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          CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

      She really should have just told someone. Just dropped it casually into conversation the last day of school, when people were talking about their summer plans. Oh, really? You’re going to tennis camp? You’re spending a month at Wildwood? You got that internship in New York that you applied for six months ago?

      Well, that’s great. 

      I’ll be spending this summer in the Hamptons. 

      Rory looked up from her notebook and out the train window. She hadn’t expected so many potato fields. Brown furrows lined with lush green potato plants passed by in a blur, and here and there, at the edge of the fields, a cedar shingle house stood watch. But these houses didn’t look like old, decrepit farmhouses. They looked like newly built mansions. There definitely weren’t mansions on the chicken and dairy farms in Stillwater, New Jersey, at least as far as she knew. And there wasn’t this radiant sunlight, either, she thought, looking up at the cobalt-blue sky. It probably had to do with the ocean to the south and the bay to the north, but she’d never seen light like this before. She wished she’d known how pretty it was here when she was trying to sell her mom on the idea. But it probably wouldn’t have worked.

      “Errand girl?” her mom had asked when Rory had finally told her the plan. “What the hell is that?”

      Her mom had stood next to her, opening a bottle of wine. Lana McShane was never home from work more than a few minutes before she had a bottle of Charles Shaw Chardonnay out of the fridge and on the counter, and a corkscrew in her manicured hand. Rory watched her mom twist in the corkscrew, then put the bottle between her knees and pull. Thwock, went the cork. Lana was barely a hundred pounds soaking wet, but she’d never met a wine bottle that she couldn’t handle.

      “I guess it means I’ll be running errands,” Rory said, slicing through a fat yellow onion. “Whatever they need. They weren’t specific over e-mail.”

      “Are they going to pay you?”

      “I’ll be staying with them for free. In their mansion on the beach. They don’t need to pay me.”

      Her mom shook her red hair and took a long sip.

      “I don’t know why you always need a glass of wine ten minutes after you get home,” Rory said.

      “It relaxes me. You try cutting hair for nine hours.” She placed the glass down on the counter. “What about Mario? Does he know?”

      “It’s a pizza place. I think he’ll find someone else.” Rory tipped the onions into the pan and watched them sizzle. “And I have some money saved up from this past year. So you don’t have to worry.”

      “It’s not the money. It’s you.” Rory could hear her mom digging in her purse for her cigarettes. “You’re the smartest kid in your class. If you wanted to study abroad, I’d understand. If you wanted to get a job in the city, fine. But to go off and live with some family you don’t even know? So you can pick up after them like your aunt?”

      “Fee’s been working for them my whole life,” Rory pointed out. “If they were awful, she would have left a long time ago.”

      “But… what are you going to do out there?” her mom continued, still digging. “Those aren’t your people. You think they’re going to let you in? That you’re going to join their clubs and go to their parties? Oh, here they are.”

      Rory turned to see her mom pull a Merit out of the pack and light it with her favorite lighter, the one that said LAS VEGAS in cheery blue script.

      “You’re going to be a glorified servant,” her mom said, taking a drag on the Merit. “Is that what you want?” She blew out the smoke and narrowed her green eyes, the ones Rory wished she’d inherited.

      “I don’t care about being a servant. The whole point is to get out of here,” Rory said. “Widen my horizons. Don’t you want me to get out of here? Ever?”

      “Just say it,” her mom said, taking her glass. “The whole point is to get away from me.”

      From you and your boyfriend, Rory thought as she turned back to the stove. Bryan, who yelled when he talked on the phone. Bryan, whose Xbox had taken up permanent residence in their living room. Bryan, who couldn’t make rent at his own place, so naturally would be moving in with them, like her mom’s last two disasters in tight jeans. Rory picked up the spatula and pried a burning onion slice from the pan.

      “Let me know when it’s ready,” her mom said. Then she’d strolled out of the kitchen on her cowboy boots, trailing smoke and the smell of Paris eau de cologne. That had been the end of the discussion.

      Rory checked her watch as the train rattled past a vegetable stand. She thought of Sophie and Trish, probably sunning themselves at the lake right now, taking advantage of the last free weekday before they started their jobs on Monday. Every summer she’d meet them after her shift at Mario’s, and they’d hang out at the mall or in front of the frozen-yogurt place, and talk about their days. Now she was more than a hundred miles away. The farthest she’d ever been from home was New York City, and the last time had been three years ago. She’d gone in with her mom for her fourteenth birthday and seen Mamma Mia! Or at least, half of Mamma Mia! – they’d had to leave early because her mom was almost positive that Martin or Tommy or Gordon or whomever she was dating at the time was cheating on her and she wanted to catch him in the act. To nobody’s shock, she did.

      “East Hampton,” the conductor announced over the PA. “East Hampton, next.”

      The train was still moving, but passengers leaped out of their seats to grab their bags off the luggage rack. Quickly, she reached into her purse and flipped open the cracked Estée Lauder compact she’d had since ninth grade. After six hours of traveling, her wavy dark brown hair had gone frizzy from the humid June afternoon, and her kohl eyeliner had bled into a raccoonlike mask around her hazel eyes. She thought about trying to fix things but decided it was a lost cause. She’d never been pretty enough – in her opinion – to care too much about looking perfect, unlike her mom, who’d been beautiful enough to be preoccupied by it for her entire life. Still, she slipped on a plastic headband and ran the last dregs of some Wet n Wild Bronze Berry gloss over her full lips. It didn’t hurt to clean up a little. Rich people liked that. Actually, her aunt never used the word rich. Polished was the word she always used about the Rules. They’re a very polished family.

      The train finally screeched to a full stop. She grabbed her duffel bag, her book bag, and her favorite vintage black leather motorcycle jacket off the luggage rack and moved toward the doors. When she stepped out on the platform, the air smelled like the ocean. Squinting in the bright sunlight, she made her way past the white station house and over to the small parking lot, where a line of SUVs and convertibles waited to pick people up. Rory glanced at the people streaming over to the cars. The men wore polo shirts and khaki shorts and loafers with no socks. The women wore toothpick-thin jeans and delicate silk cardigans and flat sandals with just a sliver of beaded leather between the toes. Rory looked down at her own outfit. Her light denim miniskirt, sleeveless yellow T-shirt, and platform slides had looked stylish that morning, but now she wasn’t so sure.

      “Rory?”

      She turned to see a guy with short brownish-blond hair and a tanned, chiseled face coming toward her in the crowd. His mirrored sunglasses gave him the air of someone paid to be athletic. Or maybe it was the matching white T-shirt and shorts.

      “Hey, I’m Steve,” he said. “The tennis pro for the Rules. Fee asked me to come get you.”

      For a moment, she felt her usual panic at coming face-to-face with a cute, athletic guy in his twenties and then willed it away. “Oh, hi,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Here, let me take that,” he said, taking her duffel and throwing it onto his shoulder. “We’re over here.”

      Rory watched Steve walk ahead of her. Even from behind, he was good-looking, with a long, narrow back and sun-browned calves. But she put his looks out of her mind. When it came to good-looking guys, she knew her role: best buddy. It was so much easier that way, listening to their problems, making them laugh, giving them advice. And above all, staying away from drama. Because, with guys, there was always drama. And who needed more drama when she had so much of it at home already?

      Steve aimed the remote at a shiny silver Mercedes convertible parked in the last spot, and the trunk popped up. “Careful, the seats might be a little hot,” he said.

      Rory got inside and shut the heavy door. A man walking by stared at the car with visible envy.

      Steve opened the door and folded himself behind the wheel. “All right, let’s get on our way,” he said, turning the key in the ignition. The engine purred, quiet but strong. “Nice car, huh? The Rules just got it last week.”

      “Nice is an understatement,” Rory said.

      Steve laughed. “I know what you mean,” he said as he backed out of the space. “Definitely makes my Jetta seem a little lame. So how was the trip? Not too many stops?”

      “It was fine,” Rory said.

      “That’s good. Sometimes the jitney can be faster.”

      “Why do they call it the jitney?” she asked.

      “Because people here don’t like to say the word bus,” he said with a grin.

      Rory chuckled. “Got it,” she said. Steve seemed funny, despite his tennis-god looks.

      “So where are you from in New Jersey?” Steve asked, flipping on his turn signal.

      “Sussex County. A town called Stillwater.”

      “Stillwater?” he asked.

      “It’s near the Pennsylvania border. It’s really pretty, lots of farms and lakes. Very country. Where are you from? Out here?”

      “Hampton Bays,” he said, glancing at her. “Which is not really the Hamptons. Or at least, the exclusive Hamptons,” Steve said, using his fingers to make quotation marks. “It’s out near Westhampton, back toward the city. Went to high school out here, then went down to Florida for college. And then, after I quit playing on tour, I came back here. It’s great. Lots of tennis lovers. Including Lucy and Larry.”

      “Lucy and Larry?” she asked.

      “The Rules,” he said. “They’re awesome. Really down-to-earth.”

      They began driving along a quaint-looking main street lined with shops and cafés. American flags hung over some of the store windows, and baskets of impatiens dripped color from the tops of lampposts. A group of towheaded kids walked down the sidewalk eating ice-cream cones. It could have been any main street in any East Coast town, but there was an unmistakable sheen of money over all of it. Almost every store awning dripped luxury: James Perse. Intermix. Ralph Lauren. Tiffany. “Wow,” she said, looking out the window. “This place is so… upscale.”

      “Yeah, it’s gotten that way,” Steve said. “It didn’t used to be. There’s just so much money here now.”

      Rory gazed at the pretty storefronts and forest-green benches. There wasn’t a scrap of litter anywhere. It’s like Martha Stewart designed a town, she thought. High.

      “So how many kids do the Rules have?” she asked.

      “Four,” Steve said. “Two boys, two girls. And their youngest is about your age. You’re seventeen, right?”

      “Right,” she said.

      “So’s Isabel. You’ll have a lot of fun with her. She’s like the queen of the Hamptons.”

      Fee had never mentioned Isabel, which was strange, only because adults usually thought that any two people the same age would instantly become best friends. But maybe Fee knew that anyone qualified to be called the queen of the Hamptons probably wouldn’t have too much in common with someone like her. Rory had friends, but nobody would ever call her the social director of Stillwater.

      They turned onto a quiet street lined with stately homes and trees that formed a canopy overhead with their branches. “Lily Pond Lane,” Rory said, glancing at the sign. “That’s a pretty name.”

      “This is a famous street,” Steve said. “It’s where all the millionaires built their summer homes a hundred years ago. Including Lucy Rule’s great-grandfather.”

      “So the home’s been in her family that long?”

      “Yep,” Steve said. As they drove down the street, the homes began to be hidden by tall manicured hedges. “And now she owns it. Her dad willed it to her when he died.”

      “And what about Mr. Rule?” Rory asked. “Is he also…”

      “Old money?” Steve asked.

      Rory had never heard that term before, but she nodded.

      He turned left into a break in the hedges and pulled up to a pair of tall iron gates. “Technically, yes. But his father was found to be bankrupt after he died. So he had to go into business for himself. He works in commercial real estate.” Steve lowered his window. “New money, old money – it’s starting to become the same thing out here,” he said with an ironic smile. He typed a code into a small security box just outside the window. With a soft clang, the gates swung open.

      There was the crunch of gravel under the tires as they rounded a bend, past a stand of elm trees, and suddenly they were driving alongside the longest, widest front lawn she’d ever seen. The grass was perfectly trimmed, emerald green, and as large and flat as a football field. And perched on a slight hill at the far end of the lawn, as unreal and ephemeral-looking as something in a dream, was a sprawling shingle home.

      “Over there’s the tennis court,” Steve said, pointing to the other side of the lawn. “And the changing cabanas, and the gym.”

      Through another group of trees she could see the bluish-green tennis court. A hopper full of balls stood on spiderlike legs.

      “And in back, behind the house, is the pool and the beach,” he added.

      As they neared the house, she could see more details. The shingles had once been brown but had now faded to an elegant silvery gray. The third-floor windows were arched, with dormers, and three crumbling brick chimneys rose up from the roof. But the front door, the portico, and all the windows were covered in bright white paint, giving the house a crisp, new look despite its feeling of age.

      “This is just the weekend house?” Rory asked.

      “That’s right,” Steve said. “Most of the year, they live in the city. But their apartment in town isn’t nearly this big.”

      She thought of her own house – a boxy bilevel with a slate roof and peeling yellowish-green paint. All her friends lived in the same kind of house, too. Could someone even call that a house after seeing this one? And did anyone need to live in a house this big?

      Steve drove past the front of the house, where the gravel drive wound around an oval garden of boxwoods, and veered left toward a five-car garage. The row of cars parked outside ranged from a dusty black VW Jetta – Steve’s car, Rory noted – to a gleaming black Porsche convertible. He slid the car between a silver Prius and the Porsche, then turned off the ignition. “We’re here,” he said.

      “Great,” she said brightly.

      He turned to look at her. “Don’t be intimidated. They’re really cool. You’ll see.”

      He got out of the car, and she realized that her heart was pounding. Just before she got out, she remembered her black leather jacket lying on the floor near her feet. She picked it up, but already it felt useless and outdated, like an old party dress.

      She followed Steve past a garden of pink roses and toward a side entrance. Below her she could hear the muted sound of waves. She’d almost forgotten that this house was on the beach.

      Suddenly, the back door swung open, and the short, solid frame of Aunt Fee leaped onto the paving stones, her pale arms in the air. “There you are!” she cried. “My god, you’re taller than I am!”

      “Hi, Fee!” Rory said, giving in to her aunt’s unforgiving hug. “It’s been a while.”

      “That’s because your mother has a very odd definition of family,” she said, squeezing Rory’s ribs.

      Rory had always found it hard to believe that Fee and her mom were sisters. Lana was delicate and slender, while Fee, older by a few years, was compact and sturdy, with cheerful brown eyes that disappeared into squints when she smiled. The only thing the sisters shared was red hair, but Fee’s was streaked with gray.

      “I’m so excited to be here,” Rory said, pulling away from Fee’s hug. “I can hear the ocean.”

      “I’ll take you down there in a bit.” Fee plucked at the front of her forest-green polo shirt. That and a pair of pressed khaki pants seemed to comprise her uniform. “Steve, I’ll take her bag.”

      Steve handed Rory’s duffel bag to Fee. “Rory, I’ll see you soon. Maybe on the tennis court?” He clapped his hand over her shoulder. “Have fun here.”

      “Thanks.” Rory watched him walk back toward the cars. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might play tennis or have fun while she was here, but hearing Steve mention both eased her nerves. Fee pulled her toward the door.

      “Sorry I couldn’t come get you,” said Fee as she walked back into the house. “But things are a little hectic around here. We’re having our first dinner party tonight and poor Eduardo is beside himself.”

      Rory stepped into the house, and as her eyes adjusted to the light, she noticed two things: She was standing in a long hall lined with doors, and something was scrambling around her feet. She looked down to see a tiny white dog trying to jump onto her legs. “Oh my god,” she said. “Is this a puppy?”

      “Puppy or dog, I’m not really sure,” said Fee. “It’s Mrs. Rule’s. Trixie.”

      Rory crouched down to pet her. “She’s adorable,” she said as Trixie began to lick her hand. “Is she a Maltese?”

      “Maltipoo. Or cockapoo. Something poo. Okay, Trixie!” she ordered. “Go back to your place!”

      The dog jumped slightly and then trotted back to her bed at the end of the hall.

      “My mom still won’t let us get a dog,” Rory said.

      “Because she keeps dating them,” Fee said, rolling her eyes. “Come on. You’re down here.” She began to walk toward the end of the hall. Fee walked with purpose, swinging her arms. Rory could already tell that Fee felt at home here.

      “So how big is the staff here?” she asked.

      “Well, there’s me, Eduardo the chef, and Bianca the house manager,” Fee said, as they passed a laundry room. “We’re the live-ins. Then there’s the help that comes in.”

      “Comes in?” Rory asked.

      “Laura the masseuse, Siddha the yoga teacher, and Frederika, who does Mrs. Rule’s hair. Steve, the tennis pro. And then there are the people they hire to come in and serve for parties. Like tonight.” They finally stopped at a closed door. “So this is where you’ll be staying,” Fee said, opening the door.

      Rory caught her breath. The room was easily three times the size of her bedroom at home and a hundred times more stylized. The king-size bed was covered with a creamy-white duvet and a pile of blue-and-white bed pillows edged in lace. A vintage nautical map of eastern Long Island hung above the latticework headboard. The nightstands, also painted cream, held a stack of the latest hardcover novels wedged beside crystal lamps. The other furniture – a curved-leg desk, a stool, and a pair of tufted club chairs – were also cream-colored, while the walls were painted the softest shade of blue. And across from the bed, nestled inside a shabby-chic white armoire, was a sleek flat-screen TV. “This is my room?” she asked. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course,” said Fee, ignoring Rory’s surprise. “And the bathroom is in here.”

      Fee dropped Rory’s duffel bag on the velvet bench at the foot of the bed and led the way into the bathroom. Rory gaped. The glass steam shower had a wide marble bench inside, big enough for her to fall asleep on if she wanted to. The sunken marble tub had a silver faucet that curved up and over like the neck of a swan.

      “And there are plenty of products if you forgot anything,” Fee said, opening the drawers under the sink to reveal a tidy row of shampoos and conditioners.

      “This is beautiful,” Rory said as they walked back into the bedroom. “Why have you never talked about how nice it is here?”

      Fee shrugged. “After a while, you get used to it,” she said, glancing around the room. “Some people work in an office. I work here.”

      Rory smiled. For years, her mom had felt sorry for Aunt Fee. “At least I’m not a housekeeper,” she’d say whenever one of her checks bounced or the county cut off their heat. But here was Aunt Fee, living in the midst of all this luxury and beauty. If only her mom could see this, Rory thought. She’d never say anything like that again.

      “So, let’s get into it,” said Fee, unzipping Rory’s duffel bag. “Is she still working at that salon?”

      “Most of the time, yeah.”

      “And the new boyfriend? Is he really twenty-one?”

      “That’s what he says.”

      “And he’s moving in?”

      “They always do.”

      Fee shook her head. “Your father must be thrilled.”

      “It’s not like we really talk about it when I go to his house for Thanksgiving,” Rory said, taking out a heap of folded T-shirts. “He and Sharon are having a third kid, by the way.”

      “I wonder if your mom ever regrets what she did,” Fee said. “Driving away a good man like that. At least you still get to see him.”

      Just barely, Rory thought. No matter how hard she worked in school, no matter how diligently she returned his e-mails and phone calls, her dad seemed to see her the same way he saw her mother: a flake that was best kept at a distance.

      “You know, I’m proud of you,” Fee said, smoothing the wrinkles out of an unpacked dress. “You could be just like her. Chasing boys, staying out all night. She’d probably love it if you turned out like that, just so she’d have some company. But you’re a hard worker.” Her eyes were full of pride as she looked at Rory. “Smart. Disciplined. You’re too independent to get involved with boys.”

      Was that the word for it? Rory wondered. Her friends said other things. Afraid. Closed off. Too sensitive. Sophie had the best term for it: relationship-averse.

      “Thanks,” she said, dumping the T-shirts in the middle drawer of the dresser. “So, what can I do first?”

      “Yes, let’s put you to work,” said a voice, and Rory whirled around.

      A small woman with a sharp face and piercing eyes stood in the doorway. Silver hair fell past her narrow shoulders, and she was so thin that the belt on her silk wrap dress looked like it had been pulled around her waist at least three times.

      “Rory, this is the house manager,” Fee said. “Bianca Vellum. Bianca, this is Rory. My niece.”

      “Oh,” Rory said, hoping she didn’t look too startled. “Hi.”

      Bianca stepped into the room. “Welcome,” she said, approaching Rory. She shook Rory’s hand slowly, regally. “I hope you had a good trip?”

      “Yes. It was very easy.”

      “I always prefer taking the jitney rather than the train,” she said, “but to each his own.” She smiled faintly and patted one of the bed pillows in a proprietary way. “How do you like your room?”

      “Oh, it’s incredible,” Rory said. “I mean, it’s the nicest room I’ve ever seen.”

      Bianca smiled. “Good. And getting back to your question, about what you could do first, I’m wondering if you have any experience with serving?”

      “Serving?” Rory glanced at Fee. “Like, at the table?”

      “Bianca, she just got here,” Fee said. “I really don’t think that —”

      “The person we hired for tonight just canceled,” Bianca cut in, as if Fee weren’t even speaking. “Can’t say I’m that surprised. Things get worse every summer. So I’m wondering if you might be able to step in for them.”

      “But the plan was for her to run errands —” Fee attempted.

      “The plan was for her to step in when we needed her,” Bianca said crisply. She turned to Rory with her eyebrows raised, waiting. “So… do you have experience?”

      “Well, I’ve waitressed,” Rory said. “At a pizza place. Mario’s. I’m sure I can pick it up.”

      “Wonderful. We can give you some pointers.” She stepped closer on her ballet flats. “And you should know that this is the first time we’ve had family of staff here for the summer.” Bianca didn’t blink.

      “Oh?” Rory said.

      “But Mrs. Rule is a very generous employer. And when I told her that we could use an extra pair of hands around here, to run errands, pick people up from the train, do the shopping… well, she thought it was a terrific idea.”

      “And when I asked her if Rory could stay,” Fee said, “she really thought that it was a terrific idea.”

      Bianca shot Fee a look. So they don’t get along, Rory thought. Great.

      “Why don’t you unpack and Fee can get you situated?” Bianca said. “I’ll have Eduardo make you a little lunch, and then I can give you a tour. Anything you don’t eat?”

      “No. I eat everything.”

      Bianca’s eyes flicked up and down Rory’s body. “Yes, I’m sure you do. I’ll see you soon.” She glided out of the room and closed the door.

      “Don’t pay any attention to her,” Fee said before Rory could say anything. “She just likes to intimidate people.”

      “She doesn’t want me here, does she?”

      Fee put her hands on her waist. “I have seniority over her. So it doesn’t matter.”

      Rory thought for a moment. Then she headed straight out the door. “Uh, Ms. Vellum?” she called out to the empty hall. “Ms. Vellum?”

      A swinging door opened, and Bianca stepped into the hall.

      “I just want you to know that you can count on me a hundred percent,” Rory said. “With whatever – serving at a dinner party or running errands, anything you need. I just wanted you to know that.”

      “Very good,” Bianca said.

      “And I am very, very happy to be here,” Rory went on, as Fee came to stand by her side. “I know that this is a big deal to be a guest here for the summer, and I just want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

      Before Bianca could reply, a girl’s voice called down from upstairs. “Has anyone seen my Calypso dre-ess? The white one with the silk be-elt?”

      Rory noticed Bianca and Fee look past her at a back staircase Rory hadn’t noticed. A moment later, heavy footsteps pounded down the stairs.

      “Anyone?” called the voice. “Fee-eee?”

      A girl appeared on the landing, and with one glimpse of her straight blond hair, large blue eyes, and long, tan legs, Rory knew that this was the queen of the Hamptons herself. The girl stared at Rory as if she were some kind of alien species and then tossed a curtain of blond hair insouciantly over her shoulder. “Who’s this?” she asked, playing with a gold charm bracelet around her right wrist.

      “Isabel, this is Rory,” Fee said. “My niece. The one we told you about. She’s going to be staying with us for the summer.”

      Isabel looked at Rory blankly. “Right,” she said, with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.

      “Rory, this is Isabel,” Fee said. “You two are the same age.”

      Rory wanted to cringe. “Hi,” she said, and raised her hand in a slight wave.

      Isabel rubbed the inside of her calf with her bare foot. She didn’t smile or speak.

      “And I have your dress,” Fee said. “I’ll bring it up when I’ve pressed it.”

      “Okay,” she said, turning back to Fee. “I just couldn’t find it.”

      “Don’t you want to say hello to Rory?” Fee asked, in a voice that wavered between sweet and demanding. “I think it would be nice if you welcomed her. Seeing as you’re the first she’s met of the family.”

      Rory cringed once more. Something about this girl made her want to crawl back to her room.

      “Welcome,” Isabel said with a sarcastic smile. She ran a hand through her hair. “Ten bucks you’re gonna wish you’d stayed at home.” Then she stomped up the steps, leaving the three of them standing in silence. A door shut upstairs.

      “She’s just a little shy,” Fee said.

      Rory didn’t say anything.

      “I need to speak to Eduardo,” Bianca said, as if nothing had happened. “We’ll have lunch for you soon.” She pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen, leaving Fee and Rory alone in the hall.

      “She doesn’t seem shy,” Rory said.

      “She’s also spoiled,” Fee said, steering Rory back to her room with an arm around her shoulders. “Someone else you shouldn’t take personally.”

      “And Bianca?” she asked in a low voice. “What’s the excuse there?”

      “She worked for Oprah for six months. Now she thinks she knows everything.” She stayed on the threshold as Rory walked back into her bedroom. “Really. Don’t worry about anything. It’s going to be wonderful.”

      “Okay,” Rory said, looking reluctantly back at her bag.

      “I need to bring up that dress,” Fee said. “If you need me, just use the intercom system on the phone. And my room is downstairs, off the rec room. But I’ll be back. Don’t you worry. Just make yourself at home.”

      “All right.”

      Fee closed the door.

      Rory looked around at the bed, at the overstuffed chairs in the corner, at the walk-in closet. For the next ten weeks, this room would be hers. She pulled out her phone and took a picture of it. My room!, she wrote in a text, then sent the photo to Sophie and Trish. She hoped that didn’t seem like bragging. But there was no way she was not going to share this with them.

      She sat on the bed, feeling the duvet cover collapse softly under her weight. She felt a pang for her friends. They were nothing like that girl upstairs. She’d been so cold, so snobby. Had she done the right thing, coming here? She leaned back against the pillows and closed her eyes. A soft breeze came through the open window, and in the distance, she could hear the roll of the waves. Yes, she thought. This place was beautiful. She’d totally done the right thing. This was going to be an adventure. She’d just stay away from Isabel Rule. Which couldn’t be that hard in a house this size.

    

  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

      “Here comes Tatiana,” said Thayer Quinlan, as blasé as ever, as she twirled a lock of brown hair underneath her wide-brimmed hat. “Poor thing. I hear Link’s cheating on her.”

      “Really?” Darwin whispered, craning her head to get a view of Tatiana on the patio. Her freckles were already getting red. “With who?”

      “Kearcy McBride,” Thayer mouthed, just before she placed a forkful of Cobb salad into her mouth.

      “With Kearcy?” Darwin gasped. “But she has back fat. And bad hair.”

      Thayer gave Darwin a shrug, as if this were one of the world’s great mysteries.

      “Well, at least Tat looks thin,” Darwin grumbled, going back to her piece of lettuce topped with hearts of palm. “That’s one thing she’s got going for her.”

      Isabel watched Tatiana Gould gamely make her way across the Georgica Club patio, past the barbed-wire smiles of young moms and society matrons sitting under the green-and-white-striped umbrellas. Last summer, Tatiana Amory had been the golden girl of the Georgica. Actually, every summer, Tatiana Amory had been the golden girl of the Georgica. As the longtime girlfriend of Link Gould, who was hot and funny and always on the verge of leaving Tatiana for one of the many women who threw themselves at him, she was the subject of envy and admiration. Tatiana’s power over Link was legendary. Isabel had to admit, the girl had a gift. Every time Link claimed that he was feeling “trapped,” or they would “take a break,” she’d make sure to show up at Crown or the Lion with a gorgeous Brazilian model from her dad’s fashion line, and Link would be on his knees. But he held out forever. When he finally proposed after six years of breaking up and getting back together, the members of the Georgica rejoiced. All of the Upper East Side was in a frenzy. Town & Country made her its cover girl, a team of French seamstresses made the dress, and her parents threw the happy couple an engagement party at the Cosmopolitan Club.

      Now, Tatiana walked bravely past the tables, aviators shielding her face. She had to know that people were talking about her. It was the Georgica patio, after all. But Isabel didn’t feel that sorry for her. If she’d been the one married to Link Gould, she would have never let him get away.

      “Let’s talk to her,” Thayer whispered.

      “Oh no,” said Darwin. “Don’t call her over here —”

      “Tatiana!” Thayer called out, waving. “Heeeyyy!”

      Tatiana smiled and floated over to them. “Hey, guys,” she said. “What’s going on?”

      “Isn’t this just a gorgeous day?” Darwin asked.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty nice,” Tatiana said, dismissing Darwin with one sentence. People did that to Darwin a lot. “Hey, Isabel. How was California?”

      “Great,” she said.

      “I have some cousins in Montecito. I’ll introduce you. They’re wonderful.”

      They spoke briefly about other people they had in common, the merits of Roberta Freymann beachwear over Tory Burch, and then Tatiana moved off into the sunshine, and Isabel counted, One… two… three…

      “So at their wedding?” Thayer said eagerly under her breath, pushing aside her plate. “Supposedly they only had sunblock and flip-flops in the welcome bags. And my mom spent, like, a thousand dollars on her airfare to Tulum.”

      “Are you serious?” asked Darwin. “That is so tacky.”

      “What did she want in the bag?” Isabel said, unable to stop herself. “A hundred-dollar bill?”

      Thayer looked at her. “No,” she said. “Where’d that come from?”

      “Just kidding,” Isabel said.

      Thayer and Darwin exchanged a confused glance for a moment and then went back to eating.

      Isabel pushed a slice of tomato around her plate. The old saying that rich people never talked about money was so wrong. Rich people talked about money all the time.

      “So did you guys hear that the Knoxes are back?” Darwin asked. “I heard he’s this huge Hollywood producer now. Maybe he’ll cast me in his next blockbuster.” Darwin’s future stardom as an actress was not a matter of if but when, at least according to Darwin. Her profile picture on Facebook, which she changed weekly, always featured her looking seductively into the camera, her reddish-gold hair falling over one eye. “Hey,” she said to Isabel. “Weren’t they really good friends with your family back in the day?”

      “Who?” Isabel asked.

      “The Knoxes. Hello.” Darwin rolled her eyes.

      “I guess so. I was just a baby. I barely remember.” An uneasiness settled over her, but she pushed it away. “But I’m sure he’ll assume you’re the next Natalie Portman.”

      Darwin smiled wistfully at the thought.

      “So what’s going on tonight?” Isabel asked. “Please tell me something decent is happening.”

      Thayer and Darwin exchanged a knowing glance. “Aston’s having a party,” Thayer said. “And he wanted me to make sure to invite you.”

      Isabel stared back at Thayer’s shrewd brown eyes. Thayer would never be a beautiful girl, but she’d gotten prettier this past year. The nose job had helped.

      “I think I’ll pass,” Isabel said.

      “Have some mercy on the guy and go,” Darwin urged. “You’re the whole reason he’s throwing it. He’s been waiting a year to see you again.”

      “The least you can do after breaking his heart is go to his stupid party to win you back,” Thayer added.

      “A, it’s not like I wanted to break his heart,” Isabel said. “And B, I don’t think I owe him anything.”

      “Just tell us why you broke up with him,” Darwin said. “I never did get it.”

      “Why not?” Isabel asked.

      “Maybe because you were head over heels for him last year?” Thayer said.

      Isabel looked down at her plate, momentarily furious. Yes, it was true, she had been into Aston last summer. Over the years he’d morphed from an overweight kid with buckteeth into a handsome lacrosse player with impeccable social connections. It also didn’t hurt that he dated a string of beautiful, skinny socialites-in-training, especially Victoria Drake, who was sort of his female equivalent: good-looking, well-bred, with a father who’d donated many millions to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. All the years Isabel had known Aston, he’d never come after her, and last summer, she’d finally become a little offended. One night, at a beach party, she’d approached him with an extra cup of beer and a collection of compliments. It hadn’t taken long. By the end of the night he’d left Victoria at the party to drive Isabel home. Two days later, they were officially dating.

      But his appeal wore off pretty quickly. She had concrete reasons for this – he wasn’t a good listener, he liked LMFAO, and he never stopped campaigning for her to lose her virginity to him, as if she were going to hand him that particular honor. But the main problem was that she’d dated him before. A hundred times, it seemed. He was just like all the other guys floating through the private-school scene. Cute, athletic, moneyed, boring. Nothing different, nothing unfamiliar, nothing she hadn’t seen before.

      She’d finally ended it at Madeleine Fuller’s party, on the front lawn. She’d explained that she would be leaving in a few weeks for California and that long ​distance never worked, and that she needed to let him go so he could be happy, blah blah blah.

      “But… but… we’re so good together,” he’d stammered. “Who cares about long distance if we love each other?”

      She’d looked him straight in the eye and said, “Who said I loved you?”

      It hadn’t been her finest moment, admittedly. But he didn’t seem to hold it against her. He’d e-mailed her a dozen times over the school year, sometimes just to say hi.

      “Look, you guys go to his party,” Isabel said. “Maybe I’ll meet you.”

      “How are you going to get there?” Thayer asked. “Did you suddenly take another driving test in the past week?”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “Seriously, when are you going to retake that test?” Darwin whined. “We can’t be schlepping you all over town this summer.”

      “Don’t worry. You won’t be. And things are over between me and Aston. For good. So it’s not like I’m gonna do him any favors if I go.” She looked over her shoulder at the strip of yellow sand and, beyond it, the inky, restless water. She suddenly needed to get away from this table. “I’m gonna go get in the water.”

      Thayer blinked. “That water?” she asked. “The ocean?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s probably freezing.”

      “So what? It’s good for you.”

      Darwin and Thayer exchanged another knowing look. Yep, California has changed her, it seemed to say.

      “I’ll be right back,” Isabel said. She grabbed her towel from the back of her chair and turned onto the walkway of wooden planks that led to the sand.

      “Have fun!” Darwin yelled, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      The wind met her head-on as she walked to the water, whipping the ends of her hair up past her shoulders. Nobody was on the beach. The lifeguard chair was empty – it was a given that nobody would be going in the water this early in the season. From the top of the chair, a yellow flag flapped in the wind. Hazardous, but not Stay Out at All Costs red. Hazardous, she could handle. During the past year at school in Santa Barbara, she’d become a much better ocean swimmer.

      Beyond the sand, the waves swelled and broke with a thunderclap, followed by a sizzle of foam. She took a deep breath. There it was again, the sharp pain just under her lungs. Ever since she’d come back to the East Coast, it hurt to breathe, as if she were about to have a massive anxiety attack. It didn’t make any sense. This was the place where she’d met most of her friends, and where she’d spent all of her summers. She knew the Georgica. It was almost like her own house. But as the ocean breeze curled around her, sending goose bumps along her bare arms, she realized why she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t stand this place anymore. She pulled her cotton tunic over her head. In her bikini, she felt the cold air threaten to change her mind. Then she ran toward the waves and jumped into the water.

      The cold sent shock waves over her body. She swam toward a wave just before it broke, and then bobbed back up on the surface, feeling the sting of salt in her nose and mouth. She opened her eyes and, treading water, turned around. The club looked so small and insignificant already, the green-and-white-striped umbrellas like the ones stuck in fruity drinks. Somewhere back there, Thayer and Darwin were probably talking about her. Fine, she thought. Let them.

      She continued to tread water, thinking about what was ahead of her. The debutante ball where she’d come out to society. College, then internships with the Upper East Side’s best interior decorators. She’d date – and marry – someone just like Aston March. Then she’d have kids and maybe, if she were lucky, a career matching silk throw pillows to someone’s collection of Lilly Pulitzer dresses. Her life would be just like everyone else’s she knew. Nothing fun. Nothing unique. Not a life at all.

      She swam under another wave, moving her limbs through the cold water. When she broke the surface again, she was facing solid sand dunes. She twisted around, trying to find the club. And then she saw it, so far to her left that she could barely make it out. She’d already drifted at least a mile east.

      She began to do the crawl back toward the club, but a wave rolled underneath her, pulling her farther out. She powered her arms through the water, swimming straight toward the beach now. Another wave came, and this time crashed over her, and she could feel the current pulling her farther down the beach. This time when she resurfaced, she faced the horizon. And a wall of water growing taller by the moment. It was a wave. Coming right at her.

      She pivoted around, trying to make some headway toward the beach. The water pushed back, holding her in place. She looked over her shoulder. The wave was big, too big, and it looked like it was going to break right over her. And there was something on the wave. A guy lying on a surfboard, his arms paddling madly, cresting the top. He was about to stand up. He didn’t see her.

      Wave at him, she thought. Move your arms. Like a crazy person, she waved her arms over her head in the distress signal, or as close as she could get to it.

      He was almost on his feet. She saw his wet suit, the sheen of his black hair, and the panic on his face as he noticed her, too late to reverse course. And then at the last moment, she ducked under the surface, just as the wave curled, turning in on itself, and tumbled over her, pushing her down.

      This is it, she thought. I’m going to die. Right in front of the stupid Georgica Club.

      Holding her breath, she flailed her arms underwater, trying to paddle upward, when a hand grabbed her wrist and yanked her, hard, right up to the surface.

      Air. Sunlight. She opened her mouth and slammed her arm into something hard – the guy’s surfboard.

      “Get on the board!” she heard him yell. “Get on!”

      She was so weak she could barely move, but she managed to slide onto the board. The surface of it scraped against her bare stomach.

      “Hold on, here comes another wave,” he said. “Paddle! Paddle!”

      She forced her arms to paddle. He swam in front of her, one hand on the nose of the board, pulling her in.

      “Okay, we’re going to ride it in,” he said, positioning himself beside her and curling an arm around her waist. “Keep going! Okay, go!”

      She hung on to the sides of the board, he hung on to her, and as the wave broke underneath them, the board rose up from the water, lightly skimming the surface, like a flying carpet. A few moments later, they brushed up onto hard sand.

      She crawled off the board on her elbows, coughing up water. Salt stung the back of her throat and her eyes.

      “You okay?” the guy asked, on his hands and knees beside her.

      She leaned down and coughed up more water.

      “Hey, good job out there,” he said. “You’re gonna be fine.”

      She turned onto her back and closed her eyes. When she opened them a few minutes later, he was leaning over her, blocking out the sun. Drops of water fell from the tips of his hair, which looked like it was long enough to fall over his eyes. Although his face was cast in shadow, she made out a cleft chin, then full lips, and then large, liquid brown eyes.

      “Hey,” he said. His palm slid underneath her shoulder and helped her up to a seated position. “Where’d you get in the water?”

      She pointed up the beach. “The club. The Geor… the Georgica.”

      “Okay. I’ll take you. But first, you might want to fix that.”

      She followed his gaze downward. Her bikini top had twisted around, completely exposing her. Mortified, she pulled it back around.

      He helped her up, and she took a few steps on rubbery legs. As they started walking, he slid his arm around her waist and held his board with his other arm.

      “So what were you doing out there?” he asked.

      “Swimming,” she said.

      “Did it look like a good day to go swimming?”

      “Well, what were you doing out there?” she countered. “This beach isn’t for surfing.”

      “So you have something against surfers.”

      “No. I surf.”

      “You do?” he asked, giving her a sidelong glance.

      “I’ve surfed Rincon,” she said. “In Santa Barbara. You’ve heard of it, right?”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard of it,” he said, smiling. “Surfer girl knows her spots.”

      A gust of wind made her shiver.

      “You cold?” he asked.

      “A little.”

      He stopped walking and stuck his board in the sand. Without a word, he unzipped the back of his wet suit and pulled it down to his waist, exposing his chest and muscled stomach.

      “Come here,” he said, opening his arms.

      She stepped forward into his arms, and suddenly his hands were rubbing her shoulders, her arms, and her back in rapid strokes, sending heat all over her body. Her goose bumps disappeared.

      This is crazy, she thought. You don’t even know this person. And he’s practically feeling you up. But standing there with her face pressed into the salty skin of his shoulder, feeling the warmth of his hands on her, she didn’t want him to stop.

      “There,” he said, stepping back. His eyes were still concerned. “Better?”

      “Yeah.” She couldn’t look at him. “Thanks.”

      She heard him zip the wet suit back up.

      They walked the rest of the way in silence, his arm still wrapped around her shoulders, and her arm wrapped around his waist. Just for support, she told herself. But after their embrace, it felt more intimate than that. She could still feel the friction of his hands on her skin. How many girls? she thought. How many girls are in love with this guy?
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