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What Katie Did



“Darling, your ride is here,” Katie’s mom trilled. “Should I call for Carlos to help with the luggage?”


“I’m on it, Mother,” Katie volleyed back in a light tone, calibrated to match her mom’s. “Be right down.” She had only to force her bulging suitcase closed, and wipe away that last bitter tear.


For someone so petite, she was strong: mentally and physically. Way stronger than she looked, and fierce when determined. Nothing sidelined Katie Charlesworth. Certainly not a trifle like a Tumi bag stuffed to triple its capacity. Least of all a telltale emotion.


Katie surveyed her bedroom. Had she overlooked anything? The light on her phone was blinking, indicating multiple new messages. She erased them without listening. For good measure, she loosened the phone jack, just enough to break the connection without looking unplugged. She double-deleted her e-mails, then changed her password. No one would ever guess her new one: Lilyhaterforever. With that, Katie closed the door and descended the stairs, “game face” on.


“Just one suitcase?” Vanessa Charlesworth asked. Her professionally plucked eyebrow did a practiced arch as Katie came into the living room to say good-bye. “Won’t you be needing more clothes? For an entire summer on the Cape?”


Her mom’s question didn’t signal skepticism. In sixteen years (seventeen in August), Katie had never once given Vanessa a reason to doubt her. Not that Nessa would’ve noticed, anyway. The matriarch of their Boston brownstone floated through life on her happy bubble, never conceding it could burst. If only she knew the truth, thought Katie, fighting hard to sound normal over the lump in her throat. “Duh. I FedEx’d the rest of the luggage ahead.” The lone truth in a sea of lies.


Vanessa raised a glass to her daughter—her morning toast was liquid. “That’s your Charlesworth brain, always thinking.”


The taxi driver leaned on the horn, not for the first time.


“Have the best summer ever, Mother, and kiss Dad good-bye for me.” Katie stood on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on Vanessa’s papery cheek. “Be careful to use lots of strong sunscreen. You’ll need it on the cruise of the Greek Islands and the tour of Bali.”


To which Vanessa parried, “I will, sweetie. And you: Do not forget to buy Lily’s aunt Sylvia a serious gift—something for the house, I’d think. And don’t wait until the last minute. It was very generous of Sylvia and Henry to let you and Lily live at their home for the entire summer.”


Katie nodded. “Already handled, Mom. I know exactly how to thank such gracious people.” If an ounce of sarcasm escaped, it went unnoticed.


Pleased, Vanessa hit the “play” button in her clichéd (unfortunately, alcohol-addled) brain: “Breeding will always win out, a trait you and Lily share. I would have thought”—a tiny tsk-tsk in her voice—“she’d pick you up in the Lincoln Towncar. Why the taxi?”


Surprised that it had taken her mother that long to ask, Katie trotted out the prefab fib. “Her dad sent the Lincoln for an airport run, her mom’s got the Esplanade, and one of her brothers commandeered the Jeep. By the time I get to her house”—Katie was afraid she’d spit if she said Lily’s name out loud—“I’m sure one of the cars will be back. Not to worry, Mother, we’ll arrive on Cape Cod in style.”


Katie and Vanessa’s exchanges were like a badminton game, light and airy volleys, little puffballs of superficial information bopping from one to the other. All very polite. No slamming, spiking, or sweating. Nothing weighty or substantive crossed into the other’s personal space. Anything out of bounds stayed that way, was not retrieved. And no one ever argued the point.


Katie didn’t see any reason to change the rules now.


The taxi driver, grizzled, grumpy, and BO-stinkified, made sure Katie knew she’d been charged for “all the waiting time.”


Whatever, she thought, resisting the urge to hold her nose.


“Where to?” demanded the crabby cabby.


Katie gave him the address of the bus station. She shuddered. Not that she’d personally ever been there, but she imagined the Greyhound terminal a depressing, grimy place with dirty windows, sticky floors, and surly ticket agents (for some reason, she pictured them old and wrinkly, with stringy gray hair and bad teeth). As for the passengers? Desperate and ashamed that bus travel was their only option.


Today she was one of them.


She’d been to Cape Cod dozens of times—by plane, limo, or SUV. She hadn’t even realized buses went there. As a kid, she’d spent summers in the tony town of Chatham, staying at posh resorts, or renting a mini-manse where her mother would entertain and her father, a Boston banker, would come up weekends.


Once Katie’s friends were old enough to drive (or find someone with a license), her crowd would go for weekends, crashing at someone’s parents’ summer home. The girls, bikini waxed and pre-tanned, spent lazy days on the beach, barbecuing and (except for Katie, who abstained) downing prodigious amounts of alcohol. Some capped evenings off with a random and/or romantic hookup. It never “meant” anything. Always, there was loud music, raucous laughter, salty munchies, like-minded friends, and freeform fun. Oblivion. Lovely oblivion.


That was Katie, then. Past tense. (Future tense, if she could swing it.)


For now? The present was just plain tense.


“‘Necessity is the mother of invention,’” Grandmother Charlesworth used to cliché.


Necessity had caused Katie to invent a mother of a plan back in May, when she discovered something Vanessa didn’t even know yet: The plug was pulled on the family funds. The horrifying discovery had set Katie’s plan in motion.


She needed to fake it, make everyone think this summer would be exactly like those old carefree Cape weekends, three whole months worth! Only this summer she’d be living in a luxury mansion with her best friend—without parental supervision!—shopping, sunning, and funning, sprinkled with large doses of worthy (read: wealthy) boytoys.


If nothing else, it would give her time and space to figure things out, and the chance to earn money of her own.


Her (ex) best friend Lily McCoy had rubbed mock tears from her eyes after Katie confided the real reason she needed to bolt Boston, fly under the radar, and what they’d be doing during those long, lazy summer days.


“Working?” Lily had sputtered, barely able to get the word out. The privileged daughter of State Senator Louis McCoy had been incredulous. “Kidding, right?”


“Kiddies,” Katie corrected her. “We’re going to be counselors at a day camp at the Luxor Resort. It’ll be a goof!”


“And the punch line is?” Lily wondered aloud.


Katie laid out for her best friend what she’d privately dubbed “Plan A,” for Awesome. As long as they were ensconced in Lily’s aunt’s deluxe five-bedroom mansion-with-pool, and showed up at trendy clubs at night, who’d be the wiser?


“But what about sleeping in?” Lily had asked, realizing daily drudgery eliminated noon wake-up calls.


“Weekends! We can sleep away Saturdays and Sundays.” Katie tried to make it sound like that was a bonus.


“So let me get this straight,” Lily said. “Monday through Friday, we’ll babysit snotty brats for drudge wages, and then … weekends we’ll sleep? Forgive me if I don’t see the Awesomeness of your plan.”


“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Katie nudged her. “It’ll be just like Paris and Nicole, only without reality TV cameras.”


“Right,” Lily had said skeptically. “And without being able to quit in midseason.”


That’s when Katie played the guilt card. “You can quit, if you want. It’s not your entire life that’s being yanked from under you like some cheap rug. You’re not about to suffer. …” She paused for maxi-effect. “But you can be the hero, helping your bff in her hour of need.”


Laying the guilt-trip had worked. Eventually, Lily agreed to go along with the plan, help Katie keep up appearances, and earn coin. “Remember,” Katie cajoled, knowing she was about to hit on Lily’s (Achilles’) heel, “I got us day jobs—every night we’ll totally go clubbing and meeting guys.” Lily McCoy was all about flings. Both a speed and serial dater, Lily’s violet eyes were always out for a new conquest.


Just for security, Katie added the capper: “I’d do it for you.”


She and Lily had long ago pledged allegiance to each other, and the fabu-lives they cultivated, deserved, and treasured—no matter what deep, dark secrets they had to keep and cover up for each other. So it’d been set. A done deal. With Lily’s help, Katie could have the life she loved, while figuring out how to escape the one she’d be coming home to in September.


Until, just like that! Poof! It got undone. Plan A had died an instant and painful death when her now ex-best ex-friend Lily McCoy drove a stake through its vibrant little heart and pulled out.


Lily’s weapon of choice? The backstab, the betrayal, the “Something Better Came Along, and too bad for you” bludgeon. And it was all for a guy.


Bluntly: She wasn’t going with Katie to the Cape this summer. She wasn’t going to be a counselor alongside Katie at Camp Luxor. And she wasn’t going to be able to offer her aunt’s luxury mansion, either. She was really sorry. (Right.) But for what it was worth, she, Lily McCoy, would totally keep Katie’s secret. She’d make sure everyone believed Katie was summering on the Cape, kicking it with heirs, scions, and trust-fund trendoids, their usual crowd.


For anyone else, the betrayal (for that’s exactly what it was) would have been a deadly blow.


But Katie Charlesworth wasn’t, had never been, anyone else. No one’s victim, she—along with the mission the plan had been formulated for—was very much alive and kicking butt. It needed adjusting, was all.


Not for nothing was Katie called “The Kick” at Trinity High. She was the trendsetting, A-getting, acolyte-acquiring leader of her class. Katie’s accomplishments were the stuff of popularity legend: captain of the tennis team, anchor of the debate team, she played offense on varsity soccer, pioneered the yearly clothes-for-the-homeless drive, and edited the junior class yearbook. Fashion-forward, Katherine Lacey Charlesworth was an authentic Boston blue blood without, so the myth went, a care in the world.


She was also hot. Not in that willowy Uma Thurman scary way—more “petite Reese Witherspoon as Elle Woods” adorable. Small, but far from ana’, Katie’s athleticism gave her curves a muscular tone. Her fine, platinum hair and kelly green eyes were offset by freckles, and a toothsome smile. Katie projected confidence and accessibility, the can-do charisma kid. She was hard not to like but easy to envy (a few wannabes, like Taylor Ambrose and Kiki Vartan, pretended they didn’t).


She did have a pretty (damn—Katie only cursed parenthetically) perfect life. She worked hard at it too. No way was she losing it now.


No matter her father’s heinous life-changing screwup. No matter her mother’s oblivion. No matter her once healthy bank accounts were now empty (which she wasn’t supposed to know about). No matter Lily, the linchpin of her brilliant time-buying plan, had detonated the bomb too soon by backing out to stay in Boston with her latest tastycake. No matter Katie couldn’t turn to any of her friends, or their parents’ cushy Cape cribs—no one could ever know the truth—no matter, for the first time in her life, she’d have to go it alone.


Katie did what Katie does: She went to Plan B. Finding there was none, she created one. If it worked, the B would stand for Brilliant.


Technically, Katie wasn’t old enough to get into a Cape Cod summer share house. But if she did, she would at least get to keep her job at the Luxor. Listing herself as eighteen, she went online and found the cheapest option still available. She’d bunk with strangers, stragglers like she who, for whatever reason, had waited until the last minute, when all the decent possibilities were long taken, and signed up for the last share house left. It was in downmarket (according to everyone, anyway) Hyannis, not Chatham. It had five bedrooms; Katie made the fifth housemate. A full share was $2,000, but she was able to split that in half by finding someone to share her room with.


Katie twisted her neck to look out the rear window of the taxi. Rows of stately brownstones off Boston’s prominent Newberry Street stared back. Would the mailbox still say CHARLESWORTH when she returned? In the hot, smelly taxi, Katie shivered.





Harper Hears a “Who Are You?”



Harper Jones plunked herself down on the rickety steps of the wood-shingled cottage at 345 Cranberry Lane. Placing her journal in her lap, she stuck her pen in her mouth and once again attempted to catch her thick, springy hair in a ponytail. The flimsy elastic holder was no match for the strong ocean wind, which insisted on blowing curly coils back in her face. For emphasis, it knocked her bike to the ground.


She’d been the first to arrive at the share house. The front door was locked—a credit card could’ve opened it—and a peek through the windows confirmed no one had moved in yet. She thought she might occupy her waiting time by writing, but her surroundings weren’t exactly inspiring.


The clapboard house looked like the neglected barefoot child on the otherwise beachy-keen Cranberry Lane, less temporarily vacant as just plain abandoned. The front lawn was weedy and overgrown, a pile of local freebie newspapers lining the gravel driveway.


Yet Harper knew she was in the right place, this shabby shack she’d call refuge for the next three months. Katie Charlesworth’s luggage—delivered just minutes ago, and for which she’d signed the FedEx slip—was proof of that. Five freakin’ Vera Bradley suitcases jolted her into the realization that maybe—okay, probably—this hadn’t been such a great idea. Too late now.


Harper would be rooming with Herself, the princess of the profligate and popular, queen of the quasi-wholesome and supremely superficial at Trinity High School. Why Katie had to resort to the desperate measure of posting a “want ad” for a roommate was a head-scratcher.


The first time they’d met—a week ago!—in the school library, Katie had scrunched her pert nose and tilted her head, genuinely curious: “So you really go here? And you’ve been here since sophomore year?”


Harper would’ve liked to pretend she didn’t know Katie, either. But that’d be straining believability. At Trinity, Katie was known as “The Kick.” Half the school claimed her as a close personal friend, the other half wished they could. Harper didn’t fit into either group. To her, Katie wasn’t a person so much as a symbol—of everything Harper detested. Like: permanent perkiness, fashion slave, trust-fund Tinkerbell, teacher’s pet, and valedictorian-bait. File under: “Good things come to those who need them least.” On grades and test scores alone, Katie would probably be offered a free ride to college.


Spending the summer in Katie-twit-land was gonna blow.


But, Harper grudgingly admitted, it would blow less than a summer spent at home on Commonwealth Avenue, where she lived around the corner from the one person she could not bear, and was completely bound to run into.


Harper would not have survived bumping into Luke Clearwater. With or without his new girlfriend.


She shaded her eyes and surveyed. So this was Hyannis. Sounded like a shout-out to your rear end if you took a wrong turn at Pronunciation Junction. All she knew of HyANNis—not Hy-ANUS—was “Kennedy” and “compound.” And that, only from some random TV sound bite. Harper didn’t follow celebrities, political or showbiz, never read fan mags or tabloid rags. She just didn’t care enough to bother.


And if Hyannis was where the rich and famous came to play? Harper thought they could’ve done better.


New York, city of her birth and temperament, was the real deal—her real home, too. Always would be, no matter that three years ago she was uprooted, savagely ripped from her turf, her friends, everything that counted.


All because her mom, an actress-slash-activist, had gotten the part of “Susie Sunshine” on a Boston-based children’s TV show. The steady gig translated into college tuition for Harper. Hence, the family—all two of them—had packed up and moved to “BAH-ston.” Nothing good had happened since.


Certainly not her enrollment at the tootsy-snooty Trinity High School, a pricey private school for the talented and gifted. Except all you really needed to get in was money.


A fact that Harper’s old lady refused to concede, insisting Trinity was the right place for her daughter. “You have a gift,” Susan Allen kept reminding her. “It’s time you accepted it.”


Music. That was her gift, one she’d like to have returned.


Bored, Harper got up to stretch her legs. The house really was an eyesore, a pimple on an otherwise smooth ass of a beach town street. What royally pissed her off was the price! They were charging $10,000 for the summer! What kind of thieves, except those in the government, could get away with that kind of grand theft robbery?


Had to be its backyard. Every bit as ramshackle as the front, at least you got a fenced-in patio, two picnic tables, and a barbecue grill. Beyond was the beach. Walk out the gate, over the grassy dunes, and your toes were in the sand, the endless expanse of ocean big enough to swallow your troubles. Maybe.


The crunch of tires on the gravel driveway brought Harper back around front. A Volvo, boxy and staunch as a Republican, pulled up.


Out stepped J.Crew.


Or what Harper imagined the “real” Mr. Crew might look like: posture-perfect, square-jawed, sunglass-wearing, baseball-capped, decked out in polo shirt, faux-hunting khaki shorts, and Docksiders. In other words, straight-up and tight-assed.


“Ah, you beat me here,” preppy-boy square-jaw said, taking off his shades and extending a large hand. “I’m Mitch Considine. Welcome.”


Harper dusted off her cutoffs and introduced herself. Up close she noted crow’s feet wrinkles around his eyes.


“I hope you haven’t been waiting long. I was getting keys made.” Mitch dangled a large ring jingling with keys. “Six—one apiece.”


Harper nodded, unsure what she was supposed to say.


“So how’d you get here? Plane? Bus? Hitchhike?” Mitch asked genially, maneuvering one key off the ring and handing it to her.


Harper pointed to her racing bike, again prone on the ground.


“You biked from Boston?” He blinked, incredulously.


Harper stopped herself from laughing. There was not an ironic bone in J.Crew-clone’s body. He got points for that. “Actually the bike’s originally from New York, but I didn’t bike from there, either. It moved with me to Boston a few years ago. Figured I might need it, so I took it on the ferry. I rode from the ferry here.”


“Good deal.” Mitch took the two steps to the door in one stride. “Try your key, make sure it works.”


“Have you been inside?” Harper found herself anxious suddenly.


“Just long enough to dump my stuff,” Mitch admitted.


Inside, the house was every bit as craptastic as it was out: musty, dusty, dank, and dark. Harper’s eyes watered; Mitch sneezed. A foyer led into a room too small for the furniture squeezed in it: two sofas, a recliner, club chair, coffee tables, floor lamps, and TV sitting on the fireplace mantel.


“Behold the living room,” Mitch announced. “The kitchen’s that way”—he paused—“ah-choo!


“We’ve got three bedrooms on this floor, plus a bathroom,” he continued. “Two more bedrooms and another bathroom are upstairs. There’s a basement with a washer and dryer, room to park your bike. Ain’t much, but it’s all ours, all summer long.”


“And it’s beachfront property, so that’s something,” Harper added.


“Hey, we were lucky to get this at the last minute,” Mitch agreed, removing the baseball cap and running his fingers through his short-cropped blond hair. “I didn’t expect to be here this summer.”


“Ditto.”


Mitch mentioned other plans that had fallen through, his scramble to secure this house and find enough people to share it with. “I’m going to go pick up some cleaning supplies,” he said. “Just so you know, all house expenses are shared. I’ll spend only what we need to get this place livable. No worries, I’ve done this before.” He winked and put his cap back on.


Confident and competent, as befitting J.Crew, Harper thought.


“We’ll go over the house rules later, after we’re all settled in,” Mitch added, heading out the door. “I’ll just go bring in your luggage.”


Rules? There were rules? Harper hadn’t considered that—or much of anything else in her haste to leave Boston. When Luke broke up with her, she assumed she’d go to New York, where she had friends, support. But when she saw the posting on Trinity’s website, something crystallized. Better to spend the summer where no one knew her, and no questions would follow her.


Maybe not talking about him would lead to not thinking about him.


Her ex-hippie mom was cool with the arrangement, since a job at a day camp came along with Katie’s offer. And Harper promised weekly cell phone contact. The only thing Susan Allen had given her shit about was not taking her guitar.


Mitch hauled the luggage in, which took two trips. “I suggest,” he panted, “you snag the room with the biggest closet.”


“It’s not mine,” Harper quickly clarified, “the luggage.”


Mitch was confused. “Oh, I figured you sent it ahead.” He checked the label. “Katie Charlesworth. That’s your friend, right? Well, anyway, I’ll leave it here and the two of you can deal.” He slipped another key off the ring to leave for Katie.


“Hey, Mitch,” Harper called as he headed out, “thanks. That was cool of you to drag it all in.”


Our Lady of the Designer Luggage arrived soon after. She was sweaty, and obviously tired, but chipper. “Ugh! What they charge for taxis here is a sin,” Katie complained as she trudged up the front steps, hauling yet another obscenely bulging suitcase. “I had the driver drop me off a few blocks away, when the meter reached double digits. I totally hiked the rest of the way.”


Was Harper supposed to empathize? If Katie had blown her allowance, wouldn’t Mumsy and Popsie back on Beacon Hill just send more? For that matter, why did Katie even need to work this summer, let alone spend time in a shitpile like this?


Ms. “I’m-The-Kick” was disappointed in the dwelling. Harper could tell by the almost-frown. “So,” Katie said, “are we the first ones here?”


“Not exactly.” Harper told her about Mitch and handed her the key.


Katie chuckled. “Sounds like we’ve got a House Witch already!”


“A what?”


“I was reading about share houses online. Apparently, someone has to be Large ’n’ In Charge. That person gets to pay a smaller share of the rent. And ours is a guy, a Den Daddy. How sweet. Guys are much more maneuverable.”


Harper was ready to retch—and bolt. She and Miss Know-It-All weren’t going to last out the day, let alone the season. “You’ll notice he schlepped all your stuff in,” Harper dryly pointed out.


Katie surveyed. “Let’s find the biggest bedroom.”


It turned out to be one of the upstairs rooms. Its twin beds, covered in red, white, and blue nautically themed quilts, were set under Cape Cod–style dormered windows. A double closet faced the beds, perpendicular to a desk and swivel chair. Must be quite a comedown for Katie, Harper mused, again wondering how the privileged princess ended up here.


The girls hauled Harper’s duffel and Katie’s stuff up the stairs, sneezing, coughing, and sweating the entire time.


“Air! We need fresh air,” Katie declared when they were done. Harper flipped on the ceiling fan as Katie threw the room’s two windows open.


That’s when the hurricane hit.


Fierce and unrelenting, it arrived wrapped in a miniskirt and whirled right smack into the room, shrieking, “What the hell are you doing here? This is MY room. Get out.”





Mandy’s Got Big Ones (Hello, Plans!)



“What part of get out didn’t you understand?” In her five-inch-high spike sandals, Mandy Starr towered over the twerpy twosome, sizing them up as she stared them down. High school chickadees, she’d bet, who’d scored a parent-free zone for the summer. It had to be illegal for the training-bra set to be here—so they’d lied about their ages. A useful little factoid. No way were they getting the room she’d staked out—via Web photos—for herself.


The pale blonde in the designer flip-flops and hot pink tank top chirped, “I didn’t know this room was reserved. There was no sign or anything.”


Mandy shot her the bird. “How’s this for a sign?”


The other one, the coffee-complexioned Birkenstock granola girl—“ethnically ambiguous,” a phrase Mandy had once heard—struck a hands-on-hips “bring it” pose. “We got here first.”


Mandy thrust her own shapely hip out. “Which counts for a pile of shit. Scram, before I expose the both of you as underage.”


Score! The flash of real fear in blondie’s eyes told Mandy her instincts were sharp as ever. This one had grit, though. Wiping her hands on her Mui Mui capris, she extended her arm for a handshake. “Listen, we’re going to be housemates, and this is off to a really negative start. I’m Katie, this is Harper. And you are—?”


“Pissed off.”


Princess Paleface accepted defeat, and backed off. “We’ll find another room, no harm, no foul.”


Mandy wasn’t certain the one with the gray-blue peepers would go down so easily. What kind of a name was Harper, anyway? Upon further inspection, Mandy hazarded another guess about this pair. No way were they friends. The underage thing was only part of their deal. The rest? Runaways maybe?


The caramel-complexioned one looked like she was ready for a fight, but the conflict never came. She growled, grabbed a couple of suitcases, and stomped out. The ones Katie couldn’t carry—where did she think she was, the freakin’ Hilton?—Mandy kicked out into the hallway.


Finally! She slammed the door and allowed herself a long, slow exhale. Mandy needed out of the too tight miniskirt and the pinchy sandals. She dropped backward onto one of the beds and decided to unpeel completely. Then, just for fun, she unpacked her black lace teddy, the expensive one, and slipped into it. The breeze from the ceiling fan tickled her bare skin. It felt good.


Mandy noted small cracks in the plaster, dust ribbons in the crevices, and made a mental note to tell Mitch to get with the Swiffer and make like Sally Housewife. That was his job, right? For that matter, the windows could use a good scrubbing, and the rug a thorough vacuuming.


Okay, so this dump wasn’t Trump Palace. Straight up, to Mandy Starr, it might as well have been. She had a real good feeling about this place, like it was “Go,” and she was about to roll the dice. She’d been ready for a long time.


The whole gig had come by chance. Some random girl had darted into Micky D’s, ordered the low-carb sucker meal from her, and all of a sudden started squealing that she and Mandy used to know each other. “It’s me, Bev—don’t you remember?”


She blathered on. It was just to shut her up that Mandy took an unscheduled break (for which her cheap bastard boss would dock her, no doubt) to sit and listen to Beverly Considine, who used to live next door to her. Whatdya know, a few hundred blahdee, blah blah blahs later, one thing led to another—the other being this summer share thing that Bev’s brother was organizing.


At first, Mandy had been all “what’s in it for you?”—skeptical. Curiosity had led to her boss’s computer, where she’d Googled “Hyannis.” Possibilities popped up. Like resorts where showbiz types vacationed. Like marinas, where yachts delivered old-money types, and mansions, where politically connected bigwigs owned summer homes. Something else about Hyannis appealed to Mandy.


Kennedys. Talk about your money, status, and all that jazz. And weren’t there a lot of them? Star magazine always had pictures of hale, hearty, fun-loving Kennedy hotties with coin and connections.


Thinking about the juicy months ahead energized her. She sprang off the bed, found a pop station on the radio, and began rearranging the room. Singing and shaking her booty along with “Hey Ya!” she dragged the nightstand away from the wall and pushed the twin beds together. That’d work. Mandy wasn’t planning on too many nights alone in this room.


She unpacked the rest of her clothes. She’d only brought the barest of essentials, accent on the bare. The ratio of teddies to tops, cute undies to outerwear was 2 to 1. The one eyesore in her closet was the dumb-ass uniform that Duck Creek Catering had sent her in advance.


Not that Mandy was complaining. She’d been lucky to snare the job. The quick online search had brought up mainly day camp gigs. Right, like she wanted to wipe the asses of snot-nosed rich brats. There were “exciting opportunities” like the one she already had McDonald’s, but she was tired of customers asking if she could—“heh, heh”—supersize it for them.


Just when she was about to tell Ms. Do-Gooder from the old days what she could do with her share house opening, up popped a position with some la-di-da caterer, whose clients ranged from the rich to the richer. Mandy was in no way qualified for the gig. She’d slipped her friend Theresa a fiver to invent a résumé and pose as a reference.


Ah, well, at least the uniform was black. She could say the top button had been torn off when she got it.


She was in the middle of creating a workspace for her makeup, accessories, and toiletries when her cell phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number, and answered warily. “Hello?”


“Sarah?”


Oh. Her. “Wrong number—”


“Sarah, it’s Bev. Don’t hang up. I just want to see if you got to Hyannis okay, how the house is.”


No one called her Sarah anymore. When would Beverly Considine get that memo?


“Can’t hear you, bad cell reception,” she lied. “I’ll call you later.” She turned the power off and headed down the short corridor to the tiny bathroom.


Mandy washed her face and checked the mirror. Despite her wan complexion and freckles, she looked older than her nineteen years, but damn, a whole lot better than the way she used to look. She’d take the “after” version over the “before” any day. It was good enough to net what she’d come for.


Barefoot, Mandy padded back to her room. Her hand was on the doorknob when she heard footsteps climbing the stairs. Male footsteps.


Mitch Considine, ever the good guy, lugging a very large, thin, rectangular box up the stairs.


“Mitchell! I wondered when the welcome wagon would come a-knocking.”


At the sight of her in her black lace teddy, Mitch’s jaw dropped. He nearly sent the package bouncing down the steps.


Mandy laughed. “You can put your eyes back in their sockets, mister. How ’bout a hug?”


He blushed and stammered, “I … hi … you look … wow.”


“So I guess you majored in speech at that fancy Ivy League college, huh?” Mandy teased, pleased with his reaction to her. Not that ol’ Mitch was any slouch in the looks department. He’d grown up hale and hunky, even if the word “prep” was tattooed on his forehead. If she hadn’t known better, she might’ve put him on her hit list.


Mitch collected himself. “So, hey! Welcome. I’m glad this worked out. I came up to give you this.” He motioned at the package.


She smiled. “My full-length mirror. Where I go, it goes. Maybe you can help me hang it in my room?” She posed suggestively—in a way she suspected might cause a boob to pop out the top of the teddy.


Flustered, Mitch thrust the mirror toward her. “Sure, later maybe. So listen, we’re barbecuing at six, then all sitting down for a house meeting.”


“Whoop-de-fuckin’ do.” Mandy twirled her finger in the air. “Can’t wait.”


“C’mon, Sarah. Don’t be snide,” Mitch warned.


“Hello! Sarah doesn’t live here anymore. There is no Sarah. Think you can remember that?” To punctuate her point, Mandy thrust her extremely shapely leg out and let it brush against his.


“Sorry,” he mumbled, trying not to look. “Just … well, put some clothes on before you come down. Mandy.”


“Not to worry, Mitch,” she whispered, leaning in to trace her finger down his chest. “I’ll play nice with the other children.”


She stood the mirror against the wall and unpacked the rest of her stuff. Her CD player, the food scale she brought everywhere, and her most cherished possession: her Scrapbook of Dreams. She stood it up on the night table. It was full of photos she’d clipped from magazines and newspapers—pictures of her quarry, her future. In addition to the Star mag Kennedy candids were shots of famous actors, producers, and directors, people she idolized and had made it her business to meet, people who, Web research had shown, often “summered” on the Cape.


People like: all the wealthy politicians, and their kin. Like John Kerry, and those ketchup scion sons. And snap, crackle, pop-a-doodle-do, some guy who produces the TV franchise Law & Order was making a movie on Martha’s Vineyard. That was so close, she could almost swim there. And now that she looked so rockin’ in her bikini, maybe she would!


Mandy was dreamily paging through her scrapbook, tracing make-believe hearts over her favorite movie stars, when her door burst open with such force, it banged against the wall. What the—? The wind? But … no! Oh-my-gawd-jesus-mary-and-joseph—“Heeelp!” she screamed and leaped for high ground. A creature! A thing! Like a bat outta hell, it flew in and skittered across her floor! It looked like the deformed baby of a goose and an elongated rat: long neck, light fur, slimy and slinky and low to the ground. The feral, alien creature squealed and squeaked!


Mandy jumped up and down as if her bed were a trampoline, and screamed as if her last horror pic audition depended on it. She didn’t stop even when a flabalanche-fat girl appeared in her doorway, calling for the creature.


Mandy was freaked. She didn’t know which grossed her out more, the fat girl or her stinky—and definitely off-limits—rodent-pet.





Alefiya Explains It All



“It’s a rat! Get it out of here!” The redhead with bodacious lung power went flying downstairs with only a flimsy bathrobe to cover her lace lingerie. What a drama queen, Alefiya thought with a chuckle.


Then, all through the barbecue that Mitch had so thoughtfully put together for their first night, Mandy had complained, whined, demanded, insisted relentlessly. “She brought a mutant rat with her! It invaded my room—it has germs. It stinks! Make her get rid of it, Mitch!”


Mitch tried to calm her down, but Mandy wasn’t having it. She directed her ire at him, acting as if Alefiya wasn’t even at the table with them.


“Clarence isn’t a rat,” Ali clarified, chowing down on the potato salad. “He’s a ferret. Actually, a black-footed ferret, which is almost extinct.”


“Kill it then, and close the deal!” Mandy ramped up her carping. And her whining, adding several syllables to “Mi-I-I-I-itch!”


Alefiya, who told her housemates to call her Ali, did her best to explain: “I’m really sorry he frightened you.” Mandy wouldn’t even look at her. “He’s just scared too. He hasn’t settled in yet and—”


“Settle in? Settle IN? He’s not settling anywhere!” Mandy banged her fist on the wooden picnic table. “He’s a filthy rodent!”


“Not really,” interjected Harper, the girl with the dimples, awesome black and blond curly hair, and skin darker than her own. “Ferrets were bred to kill rats. They’re from the weasel family.”


“Ha! I rest my case,” declared Mandy, finally turning toward Alefiya, shooting her a look of pure revulsion.


Ali smiled and shrugged. If she got insulted every time someone looked askance at her, she’d be a millionaire by now. She wasn’t stupid. She recognized knee-jerk prejudice when she saw it, but it didn’t make her angry. At least, not in this case. Mandy, she calculated, was not a happy human being. No one who feels good about herself treats others like that. Maybe Ali would win her over, eventually, maybe not. No way would she play the hate game, or be bullied.


She doubted she’d get Mandy to accept Clarence as a sweet, curious, and loving pet. So she offered, “I’ll keep Clarence in my room, away from you—is that all right?”


“No—”


“Fine.” Mitch raised his palm like a Stop sign.


“Not fine—!”


“For now,” Mitch said through gritted teeth, glaring at Mandy. “After dinner, when we’re all here, we’ll take a vote. That’s how it’s going to work, with this … um … issue, and everything else. Now, who wants another hot dog or burger?”


Ali jumped up. “I do! I’ll help you.”


In spite of mean-spirited Mandy, Alefiya was crazy-happy. Flipping hamburgers, turning hot dogs, just being here! Already Harper was her favorite. And that Katie! You just wanted to be around her, she radiated light. Mitch had to have the sweetest soul. The house itself oozed with charm. She loved the oddly shaped rooms, the cozy living room, her own slope-ceilinged bedroom.


The front lawn needed work, and here in the backyard the profusion of wildflowers and weeds could be plucked and replanted. Alefiya envisioned a garden with hydrangeas, impatiens, and maybe she could cajole some roses to survive. For Harper, a vegetarian, she could definitely do a vegetable garden. The poor kid had only eaten salad and bread for dinner. She must be starving. “Do you like tomatoes and cucumbers?” she asked Harper. “Those’ll come up fastest.”


Harper looked confused, and when Ali explained her idea, she said, “That’s really cool, but why would you want to do that? Isn’t it a lot of work?”


“Sure, if it’ll buy your ferret-vote,” snarled Mandy, who’d overheard and misinterpreted.


Ali explained, “I’m all about gardening, growing things. I’m working for a landscaper this summer.”


Katie came over and, noting Ali’s gray and blue college T-shirt, asked, “Do you go to Tufts University?”


“Botany major,” Ali confirmed. “At least, that’s what I’m declaring. I have two more years to get my parents to accept that.”


Mandy mumbled, “If you have two more years, better invest in a much larger T-shirt, since this one, probably triple extra-large, is straining.”


Katie looked stricken, and Harper looked like she was about to whale on Mandy, but Ali laughed, making a mental revise: Mandy hated her not for being an Indian-American Hindu, but for being fat. She said, “You’re probably right, but that’s okay. I’m fine with the way I look. Maybe you’ll learn to accept yourself as you are too.”


Mandy glowered. “So you not only look like Buddha, you even spiel that Zen crap. How perfect.” She turned on her heel and stomped into the house.


Harper balled her fist. “She’s toxic! She needs a lesson in courtesy, and if you don’t want to, I’ll teach her.”


“Not the best strategy,” Katie countered coolly. “We should back off. If you give people like her enough rope, she’ll hang herself, without our help.”


“So we should tiptoe around her like we did this morning and let her pop a fresh can of venom at everyone in her path? No way!” Harper contested.


“You—we—have nothing to gain by confronting her,” Katie asserted. “I’m not saying we should let her step all over us, but we haven’t been here one full day. Let’s see how it plays out. Besides, I bet Mitch will be able to deal with her.”


Steaming, Harper turned to Ali. “What do you think? Let her hang herself, or do it for her?”


Alefiya said thoughtfully, “I think the bitch has self-esteem issues.”





Mitch Makes the Rules—Like It or Not



Mitch intertwined his fingers and cracked his knuckles. Time for the formal meet and greet. Which he’d planned to dispense with over a casual barbecue. But Sarah’s—ahem, Mandy’s—tirade had pretty much canceled that, flat out. Besides, the entire group hadn’t arrived. Joss Wanderman, the first to answer Mitch’s ad, would obviously be last to show.


Mitch decided not to wait any longer. This was his third summer at a share house, and he knew the drill. He didn’t mind being “rule boy.” It was just like being the RA at his college dorm, a position he was well suited for. He liked managing, imposing order on chaos, being proactive, smoothing things out, and making the peace. He’d been doing it all his life!


He gathered them in the living room, planted himself on the club chair, and took stock. Katie shared a couch with Ali; Harper, her feet tucked under her, had claimed the recliner (though she sat upright in it); Mandy sprawled out on the other couch.


These first days always felt like MTV’s The Real World, except these housemates were not handpicked by some producer to live together. This bunch was as random as random gets. As in: Unlike most summer share houses, whose members mostly knew one another, these were the scraps—like the people at a party who don’t know anyone else. You bring them together hoping their one thing in common will be enough to forge a bond.


It was his first summer as a “scrap” too. In the past, he’d gone in on some cool house with his frat buddies from Harvard. This season was to have been different—only not like this. Mitch had planned to spend it in luxury, at his girlfriend’s house—that is, Leonora’s parents’ palatial spread in Chatham, and without them there. Just thinking of her made his heart race.


But at the last minute, Lee’s folks changed plans: They were spending the summer in Chatham after all. No friends, male or female: That was the rule.


Which had sent Mitch scrambling, ending up with this bunch. It was always a crapshoot, though, he told himself. You never knew how things would play out. Often the best of friends came out of the summer bruised and battered, not talking to each other. Maybe the scraps would prove a better mix.


He glanced at Mandy, already stinking up the room with her toenail polish. And at Harper, fire in her eyes.


Or not.


He chose the cute blonde, Katie Charlesworth, to introduce herself first. She had real charisma. He had a good feeling about her. And no, not just because she was obviously well bred and wealthy. He respected Katie for splitting her rent with the clearly less well off Harper Jones. Mainly, Mitch hoped to start this meeting on an up note, and Katie’s smile was dazzling.


Katie did not disappoint. “I’ve lived in Boston all my life and, starting on Monday, I’ll be working as a day camp counselor at the Luxor Resort. I’m pretty normal, really. No allergies or bad habits—that I know of! And the only thing I’m addicted to is orange juice!”


“What school do you go to?” Ali asked.


“University of Pennsylvania,” Katie answered without pause.


“Yeah, right. I’ll just bet you do, Doogie Howser,” Mandy cut in.


“Rule number one,” Mitch said in an effort to nip the sniping in the bud. “If you have a problem with someone, come out and say it.”


Mandy pouted. “She’s a college student like I’m a—”


“Trash-mouthed ho?” challenged Harper, leaning forward in her chair.


Mitch quelled the sick feeling in his stomach, although what Mandy said did give him pause. Was it possible she was right about the very young-looking Katie? At this point, it didn’t matter. Who cared if she was totally underage? This had to work out. End of story.


“What exactly is your problem?” Harper shot daggers at Mandy. “You wanted the biggest room, you chased us out, you got it. Score one for the tr—”


Mitch started to interrupt, but Harper let it go. Folding her arms defensively, she said, “I’m a New Yorker, I’m a vegetarian, a Democrat, and”—she paused to stare down Mandy—“I go to NYU.”


Mandy rolled her eyes, and blithely went on with her pedicure.


“One more thing,” Harper declared. “I’m allergic to the stench of nail polish.”


“Tough,” Mandy retorted. At Mitch’s glare, however, she closed the bottle. “I’m done, anyway.”


Alefiya—Ali—went next, energetically describing her summer landscaping job. What was it about her that bothered him? Mitch had no qualms about Katie—or Harper, for that matter. Mandy, he could handle. But this one? He wanted to like her. She was sweet, easygoing, good-natured. She’d been the first to offer help with dinner. Of course, on the flip side, she’d done such a messy job of it, he’d had to spend an extra half hour scraping the grill. A sign of general slovenliness? That could be problematic.


“Are you going to cook curry?” Mandy asked Ali, “’cause I can’t stand the smell of that shit.”


Mitch was poised to intervene, but Ali breezily laughed. “I can’t stand it either. No worries.”


Relaxed, Mitch mostly tuned out as Mandy presented—rather, invented—herself, listening only to be sure Harper didn’t kill her.


His own well-rehearsed intro consisted of his roots in Boston, without naming neighborhoods; his current status as a senior at Harvard, without noting all the circumstances; and his summer gig teaching tennis at the Chelsea House in Chatham. He mentioned he’d be up early every morning for a daily run on the beach, if anyone cared to join him.


Mitch craned his neck to look out the front window. No one was approaching. He shrugged. “I wanted to go over the house rules with everyone, but it looks like Joss isn’t going to make it. So, I’ll just begin. Feel free to ask questions.”


Unsurprisingly, Mandy had the first one. “How come you get to make the rules?”


He patiently explained again that he’d signed the lease, thereby securing the house, and had taken on the overall responsibility for it. In language Mandy understood, he said, “My ass is on the line here, that’s why.” Besides, he was the only one with share house experience.


He cleared his throat. “First, the obvious stuff. Drugs. It’s your business, but it becomes everyone’s problem if you do it in the house. So don’t.”


He purposely avoided looking in Harper’s direction, figuring her—dangling earrings, peace sign, earth-girl—for a potential culprit, at least for weed. But she gave no sign of caring one way or the other. No one did.


So he went on. “Overnight guests. Again, your business. But too many people in the house invites chaos. We should set some limits—maybe one to a person, two or three per weekend?


This time, Harper snickered, staring at Mandy. “How many in the starting lineup of the Red Sox?”


Mandy took the bait. “At least I’ll be having guests.”


Harper stared at her stonily.


Mitch jumped in. “Anyway, rule number three: parties. Great fun, bad idea. No matter how much control you think you have, stuff gets trashed, the cops come; if there’s drugs, we’re all screwed. What it means, people, is we end up paying for restitution. And I don’t know about you, but I can’t afford it. Any problems with anything so far?”


Katie contributed, “I agree. I’ve done lots of weekends, like at my friends’ parents’ homes. And it always becomes this mass event—somehow word gets out, and even though you might’ve invited, like, ten people, before you know it, one hundred are there. It gets to be a scene pretty quickly.”


Mitch smiled at Katie. An ally. “Now, for the more mundane stuff. Food. You’re responsible for buying your own, so label yours—it’s really bad form to steal, or ‘borrow,’ someone else’s.”


He avoided sending a “this means you” message to Mandy.


“Now, money. There’s a landline phone we can share, and even though you all have cell phones, we’ll split the cost for local calls. Anyone calls out of the area, just keep track of it. I brought a laptop, which I can keep in the kitchen if you want. Wireless Internet, for whoever needs it. Anything any of us buys for the house is split six ways. I’ve already bought first aid stuff—you never know when you’re gonna need ’em. I put everything in the downstairs bathroom. Also, the cleaning supplies—”


Mandy interjected, “Speaking of cleaning? You need to clean my room. The windows are filthy.”


“Actually, Sare—Mandy,” he corrected himself swiftly, “we’re each responsible for our own room.”


He’d raised her ire, though whether it was his answer or his near-slip of her real name, he couldn’t be sure. He rushed on. “What your rooms look like is your own business, but the common areas, including this room, the bathrooms, and especially the kitchen, need to be kept clean. To keep it fair, we’ll rotate those kinds of chores. The kitchen is the biggie. We don’t want any kind of insect or rodent infestation.”


“Speaking of!” Mandy swung her legs off the couch and sat up straight. “I say we get to the rodent issue now.”


Alefiya blinked. “Clarence is a ferret.”


Mandy’s face twisted into a clenched fist. “No pets,” she hissed.


Mitch sighed. “Usually, there is a no-pet understanding in share houses. But the truth is, I forgot to put that in the ad. …”


The look on the Indian girl’s openly surprised face told him she was not going to volunteer to get rid of Clarence. “So, in fairness, I say we take a vote on whether the … ferret stays or not.”


Without Joss, and Alefiya of course, the vote was split down the middle: Mitch had to side with Mandy on this one; Harper and Katie were a team. They compromised: Alefiya agreed to keep Clarence in her room—at all times.


“Until Joss gets here,” Mandy had groused. “Then we’ll take another vote.”


Mitch remembered one more thing. “No duplicating of keys. Do not give anyone else the keys to the house. Zero tolerance.”


“I don’t like the rules,” Mandy sniffed, miffed at having to live with a ferret.


Then leave, is what he normally would have said. But in view of the situation, he backed off. “Let’s see what happens. If something really bothers you, we can put it to a vote.”


“Oh, like we did tonight?” she groused again.


Which led to all of them talking at once—a chaotic overlapping of challenging one another, cajoling, squabbling, while Mitch pled for calm.


“What’d I miss?”


The screen door squeaked and, as if they’d rehearsed it, the five housemates turned toward it. Standing just inside the small foyer was a tall beanstalk of a guy with long, messy hair, ripped jeans, and a guitar slung over his shoulder.


Mitch found his voice first. “You must be Joss.”





Katie Knows Joss—But She Doesn’t Know Why



(She Also Knows More About Harper Than She Should)


“Welcome, counselors, to the Kids Club at the Luxor. I hope you’re all ready for a wonderful summer—I know I am!” Eleanor McGeary, clipboard in hand, was exactly as Katie remembered her: robust, raisin-skinned, outdoorsy, and cheerful. As a kid, Katie had been a camper here while her parents, guests at the resort, were attending to their own priorities: supposedly, socializing and business. Which Katie now knew to be alcohol and fraud.


Ellie McG, as everyone called her, had been head counselor at the time. Now she ran the entire program. She remembered Katie and was beyond thrilled to hire her as a counselor and give her the assignment requested: the nine- to eleven-year-old girls—a group Katie liked best because they required the least amount of attention. In her (whatever, limited, experience) tweeners were all about cliques, clothes, and smartphones—texting their friends at home—not traditional counselor-led camp activities. Leaving Katie more time at the Luxor to pursue her agenda: meeting hot, rich guys—paying guests and their friends.


“Katie! So terrific to see you.” Ellie came up and gave Katie a hug after she’d detailed the responsibilities to the group. “You’ve grown up beautifully, just as I knew you would.”


“And look at you!” Katie, on Charlesworth autopilot, returned the compliment. “You haven’t aged a day.”


Ellie chuckled and wagged a finger at Katie. “You always did know exactly what to say.” And Katie heard her mom trilling, “Breeding will win out.” Her stomach turned.


Ellie turned her attention to Harper. “And you must be Lily. Welcome!”


Quickly, Katie cut in. “Actually, Ellie—here’s the thing. She … Lily … couldn’t make it. This huge family emergency came up at the last minute. So my good friend Harper Jones will be filling in. If it’s all right.” Katie prayed it would be. It had to be.


Eleanor was taken aback. “Oh. I had no idea! I’m surprised no one mentioned it before today.”


Katie could practically hear Harper’s echo, “So am I!” Accompanied by a purposeful kick to her shin.


“It just happened over the weekend,” Katie continued. “Lily’s so devastated—she so wanted to be here this summer! Isn’t it lucky that Harper’s available? She’s really great, and totally experienced. The kids will adore her.”


“It’s a little late,” Eleanor pointed out. “Camp starts this afternoon and we don’t even have an application, let alone any kind of background information—references, that sort of thing—on Harper, is it?”


It was late—exactly what Katie had been counting on. Too late for the camp to find someone else, making it easy for them to accept a substitute, Alt-Lily. Katie doubted Eleanor would quibble, let alone put the kibosh on it. She’d done her recon. Harper Jones had no skeletons in the closet, and, even better (and this was a dirty little secret she’d unearthed), Luxor Resort was sensitive to racial issues. They’d been accused of restricting golf memberships, and of profiling their staff. Putting the politically correct foot forward was important to them. Here was Harper, black, or least partly so. And here was a Charlesworth, vouching for her.


They’d hire her on the spot.


Harper hissed, “When exactly were you planning to tell me this? Before or after Camp ‘Sucks-or’ deemed me unfit to be a counselor?”


“No way they wouldn’t take you,” Katie assured her. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before. I had my reasons. Please trust me, okay? Anyway, our campers are waiting. I’ll explain later.”


With that, she broke into a smile and a trot, toward the gaggle of tween girls hanging out on the resort’s tree-lined front lawn. The campers looked just as Katie imagined they would. The younger girls were ponytailed, cheerful, and chatty; the older ones, designer-bedecked, bored, sulky. The group replicated their counselors: one cheerful, the other Very Not. Harper had apparently settled for glaring at Katie the rest of the afternoon. It got irritating when Katie would make a suggestion like, “How about we call our group the Olympians?” and Harper would counter, “Rebel Grrlz is hipper.” Or when Katie decided they should go over their daily schedule first, only to have Harper chime in, “Screw that. Let’s get some ice cream first—my treat!”


Harper Jones was an odd duck, all right, Katie thought, watching the Rebels dive into DoveBars and Godiva sundaes at the Luxor Java Café. No wonder Katie hadn’t known her at school. Harper defined fringe. Even though she was pretty, she dressed like a hippie, all faded denim, leather-strap sandals. And was there no end to her “statement” T-shirts, like REPUBLICANS FOR VOLDEMORT or CLUB SANDWICHES, NOT SEALS?


Just like at school, she kept to herself here, too, preferring the beach and writing in her journal over anyone’s company.


But all that was okay with Katie.


In the game of roommate roulette, she could have done much, much worse. What if Alefiya Sunjabi had been first to respond to Katie’s ad? Katie had nothing against Ali personally—except for her relationship with cleanliness, which was casual at best. The girl was unkempt and unconcerned about what others thought of her. She left her smelly clothes draped over the sofas in the den, and Katie was constantly tossing her food remnants, also left all over the house, before they were covered in bugs.


Or Katie might’ve ended up sharing with someone like Mandy, whose itch to bitch, whine, and carp had not abated one iota. She strutted around half-dressed, like she was the queen sex bee of the house and everyone else, her wannabes. And the mouth on her! Truck driver talk (as Katie imagined it, since she personally had never met a truck driver) paled in comparison. Vanessa Charlesworth would’ve called Mandy low-class trailer trash. Richard Charlesworth would’ve just called her.


Why Mitch put up with Mandy was a mystery. Their den daddy was a find, a gem. Capable without being bossy, and unflappable, he handled Mandy firmly but fairly. Mitch had one more year at Harvard, where he was prelaw. Katie might have put him on her “to do” list—but the boy was taken (overtaken, you could say); he was a smitten kitten. Somehow, he managed to work “Leonora” into every conversation. Sweet.


Joss Wanderman was her big question mark. Because she knew him. Only not by that name. Nor by any other moniker she could think of at the moment. But there was something very (as opposed to vaguely) familiar about the lean, lanky latecomer. She’d figure it out, sooner or later.


Katie was focused on the “now.” Time was her enemy, and it was a-wastin’.


Settling the group under a shady tree, she dialed up a big-sister persona. “Because you guys are cool, Harper and I have decided not to force some lame schedule of activities on you. We’re the Rebels not for nothing! We’ll rebel against the same old boring routine. Let’s find out what you actually like to do, and plan our week around that. Agreed?”


Her answer was the rousing applause from her campers—even the older ones—and, unsurprisingly, a fierce glare from Harper. Katie hadn’t consulted her about anything. She’d just economized, co-opted the whole Rebel thing, taking it one step further.


Later, Katie would confide that letting the girls do what they pleased (within reason—Katie was no anarchist) made for contented campers. Which translated into satisfied parents and bigger tips for the counselors. Surely Harper (just look at her!) could use the extra cash.


As anticipated, the Rebels self-divided into athletes and artists. Katie claimed the former—the swimmers, tennis players, soccer girls, and novice sailors—happily handing over the artsy, musical, computer geekettes and drama princesses to Harper.


After promising to take them for weekly shopping jaunts, Katie wound up with some very pumped Rebels. Excellent! Now she was free to scour the boy-scape for candidates.


First stop: the Luxor swimming pool. A long, languid stretch of pristine chlorine, it was free-form, bracketed by a diving board and an excellent Jacuzzi. While her girls—Tiffany, Morgan, Jenna, Whitney, and Nicole—changed into their swimsuits, Katie donned her Hilfiger bikini and slipped into what Lily used to call her (f*** me) slides.


She wasn’t out by the pool five minutes when she was approached. Awesome!


“Hi, I’m Mike, I’ve got the ten- to twelve-year-old boys.” A pale, skinny guy wearing red Reebok swim trunks and a water-resistant watch motioned toward the diving board, where his group was waiting for their lesson. “Maybe our campers can get together for swim period?”


Translation: Maybe you and I can get together.


Katie shot him a friendly smile. “Thanks, but I don’t think so. This is our first day, and we need to bond as a group. Maybe another day.”


Translation: Not today, not this summer. Not you (no offense).


Just then, Katie caught sight of someone lounging on a chaise just outside the cabana. His legs were outstretched, a frosty glass was in hand, and an iPod rested in that flat space where his Boss boy-kini ended and his cobblestone abs began. Mmmm.


Quickly, Katie rustled up a cache of comfy chaise lounges for her campers. She expertly advised them on applying “lots of sunscreen, first, and always.” While they were following directions, she sashayed over to Boss-boy. “Hey,” she said innocently, bending over a little to catch his eye. “Would you happen to know where I can score some towels?”


On cue, he shot straight up and removed the earbuds. He had thick black curly hair and a killer smile.


Katie pointed in the vague direction of her group. “I need them for my … sisters, and their friends.” Admitting lowly counselor status wasn’t prudent.


He swiveled at the waist to point behind him to the towel cart. “Right there. They’re big and bulky, though. If you need help carrying them, I wouldn’t mind the distraction. I’m Brian, by the way.”


Standing, Brian looked even better than lounging. He was perfectly proportioned, and Katie found the gentlemanly offer smooth. When he removed his sunglasses, a startling pair of blue eyes twinkled at her.


Oh, Katie needed help, all right.


By the end of day one, Brian Holloway, headed into his senior year at MIT, followed by employment in his family-owned Holloway Fund Management Group, wasn’t even Katie’s only candidate. Nate Graham was in the game too. During her group’s tennis lessons, she’d wandered over toward the marina with a wire basket to see if she could round up the errant balls the girls had shot over the fence.


Nate, blond, cute, and clever, if a bit on the short side—and just arrived via personal yacht—had offered to help. Extraordinarily friendly, he’d even escorted her back to the courts, and given her suddenly tongue-tied giggly girls a few tips.


Again, the warm feeling of having done the right thing, against the Lily-pullout odds, filled her. Katie was having an A-plus day.


Ooops. Points off for Harper. Make that an A-minus.


The entire way home in the Lincoln Towncar—a freebie Katie had wrangled from the Luxor’s courtesy driver—her (up to now clueless) co-conspiritor had been in her face, demanding to know why Katie hadn’t bothered informing her she’d be assuming Lily’s cast-off job. Had Katie just assumed Harper was desperate enough to go along with any plan? Or was it Katie’s superiority complex, figuring, like, who wouldn’t be honored to hang with her all summer? After all, she was Katie-The-Kick, wasn’t she? All this, and so much more, Harper had shouted at her as the courtesy car sped along the highway.


Had Harper given her the chance to get a word in, Katie could’ve told her it was none of the above. Throughout the harangue, Katie kept her cool, knowing that no matter how furious the girl was, no way would she back out of their arrangement. Harper would stay the entire summer, be her co-counselor, pay half of the rent, and not be too nosy.


Katie’s confidence was more than instinct. Katie had something on Harper. It was an unexpected find, an ironic and—when you thought about it—sickening coincidence.


At her first chance, when Harper went for a bike ride, Katie read through the girl’s private journal. (Getting into other people’s private papers, diaries, documents, and files, was a Katie specialty. That kind of intel came in very handy.)


But the Harper exposé? Juicy.


That boy Harper was pining over? The one she couldn’t bear to be away from, even for an hour? Her erstwhile soul mate, the only one she’d ever loved, who had dumped her so suddenly, so violently, she’d felt (as described in the journal Katie read) “slashed open from chest bone to my belly, cut open and filleted, watching all the pieces of me gush out.”


This boy, the reason Harper had fled Boston?


He wasn’t coming back.


Nor was Katie’s own erstwhile bff.


Luke Clearwater was Lily McCoy’s better offer.





Joss Knows Harper. Only He Doesn’t Know Why.



Joss Wanderman stretched out on the sofa, tossed his guitar across his belly, and took a long pull of Budweiser. He leaned back, savoring the suds and the moment. The first quiet one he’d had since arriving here last weekend.


That it was well past 4 a.m. did not guarantee peace. Not in this house of harridans, as he privately called it. The recriminations, sarcastic one-ups—even the laughing, bedspring-rattling, and moaning, not to mention those infernal ferret noises—knew no curfews.


The main reason Joss had taken the late shift bartending gig—okay, the second reason—was to keep hours that kept him away from his housemates. Housemates! Had he ever used that word? Yet, as he languidly ran his fingers over the six-string, he kinda dug the sound of it.


The idea of being in one place for a while was really what had appealed to him. He’d been on the road for the better part of the year, the past eight months a different city, different hotel every other day, or inside a tour bus. His lowly roadie status, even with a big-name rock act like Jimi Jones, meant he didn’t get his own space. In hotels, he had a roommate. On the bus, up to six guys shared the two rows of triple bunks.


So when the tour ended and this came up, a three-month summer share gig, with a private room, he impulsively took it.


It was turning out that impulses were not his strong suit.


Since arriving last, he’d taken the only bedroom left. He didn’t care that it was downstairs or that it lacked air-conditioning. Nor did the peeling wallpaper bother him, or even the fact that it didn’t have its own bathroom. What bugged him were the paper-thin walls. And in the whole “one man’s ceiling is another man’s floor” category, his spanned both Alefiya’s and Mandy’s. The last thing Joss cared about was listening—and potentially being drawn in—to everyone else’s drama.


Mitch had sought him out, the only other XY chromosome in the house. The do-good dude regaled Joss with his Big Plans for Life with Leonora: the well-heeled WASP who offered old-money stability; status; long, winding driveways leading to sprawling homes; luxury cars; leisure tennis and golf games; 2.3 children with names like Taylor and Tucker.


Joss had no quarrel with Mitch—the cat was cool. Besides, it was easy to tune out the soliloquies.


It was impossible to not know what was going on with the girls on the other side of his bedroom wall. Katie and Harper—jailbait, like so many groupies he’d seen. In his habit, Joss had renamed them: Smilin’ Suzie Q and Angry Young Babe. How’d this deuce end up roommates, anyway?


SSQ, so clearly a pampered princess from the not-so-faraway land of the Boston blue bloods, was such a phony! She wanted everyone to think of her as radiant, cool, collected—like she wasn’t repulsed by the shoddy share house and her random roommates.


It was the condescending tone she used with Mandy when “complimenting” one of her trashier outfits, or “supporting” Mandy’s getting-into-showbiz goal. If SSQ believed she was hiding her “I’m so above all of you” attitude, she was mistaken. Joss saw the way her nose scrunched whenever she tossed one of Alefiya’s half-eaten overripe plums or sweaty peaches left in the den; the disapproving eyes she cast on the carefree chick when she brought home a stray. Ali’s strays often came with gifts—cannabis, for sure; maybe other substances—and stayed the night.


Just to fuck with SSQ, Joss was sure, AYB purposely got closer to Alefiya. He liked that about her.


Not that Joss took sides. It was his misfortune to be able to see things from both points of view. He could make all the private fun of Katie he wanted, but he felt her pain, man. He knew the effort it took to put on a carefree face, to pretend everything was peachy keen, all the time. Why she was here, in this pit stop, let alone sharing a bedroom, was a head-scratcher, but he hoisted his beer bottle in a silent salute. He wished Katie well.


Deciphering Harper wasn’t so easy. When she wasn’t messing with Katie, she was making herself scarce. She wasn’t here for the company, and she sure wasn’t here for a hookup. Girls gave off vibes—he could always tell what they wanted.


He didn’t know where the fury and subversive behavior came from. Not that teenagers, and he was sure she was one, needed a reason to be pissed off. But there was something about her that intrigued him. “Something,” as the Beatles famously said, “in the way she moves,” attracted him, was familiar to him. Like the way she stuck her lower lip out when she was pondering something; the way her eyes flashed when arguing with Katie; the unexpected dimples on those rare occasions she smiled; and those coltish, bordering on ungainly, strides even when her chin was stuck out defiantly.


Who did that remind him of? Between the beer buzz and the quiet, he settled in to ponder. His reverie was rudely interrupted by the slam of the screen door. He bolted up, saw her before she saw him.


Took in the angry slash of her mouth, the flashing eyes furiously blinking back the tears, and the deliberate stomping of her heels. Mandy. Their very own menace to society was headed toward the steps.


Soundlessly, Joss lowered himself, hoping the high back of the couch would conceal him. If he could have, he would’ve rolled under it, disappeared until the coast was clear. No luck.


It must’ve been out of the corner of her mascara-smudged eye that she’d seen a flash. He heard her pivot on her clicking heels, away from the steps. Toward the sofa. There was no escape.
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