you two should get along great.”


“Yeah, screw you.”


That smacks the smile off Silas’s face. He tends to get a little touchy about the time he got expelled from Ballard for getting wasted and crashing the principal’s car into the goalpost on the football field. How he managed to aim the car at the smallest target on an empty field, I don’t know. Just lucky, I guess.


My phone goes off in my pocket and I pull it out to see a text that makes my pulse quicken.




CASEY: So when are you getting back to campus? We need to hang out.





“That your new roomie?” Silas taunts.


“Nah. Just Casey.” Once again I speak without thinking, forgetting that my boys don’t actually know about this particular friendship of mine.


“Seriously?” Silas cocks an eyebrow at me. Damn, it really is no fun being on the rotten end of those looks.


“What?”


“Fuck you, ‘what?’ She’s a good girl, Fenn. And a junior.”


“It’s not like that.” I shrug. “We’ve been talking a little over the summer, that’s all. Not a big deal.”


“So you’re friends now?”


“Why’s that weird? We connected after her accident. You were there with me, remember? When we dropped by to see how she was doing?”


He flinches at the memory. Casey’s accident always triggers that response in people. It puts a heaviness in my gut that hasn’t subsided even a little since last semester. If anything, the pit gets deeper.


“Didn’t realize you were getting her fucking number when I turned my back for a second.” He pauses ominously. “Sloane won’t like this.”


“Sloane knows all about our friendship and she’s cool with it.” I’m only half lying. Yes, Casey’s sister knows we’re friends. But she sure isn’t cool with it.


Silas rolls his eyes. “Yeah, no. I wasn’t born yesterday. Sloane is probably throwing a fit.”


“Oh no! And we can’t upset your best friend Sloane,” I say sarcastically. “God forbid.”


He frowns for a beat, before shaking his head in resignation. “Just try not to break that poor girl’s heart, man.”


“It’s nothing, Si. Just chill.”


He watches me warily. “I want to believe you.”


“So do it.”


“Thing is, I’ve known you a minute.”


Awesome. Nice to know even one of my best friends thinks I’m a selfish bastard. “I’m not putting the moves on Casey. She’s the furthest thing from my type.”


In fact, Miss Brunette in the Black Bikini meets my eyes as she grabs two bottles of beer and disappears around the side of the house.


Don’t mind if I do.


“Now if you’ll excuse me,” I tell Silas. “I’m being summoned by someone who is my type.”


He shouts “safety first” after me and I give him the one-finger salute as I walk off.


No one understands better than I do how poisonous someone like me would be for a girl like Casey. I just don’t have the nerve to tell her.


Or maybe I’m just the selfish bastard Silas thinks I am.










CHAPTER 5



RJ
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It’s like something out of a horror movie. The Land Rovers unloading students and cardboard boxes against the backdrop of an orange sky. Pan to the bell tower as night falls and close in on the lonely freshman being stalked through the courtyard by a shadowy figure with a meat hook. Just saying, there’s a reason so many of these movies take place at secluded prep schools in the exclusive New England enclaves.


“Let us know if you forgot something,” Mom says, combing her fingers through my hair like I’m a pet she’s dropping off at the vet. “We’ll have it overnighted.”


“Use the credit cards if you need something in the meantime,” David tells us.


It’s Friday afternoon and our parents are dropping Fenn and me off in front of the senior dorm. They insisted on making the trip with us, a fact Fenn protested until the moment the car pulled up to the curb.


“Yep, top marks, David.” Fenn doesn’t spare a glance from his phone to get in another jab at his father. “Dad of the year. You can go now.”


It’s been like that since we left the house. And by house, I’m referring to the disgustingly lavish Greenwich mansion where my mother and I now reside. Granted, I was only there two days before it was time to leave for New Hampshire, so, really, I barely got a chance to peek into all ten bedrooms and twelve bathrooms. For all I know the rest of the house is a dump. I mean, I only spotted one thousand-dollar espresso machine in the chef’s kitchen that was bigger than our old house in Windsor. Who are these peasants?


Mom’s been floating on cloud nine since the move. She’d served rich folks in first class my whole life, and now she’s one of them and loves every second of it. I can’t even count the amount of times she whispered “I feel like a princess” into my ear while David’s household staff served our dinner last night.


Me, I just felt out of place. My scuffed-up Converses don’t belong on marble floors. My stubble-covered face shouldn’t be peering into gold-gilded mirrors in my own private bathroom with a jacuzzi tub. And I didn’t even have time to dwell on the total lifestyle rehaul before being carted off again.


“If you need anything, let us know.” David looks to me now, because his son can’t be bothered to acknowledge him. “Call any time, day or night. We’re here for you.”


“Come on.” Fenn slings his leather duffel bag over his shoulder and gives me a nod. “We’re on the third floor.”


Mom grabs me for one last hug. She gets a little red in the eyes, but I suspect the tears will clear up the second those two are alone. Maybe shipping me off wasn’t her idea, but she got on board with it quick.


I’ll say this much—of all the prisons I could have ended up in, Sandover Prep is not the worst.


Inside, everything is mahogany and leather. Paintings in gilded frames line the wide corridors, which feel more like a museum than a cage for high school deviants. It’s a long way from the lowest-bidder corporate design solutions of the typical public school or state college dorm.


“There’s a common room through there.” Fenn points toward it when we reach our floor. “They call it the Lounge. One of two shared bathrooms over there.”


Fenn nods as we pass a dude with messy shoulder-length hair and a movie-star face. Shirtless and wearing only a pair of black silk boxers, he’s hanging out of his doorway with an unlit cigar in his mouth and a snifter in hand like he’s hosting a Playboy Bunny party in there. The guy quirks a brow, amusement dancing in his silvery eyes when he notices me. I have a feeling he won’t be the first to question what a punk like me in ripped jeans and an old band shirt is doing in a place like this.


“And this is us.” Fenn stops at the third door from the end of the hall.


The room is bigger than I expected. It has a large sitting area in the middle, with a couch, couple of armchairs, and sixty-fiveinch TV. On either side of the room are two full-size beds, tall dressers, desks, and matching closets. Everything is trimmed in wood and hideous wallpaper of a duck hunt or something. The boxes we sent ahead last week are already here, stacked up behind the leather couch.


“We get decent Wi-Fi?” I ask Fenn.


“Sometimes? I don’t really spend enough time in my room to notice.”


I scan the spacious area. I guess I can always run an ethernet cable when I find the router. The first box I crack open has my computer gear. As my new stepbrother watches in dismay, I waste no time installing my monitors and booting up my machine to make sure the movers didn’t kick the thing all the way from Connecticut to Sandover.


“What’s all this about?” Fenn hovers over my shoulder. “Please don’t tell me you’re one of those Twitch bros.”


“Nah, I’m not a gamer.”


“What’s this shit for then?”


“Side projects.”


“Lame.” He kicks my rolling chair, pushing me away from the desk.


If I weren’t on my best behavior, we might have a problem. Dude doesn’t need to get the impression he can do that twice. But I let it slide—this time.


“You’re new here, so let me help you out,” he says. “We can’t have you getting a reputation as a loser on day one.”


“I couldn’t give a shit about my reputation.” It’s not like I landed in this place for being a social climber.


“Yeah, well, you don’t know any better.” He throws open our door and jerks his head at me. “Things work different around here. So get your ass out of that chair, Remington. Gotta show my new stepbro off to the rest of the floor.”


I swallow a sigh. Whatever. I have the rest of the semester to sit in this room bored out of my mind. Might as well get the lay of the land.


For the next twenty minutes, Fenn introduces me around our floor. I meet guys with names like Xavier, Shepley and Tripp, who all look the same to me, a blur of designer clothes and expensive watches. Eventually we end up back at the Playboy room, where I’m introduced to Lawson, who’s finally put on some pants. He’s still shirtless, but at least his package isn’t in my line of vision anymore.


“Hey,” he says. “Welcome, make yourselves at home.”


“RJ, this is Lawson. Don’t take pills from him.”


Lawson grins at Fenn. “Fuck off.”


The guy is tall, around my height, with a few lines of text tattooed on the left side of his ribcage. I can’t make out the words, but I imagine it’s something angsty and irrelevant. With his big frame and tousled hair, Lawson gives off a real Tim Riggins from Friday Night Lights vibe. And I’m only familiar with goddamn Tim Riggins because Julie used to make me watch the show between rounds of sex while I protested the whole time. I fucking hate sports.


“Hey, I’m Silas.”


I hadn’t noticed the second guy sitting on his bed. He’s one of those people your eye loses in the scenery if they stop moving. Cropped hair, hazel eyes, generically handsome features. When he stands, though, he’s taller than he looked. Both he and Lawson have an athlete’s build. I peg them as rowers maybe. Something posh. I can’t imagine either of them in any kind of contact sport.


“So. RJ.” Lawson offers me a drink from a liquor cart sunken inside the sofa under the seat cushion. “What’s your deal?”


Why does everyone keep asking me that? “Don’t have one.”


Lawson glances at Silas. “So coy.” Then he throws himself in one of the armchairs, feet up on the coffee table. “None of us ended up here by accident. We all get into something.”


I shrug.


“Hey, if you run, it’ll only make me chase you.” Lawson picks a half-smoked cigar out of an ashtray on the table and lights it.


“Stop flirting,” Fenn tells him.


“Just making friends, Fennelly. Jeez.” Lawson studies me again, amused. “Whatever your side hustle is,” he warns me, “keep it close to the vest. You don’t want Duke peeking at your cards.”


I can’t help but laugh at that. “You have a den mother?”


“A housefather, actually,” Silas says ruefully. “Mr. Swinney.”


“Don’t worry. Roger’s a puppy,” Lawson adds.


“About as intimidating as a goldendoodle with cataracts.” Fenn’s voice is absent-minded. He’s on his phone again. He’s been texting with someone named Casey all afternoon, but when I asked if she was his girlfriend, he recoiled in horror. I guess girlfriend is a bad word around here.


“Duke is another senior. Fancies himself a Rottweiler.” Lawson pauses. “Although I guess he is one. He’s definitely got the bite to back up that bark. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself. You’ll run into him sooner or later.”


So apparently Duke is what passes for the muscle around here. I’ll have to see what I can dig up on him, find out how much real trouble he’s capable of. Either way, I’m not about to be intimidated by some soft-ass prep school rich boy.


“Well, Remington.” Lawson grins at me, and I glare at Fenn for outing me. “Welcome to Bendover Prep. Turn your head and cough. It’ll only hurt a little.”


Charming.


A short while later, we make our way to the Lounge with the rest of the guys on the floor for a mandatory house rules meeting. The halls already stink of pot, and I think I saw a still in one room on the way over here, which I assume is more of a hobby than necessity. Seems like there isn’t any security to speak of, in terms of sifting out the contraband.


“All right, gentlemen, quiet down.”


A man in a brown blazer and glasses stands at the front of the room. Frazzled and unkempt, he looks like he got dressed in his car. He clears his throat a few times, failing to get the attention of the three dozen guys piled on the couches and scrolling on their phones.


“Come on, eyes up,” he pleads. “This will only take a minute.” If anything, the room gets louder. “Please, the sooner we start, the quicker this will be over with.”


It goes on like that for several minutes. I’m an asshole, so I’m struggling not to laugh at his plight. The poor dude even leaves at one point and comes back to give it another go. Until Silas, either out of pity or boredom, finally gets everyone to shut up long enough for the housefather to say his piece.


“Seriously?” I whisper to Fenn, as Roger Swinney recites a list of rules. “Eleven o’clock curfew on weeknights?”


“Nah, it’s more like a loose suggestion. Just don’t get caught.”


“What about the headmaster? I’ve got a meeting with him later.”


If Mr. Swinney is any indication, the faculty around here doesn’t have a firm grip on the inmates. More like a truce.


“He’s not a pushover, but not like a hard ass, either. He’s the type who wants to be everyone’s guidance counselor.” Fenn rolls his eyes before his expression turns serious. “The only real rule— stay away from his daughters. He’ll have you on a spit if you go anywhere near them without his permission.”


When the locals grow restless, the housefather gives up trying to keep their attention and dismisses us all.


“Dinner out tonight?” Lawson offers as we head back to our rooms. “Announce ourselves to the townsfolk in proper fashion?”


Why do I get the impression for him that means nailing the blacksmith’s daughter on the church steps?


“Pass,” I tell them. “Maybe next time.”


“Remington is antisocial,” Fenn informs his buddies.


No, Remington just has research to do and would prefer some privacy.


But I keep that revelation to myself. These guys don’t need to learn I’m about to unearth their deepest, darkest secrets. What they don’t know can’t hurt ’em, et cetera et cetera.


Well, unless I decide to hurt them with whatever I discover.


Either way, it’s time to get a closer look at my cellmates.
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