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Wrath


Hell hath no fury …


I feel nothing, Beth thought, watching the tiny red light flash on her phone. I see his name flash up on the screen, again and again, and I feel … nothing.


It was just after dawn and she was at work. These days she was always at work, she thought bitterly, plunging the first batch of fries into the deep fryer and switching on the coffeemaker.


The phone rang a third time and, without warning, the wave of rage swept over her. It beat against her, pummeling her with the whys she couldn’t answer. Why me?


She pictured Adam rolling around in bed with Kaia, while they were still together. She pictured Kane and his lying smile, touching her, stealing her trust. She pictured Harper whispering poisonous nothings in Jack Powell’s ear. It wasn’t fair, she raged.


And when another part of her responded: Life isn’t fair, it only fueled her anger.


Beth began refilling the ketchup jars, wiping off the lids. And she instructed herself to calm down.


Maybe deep breaths.


Counting to ten … or a hundred.


It all might have worked—but instead, she tightened her grip on the ketchup bottle, and then, without thinking, flung it across the room. It shattered against the wall, spraying glass through the air and leaving a garish smear of red dripping down the stained tile.


Beth should have felt horrified or panicked, afraid of herself—or for herself.


But she didn’t.


She felt better.
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for Michelle Nagler and Bethany Buck, extraordinary editors who have given me an extraordinary opportunity


And all I really want is some patience A way to calm the angry voice And all I really want is deliverance.


Macbeth … let grief convert to anger; blunt not the heart, enrage it.


—William Shakespeare,


“All I Really Want”


—Alanis Morissette,
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preface



It was a mistake.


It had to be.


She’d heard wrong. Or it was a lie.


A dream. A nightmare. Something.


Because if it was true—


If it was true, and this was reality, there was no going back to the person she’d been. Before.


She remembered that person. Hard. Angry. Fury coursing through her veins. It had consumed her, until her focus narrowed to a single point, a single goal: vengeance.


It had been the perfect plan, every detail seamlessly falling into place. She had lain awake imagining how it would play out—wondering whether it would still the howling voice inside her, not that she’d finally given in to what it most desired.


Vengeance.


The plan had worked. Everything had unfolded as she’d imagined it. She’d gotten exactly what she’d wanted. But …


She’d made a mistake. A fatal error. Because it hadn’t gone exactly as planned, had it?


There was supposed to be humiliation—and there was.


There was supposed to be suffering—and there was.


Everything had gone the way it was supposed to. Except—


No one was supposed to die.


Two weeks earlier …





Chapter 1
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Harper burrowed deeper beneath the covers. How was she supposed to sleep with all that banging?


“Come on, Grace, open up.”


Damn her parents. Which part of “I don’t want to see anyone” did they not understand?


“We’re bored,” Kaia complained through the door.


“Come out and play with us!” Kane added, in that little-boy voice most girls found irresistible.


Harper Grace wasn’t most girls.


“Go away,” she shouted, her voice muffled by the pillow pressed over her head. “Please!”


With that, the door opened—and the covers flew off the bed.


“Time’s up, Grace,” Kane said, flinging away the comforter. “No more feeling sorry for yourself.”


“Screw you. I could have been naked under here!” Harper said indignantly, suddenly realizing that the ratty sweatpants and faded gray Lakers T-shirt was an even more embarrassing ensemble.


“Why else do you think I did it?” Kane asked, chuckling.


How could he laugh?


The three of them had worked so hard to split up Beth and Adam and, for an all too brief moment, they’d finally gotten everything they’d wanted. Kane got Beth. Harper got Adam. And Kaia … got to stir up some trouble, which seemed to be all she needed. But now? Everything had come to light, and gone to shit. They were alone. How could Kane laugh, when Harper could barely stand?


“What are you looking at?” Harper snapped at Kaia as she climbed out of bed and wrapped a faux silk robe around herself. She hated the idea of Kaia seeing her bedroom, all the shoddy, mismatched furniture and cheap throw pillows; compared with Kaia’s surely elegant and unbearably expensive digs, it probably looked like the pathetic “before” shot on one of those lame homemakeover shows.


Harper sighed. Even the prospect of trading insults with her former rival didn’t deliver the jolt of energy it should have—not now that Kaia was one of only two friends that Harper had left. Some friends.


A heartless playboy. A soulless bitch. And me, Harper thought sourly.


Not quite the Three Musketeers.


“We’re here to cheer you up,” Kane said. “So cheer.”


“Like it’s that easy,” Harper grumbled. Though, obviously, it had been for him.


“We even brought reinforcements,” he added, pulling a bottle of Absolut from his pocket with a magician-like flourish.


“What, is that your answer to everything?” Harper asked harshly. “If you hadn’t been so drunk last week, and opened your big mouth—”


“Children, children,” Kaia cut in, placing a perfectly manicured hand on Kane’s broad shoulder. “I thought we agreed we were going to move past all that unpleasantness, kiss and make up. Her voice was soft and light, with a razor’s edge—that was Kaia. Beautiful and dangerous.


As if Harper was scared of her.


“I don’t care what we agreed,” she shot back. “If Kane hadn’t opened his big, stupid mouth … if Beth and Adam hadn’t overheard his stupid bragging …” She couldn’t finish.


“And if I hadn’t opened my big, stupid mouth, the two lovebirds would be back together right now instead of at each other’s throats,” Kaia reminded her. “But no need to thank me, and no need to blame him. Even if he’s an idiot.”


“Hey!” Kane protested. But he was smiling—the infamous Kane smirk, which not even heartbreak could wipe off his face.


“Thanks for the pick-me-up, guys,” Harper said, “but I’m not interested.You’re dismissed.”


“Are you just going to wallow here forever?” Kane asked in disgust. “Doesn’t sound like the Grace I know and love.”


“As if,” she snorted. “I meant, I’ve got better things to do than play guest of honor at your little pity party.”


“Like what?” Kaia asked skeptically.


“Like getting ready for my date,” Harper lied. She rolled her eyes. “Did you really think I was going to spend Saturday night in bed? Or at least, in my bed? Please.” She shook her head as if pitying their poor reasoning skills. “I’m just resting up for the main event.”


“Now that’s more like it,” Kane said, his smirk widening into a grin. Kaia just narrowed her eyes, unconvinced.


“So I mean it. Get out,” Harper told them. “Or I’ll be late.”


“Whatever you say, Grace,” Kane agreed, grabbing Kaia and backing out of the room. “Who am I to stand in the path of true lust?”


Harper sighed, and waited for the door to close so she could crawl back into bed, blissfully undisturbed. On second thought—


“Kane?” she called, just as he was about to disappear down the hall. He popped his head back in, and Harper forced herself to smile. “Leave the vodka.”


“I can’t wait to see the look on her face when she reads this,” Miranda Stevens crowed, putting the finishing touches on their masterpiece. “She’ll be out for blood.”


“Too bad she already sucked us dry,” Beth Manning pointed out. She laughed bitterly.


The flyer had been Miranda’s idea. She’d been thirsty for revenge against Harper. Beth still had no idea why Miranda was so eager to take down her former best friend, and she didn’t really care—Beth had more than enough reasons of her own to go after Haven High’s reigning bitch.


And Harper was only the first name on a long list of enemies.


There was Adam Morgan, who was supposed to be the love of her life. Too bad he’d turned out to be a lying hypocrite, accusing her of cheating when he was the one who’d slept with another girl.


Then there was Kaia Sellers … the other girl.


Last—and least—there was Kane Geary, whose lies she’d been dumb enough to believe and whose kisses she’d been weak enough to accept.


Sweet, innocent Beth, who rescued spiders and cried at the sappy reunions in long-distance commercials, now hated them all, and none more than Harper Grace, the one pulling the strings.


“All they care about is what people think of them,” Miranda had pointed out, “so we flush their reputations and that’s it—they’re finished.”


“Any chance you want to tell me why you’re doing this?” Beth asked now.


“Now why would I do that,” Miranda replied, pulling her chair up to the computer, “when I could tell you about the time in eighth grade when Harper laughed so hard at the movies, she wet her pants?” Miranda shook her head, almost fondly, and began to type. “I had to call her mother on a pay phone to tell her to bring a new pair of underwear when she picked us up. And meanwhile …” Miranda’s voice trailed off as she concentrated on typing up the story.


“Meanwhile what?” Beth urged her, choking back laughter.


“Meanwhile, Harper was inside the theater, crawling around on the floor so that the usher wouldn’t spot her and throw her out. Eventually I had to fake an asthma attack—you know, create a diversion so she could get out without anyone spotting her.”


“Lucky for her you were there,” Beth marveled.


“Yeah?” The fond smile faded from Miranda s face. She turned away from Beth and stared at the screen, her fingers clattering loudly against the keyboard. “Yeah, I guess it was.”


Cool.


Reed Sawyer hung up the phone and kicked his feet up on the rickety coffee table—really a row of old milk crates held together with superglue and chewing gum. He brought the joint to his lips and drew in a deep breath, closing his eyes as the searing sensation filled his lungs.


She couldn’t stay away from him, that was clear.


Very cool.


“Dude, who was it?” his drummer asked, leaning his head back against the threadbare couch. “You look weird.”


“Blissed out,” the bass player agreed, taking the joint from Reed’s outstretched fingertips. “Who’s the chick?”


“No one,” Reed mumbled.


“It was her,’ the drummer guessed, eyes gaping, and now he leaned forward on the couch. “Wasn’t it? The rich bitch?”


“Don’t call her that,” Reed snapped, the words slipping out before he could stop them.


Damn.


Now they would all know.


“What are you doing with her, dude?” the bass player asked, shaking his head. “Girl like that? She’s out of your league.”


Let’s see: silky jet-black hair, long lashes, designer clothes perfectly tailored to her willowy physique, the smoothest skin he’d ever touched … yeah, as if he needed a reminder that she was out of his league.


“What the hell do you know?” Reed asked, his voice lazy and resigned. It wasn’t just the foggy halo clouding his mind or the buzz still tingling in his fingers that kept his anger at bay It was the fact that the guys were right. As if it wasn’t obvious that a grungy high school dropout-to-be and the pretty East Coast princess didn’t belong together. Not to mention the fact that she was a bitch. She treated him like he was scum and obviously thought his friends were a waste of oxygen. But still—


They fit.


“Whatever,” he said, standing up. Slowly. “I’m out of here.”


“We’ve got rehearsal,” the bass player reminded him.


“Do it without me,” Reed said shortly, knowing it didn’t matter. Every week, they got together to “rehearse.” And every week, their instruments remained piled in the corner, untouched.


Reed had resolved that tonight, they would actually play a set. But that was hours ago, before things got fuzzy—and before she had called. He threaded his way through the ramshackle living room the guys had set up, filled with furniture snagged from the town dump and empty pizza boxes no one could be bothered to throw out.


“Just forget her, dude!” one of the guys called after him. “She’ll mess you up!”


Reed just shrugged. Everything in his life was a mess; this thing with Kaia, whatever it was, would fit right in.


“I never …” Kaia paused, trying to come up with something suitably exotic. That was the problem with this game. Once you’d done everything, there was nothing left to say. “I never got arrested.”


She wasn’t surprised when Reed took a drink. That was the rule: If you’d done it, drink up. And of course he’d been arrested. He was that kind of guy.


“For what?” she asked, leaning toward him.


They were perched on the back of his father’s tow truck, at the fringe of a deserted mining complex. It was the place they’d come on their first date … if you could call it that.


Reed just pressed his lips together and shook his head.


“You’re not going to tell me?”


He shook his head again. Big surprise. He didn’t talk much. In fact, he didn’t seem to do much of anything besides smoke up, hang out with his grease monkey friends, and stare at Kaia with an intense gaze that stole her breath.


He was beneath her—-just like the rest of this town, this hellhole she’d been exiled to for the year. He was nothing. Dull. Deadbeat. Disposable. Or at least he should have been.


They rarely talked. Sometimes they kissed. Often, they just sat together in the dark, breathing each other in.


It was crazy.


And it was fast becoming her only compelling reason to make it through the day.


“I never,” he began, putting down his shot glass. “I never kissed you here.”


“Liar.” Kaia caught her breath as he put his arms around her waist and kissed the long curve of her neck.


“How about here?” he murmured, lightly grazing his tongue along her skin and nibbling her earlobe.


She closed her eyes and sighed heavily.


As if from a great distance, she could hear her cell phone ringing and knew who it would be. Was it only a few weeks ago that Jack Powell had seemed the consummate prize? The handsome, mysterious French teacher who was totally off limits and totally unable to resist her—he had it all, just as Reed had nothing. So why let the phone ring and ring? Why let Powell sit in his squalid bachelor pad, wondering and waiting, while she hooked up on the back of a pickup truck?


Kaia didn’t know.


But with Reed s arms wrapped tightly around her, his curly black hair brushing her cheek, she also didn’t care.


Dear Adam, I know you said you never wanted to hear from me again.


Adam Morgan held the match over the letter and paused for a moment, mesmerized by the dancing orange flame. It burned so brightly in the desert night. He dropped the flame into the darkness—and watched it spread.


I’m sorry. I know I’ve said it before, and you won’t listen—but Fm not going to stop. I can’t, not until …


The envelope had arrived on his doorstep after dinner. She hadn’t even had the courage to stick around. Probably too afraid of what he’d say. But Adam had promised himself that he wouldn’t say anything at all. Not ever.


I know you think I betrayed you—betrayed what we had. But you have to understand, it’s only because I love you. And you love me, I know you do.


He hadn’t bothered to read it. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. Instead, he’d climbed into his car and driven out of town, down a long stretch of deserted highway. He’d pulled over to the side of the road and climbed out. Scrambled over pebbles and spiny cactus brush, with nothing to light his way but the crescent moon. Fifty yards into the wilderness, he’d stopped. Crushed the letter and flung it to the ground.


Lit the match.


If you would just let me explain, Adam. I had to get you away from her. She wasn’t right for you. She couldn’t give you what I could. She couldn’t love you like I did. Like I do. We’ve been friends forever—more than friends.You can’t give up on us. I can’t, I won’t.


The flame was slow, almost deliberate. It ate into the letter, blackening the edges. The pages curled in the heat. The letters swam in front of his eyes, nothing more than meaningless black crawls. None of her words meant anything now; everything she’d told him over all these years had added up to nothing but lies.


For a moment, Adam was tempted to stick his hand in the flame. Maybe a physical pain, torn and blistering flesh, would steal his attention from the other, deeper pain that refused to go away. But he kept his hand still. And the letter burned.


I’ll keep apologizing until you hear me. Until I can make you understand. I can be a better person. I can be anyone you need me to be. But I can’t do it without you.


The letter was almost fully consumed. Adam was getting cold, and knew he could stop now, stomp out the fire, and leave the remaining fragments for the animals and the elements.


But he waited, and the fire burned on.


I miss you—don’t you miss me?


And on.


I need you. We need each other.


And on.


Please.


And then there was just one smoldering fragment left, curling into the flame.


Love forever,


Harper


Adam stamped out the glowing pile of ashes and walked away.





Chapter 2
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Beth held herself perfectly still, hoping he would change his mind and disappear. She didn’t want to have to speak, but doubted she’d be able to force herself to stay silent. She didn’t want to cry, or give him any indication whatsoever that she still cared, because, of course, she did. And more than anything, she wanted to stop.


“Hi,” Adam said softly, sliding into the empty seat to her left.


If only the assembly would begin. Then there would be no chance for conversation, and Beth could pretend he wasn’t there.


She hadn’t looked in his direction yet, but she’d felt him hovering, wondering whether or not to sit down. Despite everything he’d done, it was as if a part of them was still connected. And maybe that was why she couldn’t resist sneaking a glance at him out of the corner of her eye, longing to smooth down the windblown tufts of blond hair.


With a few words, she could have him back. “I forgive you.” That s all it would take, and she could curl up against him again, his arms warm and strong around her. She could be a “we” again.


But she’d promised herself she would never forgive him—and unlike Adam, she kept her promises.


“You’re not going to talk to me?” he asked.


Let him figure that one out for himself.


“At least look at me!”


Her lip trembled. I will not cry, she told herself.


“Fine,” he spit out. She could tell he was struggling against his temper. “Then just listen.” It’s not like she had much of a choice—but it was a long time before he spoke again.


“I don’t know what I’m supposed to say,” he whispered as he reached for her hand. She whipped it away, afraid that if she let him touch her, or if she looked into his clear blue eyes, her anger might drain away.


She willed the principal to take the stage and begin the assembly; it was her only escape.


“What do you want from me?” Adam pleaded. “I said I’m sorry. I told you it wasn’t my fault—”


“And whose fault was it?” she snapped. This was good. The more he denied, the more he evaded his responsibility, avoided how much he’d hurt her, the angrier she got. And that made things so much easier.


“Kanes,” he pleaded. “Kaia’s … Harper’s”


Beth flinched at the name. It was true, Harper had manipulated him—Adam had just been stupid enough to let her. It was Harper who’d convinced Adam that Beth was cheating on him. Harper who’d enlisted Kane to prey on Beth’s weakness and dupe her into a relationship based on lies. And, of course, it was Harper who’d swooped in to collect her prize—Adam—after he’d dumped Beth.


But even Harper couldn’t be blamed for the most painful betrayal of all. No one had forced Adam to sleep with Kaia. He had no excuse—he and Beth had been together, they’d been happy, and he’d knowingly destroyed it in one stupid night.


“Is that supposed to fix everything?” she finally asked. She still couldn’t bring herself to look at him.


“I don’t know. I just … I wanted you to know that I’m … I mean, if we could just—” He suddenly stopped, and then she did turn to face him. He was doubled over in his seat, his head plunged into his hands.


“Just stop,” she begged, forcing herself not to lay her hand against his broad back.


“I can’t.”


“Why?”


“Because I still love you.”


He said it in a pained, strangled voice, without lifting his head. Beth didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Once, those words had been able to fix anything. Now they just left her feeling emptier than before.


“I love you,” he said again.


And now Beth did something she’d once vowed never to do, not to Adam.


“I don’t care.”


She lied.


In the old days, Miranda and Harper would have skipped the assembly, taking it as a good excuse to sneak off to the parking lot for a smoke-and-bitch session about their least favorite people (Meaning: 90 percent of the student body).


But these weren’t the old days. Too bad Harper didn’t seem to notice.


“Rand, let’s get out of here, what do you say?”


Harper had popped up from behind her seat, and Miranda stifled the impulse to swat her away like a mosquito she’d just caught draining her blood.


“I’d say forget it,” she replied wearily, wishing she had the discipline to keep her mouth shut. The silent treatment had never been her thing. It was hard enough to just stand her ground with Harper—she’d been forgiving her for years, like a bad habit. But this time …


All she had to do was picture Kane—his tall, lean body, his knowing grin, his silky voice—and after all those years of fantasizing, his image sprang easily to mind. As did the echo of Harper’s promise: “You and Kane—it’s a done deal. I swear.”


And what had she done instead? Pushed him on Beth, all to serve her own agenda. It was all about Harper, and always had been.


Harper couldn’t even be bothered to deliver a real apology. Sure, she’d groveled for a couple days, but when Miranda stood firm, she’d resorted to a bravado that was as insulting as it was ineffective. Miranda could barely stand to watch her, putting on this gruesome show as if nothing had ever happened.


“Go find someone else to screw over,” Miranda snapped. “I’m done.”


“That’s great,” Harper said. “Very nice way to treat your best friend. What ever happened to ‘forgive and forget’?”


“Not my style,” Miranda muttered.


“Right—as if you have any style.”


Inside, Miranda cringed, and glanced down at her outfit, a plain white T-shirt and cheap Wal-Mart jeans. Same as yesterday, same as the day before. Five years as sidekick to Haven s alpha girl and Miranda had somehow remained, to the end, cool by association, and association only. But Harper had never before flung the bitter truth in her face.


“I’d rather have no style than no class,” Miranda replied pointedly. Harper wanted to jab at a soft spot? Two could play that game. And Harper, who still longed for the days when her family had ruled the town, and still chafed at the humiliating turn the Graces had taken, from princely robber barons to penny-pinching dry cleaners—Harper was nothing if not class conscious.


“I have more class—”


“All you’ve got,” Miranda interrupted, “is a reputation. For now.”


“Is that a threat?” Harper sneered, and for the first time, Miranda knew how it felt to be on the other end of Harper’s poisonous gaze. But it only strengthened her resolve. She’d been wondering whether the little revenge plot hatched with Beth was too much, had gone too far—what a waste of worry. Obviously, Harper had put their friendship behind her. Miranda could—and would—do the same.


“Give me a break,” Harper continued, rolling her eyes. “As if anyone in this school would listen to anything you have to say.”


Oh, they would listen.


And then Harper would pay.
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“I’m proud and pleased today to make a supremely important announcement that will affect all of you in the student body of our fair Haven High.”


Kaia wasn’t paying much attention to the principal and her pompous speech. Principals were always going on about “supremely important”—aka supremely irrelevant—announcements. It was part of the job description, and Kaia was content to hold up the students’ end of the bargain: ignoring every word that came out of the principal’s mouth.


But today she was putting on a good show of listening raptly—it was the best way to avoid Jack Powell’s wandering eye.


“I have just learned that Haven High will be receiving a great honor. The governor of the esteemed state of California is setting off on a tour of the region’s finest educational institutions, and he has decided to visit Haven High! Yes, the governor himself is arriving in two weeks for a personal inspection of our facilities.”


Kaia would have snorted, were it ladylike to do so. The only state inspection this place deserved was the one that would condemn it. Peeling paint, creaky stairs, the mysterious stench that refused to dissipate—Haven High was a toxic waste dump masquerading as a high school.


With a few shining exceptions …


He was startlingly handsome, she’d give him that, she thought, watching Powell mingle with his balding, paunchy, middle-aged coworkers. He didn’t belong here, not with his rakish smile, thick, wavy, chestnut hair, that arrogant smile and Jude Law accent. It had been such a turn-on, watching the other girls pathetically slobbering over him, and knowing that she was the one he’d chosen. Although technically, she’d chosen him—and, with a little prodding, he’d finally embraced his good fortune.


“In honor of the governor’s arrival, one senior will be chosen by his or her peers to represent our fine school. He or she will deliver a speech on the subject of education—and I know he or she will do us all proud.”


Kaia was proud of her catch, and would have loved to put it on display. But Jack Powell’s policy was strict and unforgiving: In public, they ignored each other, without exception.


And yet, there he was, twenty rows ahead, craning his neck around and obviously searching for something—for Kaia. The irritated expression on his haughty face gave it away. She knew he hated the idea of chasing after anyone, but apparently he’d overcome his aversion: He’d left four messages on her voice mail since she’d ditched out on their last rendezvous, each one more incensed than the last.


“In preparation for the governor’s arrival, I will be instituting a no-tolerance policy for all violations of school regulations. I expect you all will honor the rules as you always have, and not embarrass the administration or yourselves through any juvenile misbehavior.”


Kaia, on the other hand, had always enjoyed the hunt. Extra points if she could break some rules in the process. Powell had been a special challenge, a cold, aloof trophy, whose acquisition had been fraught with the potential for scandal. Who’d have thought she be bored so quickly, willing to trade it all in for a greasy slacker in torn jeans, who reeked of pot and mediocrity?


“I look forward to reading your submitted speeches, and I know all of you at Haven High will look forward to this opportunity to shine for our state leadership.You’ll do me, and yourselves, proud.”


As the principal stepped down to a smattering of lackluster applause, Kaia grabbed her bag and slipped out the back of the auditorium. She knew Powell would never dare confront her on school grounds, much less in front of his boss—but why take a chance? She hadn’t decided quite what to do with him yet, and didn’t want to be forced into a decision. If the Reed thing blew over, it would be nice to have Powell ready and waiting on the back burner.


And if not … she’d let him down in her own time, and her own way. Gently.


Or, come to think of it, maybe not. After all, he liked it rough.


When the assembly ended, Beth zoned out for a moment, allowing herself to hope that her luck was about to change. If she was selected to deliver the speech to the governor, it could bulk up her college applications, and maybe even make up for her dismal SAT scores.


It was the first good news she’d gotten in weeks, and it gave her the strength to think about the future. She had to find a way to rebuild her life, without some guy to lean on. She’d done it before, but the prospect was still terrifying. Now, with this little kernel of confidence growing inside of her, maybe it was time to take the first step.


As the students filtered out of the auditorium, she followed a few feet behind a quiet, nondescript group of girls, careful not to let them notice her—but almost hoping they would. At least that would take the decision out of her hands.


She’d put this off for as long as she could, but being alone was just too hard. Miranda was useful, but she wasn’t a friend. Adam had been a friend. As had the rest of his crowd, she’d thought, all the guys on the team, their girlfriends. Turns out, it was a package deal. Lose Adam, lose them all.


“Hey, guys. What’s up?” She tried to make her voice sound nonchalant, smiling as if it had been only days since she’d last spoken to them and not—had it been weeks? Months?


“Beth?” Claire spoke first, as she always did. The other girls just stared at her with a mixture of hostility and confusion Beth recognized instantly. It was the look Beth had always flashed when one of the Haven elite had deigned to speak to her, inevitably with some kind of demand disguised as a not-so-polite request: Let me borrow your history notes. Let me copy your physics homework. Let me have the key to the newspaper office so I can hook up with my boyfriend. Those people only talked to you when they needed you, she and her friends had agreed. Those people. She’d never imagined that she would be one of them.


“What do you want?” Claire added, already half turned away.


“I just thought—” Beth hesitated. What did she want? To go back in time? Back before she’d skipped Claire’s Halloween party, to hang with her boyfriend, before she’d partnered up with Adam on the American history project, leaving Abbie to fend for herself? Before she’d abandoned their lunch table, skipped the annual anti-Valentine’s Day moviefest, forgotten Claire s birthday even though they’d celebrated it together since sixth grade? “I thought maybe we could …” But she couldn’t make herself finish the thought.


“Is it true you broke up with Adam because he slept with someone else?” Abbie suddenly asked. Beth took a sharp breath, and her eyes met Claire’s briefly—she looked equally shocked. Then Claire looked away.


“That’s so rude,” Claire snapped at Abbie, who, Beth remembered, always did what Claire told her to. “You can’t just ask incredibly personal questions like that to someone you barely know.”


Beth had known Abbie since they were parked in neighboring strollers at the Sun ’n’ Fun Day Care Center fifteen years ago, and Claire knew it.


“That’s okay,” Beth mumbled. “I don’t mind talking about it.” A lie.


“I heard you dumped him for Kane,” another girl piped up. She had mousy brown hair and a hideous orange sweater. My replacement? Beth wondered.


“No, she dumped him, too,” Abbie corrected her, then looked over at Beth. “Uh, right?”


“I can tell you guys about it at lunch today,” Beth offered tentatively. “If you want.”


“We don’t want to bother you—” Claire began.


“Awesome,” Abbie and the mousy girl chorused over her. “We’ll see you then.”


Beth sighed, hoping Claire’s frosty attitude would thaw by the time they hit the cafeteria. Otherwise, it was going to be a long and painful hour, rehashing her failed love life while squirming under Claire’s hostile glare.


It wouldn’t do much for Beth’s appetite.


But then, neither would eating alone.


“Don’t do that, Kane, it tickles!”


Ignoring her pleas, Kane picked up the wriggling brunette and hoisted her over his shoulder as she kicked her legs with mock distress.


“Put her down, Kane!” her little friend, a dainty redhead, shrieked. Kane knew it was only because she was eager for her turn.


“Calm down, ladies,” he urged them, depositing the brunette back on the ground. He slung an arm around each of them, admiring the way his muscles bulged beneath his tight sleeves. The new weights were working already. “You know you love it.”


“Whatever.” The brunette giggled, shoving him. Once their bodies made contact, she didn’t pull away.


“Say what you want,” he allowed, “but I know you’re thrilled to have me back on the market.”


The redhead—or, more accurately, the airhead—stood on her toes to give him a kiss on the cheek. “I just don’t know why you stayed away for so long,” she whispered, her breath hot against his neck.


Good question.


“So what happened?” the brunette asked, tickling the back of his neck. He jerked away. “We thought you were reformed.”
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