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For my sister, Erin, who is really going to love me after this







REALITY





Not happening. This was not happening.


I walked down the hall of the ICU at Edward Billings Memorial Hospital, trying to look as if I belonged there. Holding my coat closed tightly over my now ridiculous-seeming gold minidress and trying to make the nurses and doctors believe I knew where I was going. But I didn’t. I didn’t know where I was going, or where I was, or how I’d gotten there. I had never navigated these sterile halls, never had to visit this cold, ominous place with its grim-faced orderlies and somber lighting. The one thing I knew was that this could not be happening.


In my mind’s eye, all I could see was the blood. I had woken up on the floor of the solarium in Mitchell Hall, the back of my head throbbing with pain. Noelle had been hosting a preparty there for Kiran Hayes’s birthday fête in Boston, and I had gone to confront Sabine DuLac about her relationship with Ariana Osgood. She had pulled a gun on me, I had blacked out, and when I’d come to, I had seen Josh’s prone body, his face pressed into the hardwood floor. And blood. Blood everywhere. The scream that had escaped my throat had sounded otherworldly, like something out of a science fiction film. Like nothing that could have come from my own throat. That was when Sabine had realized the bullet had missed me. Even though the gun was gone, even though Trey Prescott and Gage Coolidge were holding her back, she had made one final lunge, intent on strangling me or clawing my hair out—hurting me in whatever way possible. I had thrown myself backward in fear and had bumped into something hard. A second body. Dark hair had been splayed everywhere, arms bent at unnatural angles. Another scream, and after that, everything had become a blur.


The shouting as the police had hauled off Sabine. The Pemberly girl who, splattered with blood, had fainted dead away. The flashing lights of the ambulance. The EMTs shouting for us to stay back as they’d sorted out who was hit and who was unconscious and who might be . . . dead.


Now an orderly shoved a meal cart out of a room and right into my path. I was so startled that my hand flew to my heart. My knees felt like they could collapse at any second. I pressed my other palm against the wall to steady myself, my fingers landing just above a gold plate with a room number printed on it: 4005. Which meant that the next room was 4007. The room I was looking for. The room I dreaded.


Deep breath, Reed. You can do this. You have to do this.


I closed my eyes for a moment. This wasn’t about me. Yes, Sabine had tried to kill me. Yes, the person who, all semester long, I had thought was my best friend had turned out to be a raving homicidal lunatic stalker. Yes, I had spent months living in the same room with a girl who had then tortured me and drugged me and sent out a lewd video of me to the entire Easton Academy community. That was all about me. And I could deal with all of that later.


But right now. This. This was not about me.


I took that deep breath and stepped tentatively into room 4007.


Josh’s eyes instantly met mine, whisking the breath right out of me. I was aware of the machines—the beeping of the heart monitor, the strange twitching lines on the screen, the dripping IV. But for a moment, just one moment, all I could see were those eyes. The relief, the anguish, the longing, the fear. Everything I felt was right there in his eyes. He knew. He understood. But then he broke eye contact, and I dropped back to reality.


Reality, where Ivy Slade lay on a hospital bed, unconscious and pale, her eyelids appearing purple under the fluorescent lights. Tubes and wires and sensors were stuck to her temples and wrists, and her black hair was shoved back from her face in a haphazard, unparted way that she would have loathed if she could have seen it. The white hospital sheets were tightly tucked in all around her, giving her the look of a half-wrapped mummy. Only her arms were free, and Josh was holding her hand. Her delicate, seemingly lifeless hand. My throat went completely dry.


Why hadn’t she stayed outside like the police had told her to do? Why had she run back into the solarium? In all the panic, I hadn’t even realized that she had come up behind me. She didn’t have to be there. Didn’t have to come with me to confront Sabine. I had even told her not to come along, but she obviously was worried about me in my one-track state of mind. That track being the express train to confrontation with a homicidal maniac.


It was my fault that she was here. All my fault.


“Is she going to be okay?” I whispered.


Please say yes. Please, please say yes. I wasn’t sure I could handle another death. Another funeral. Another good-bye. I wasn’t sure if any of us could handle it.


“They think so,” Josh replied. He looked hopefully over at her. “The bullet went through her upper shoulder and just missed her lung. If it had been half an inch lower . . . She lost a lot of blood, though, which is why she’s unconscious right now. But yeah, they expect her to make a full recovery.”


My eyes misted over as a crushing weight was lifted from my shoulders. She was going to be okay. Thank you, thank you, thank you! Ivy and I had just started to become friends. If it weren’t for her, I may have never figured out that it was Sabine who was after me. That Sabine was the person who had killed Cheyenne Martin and had tried to make me believe it was my fault.


If it weren’t for Ivy, I might have gone to Kiran’s party with Sabine and ended up shot dead in an alley in Boston somewhere. Who knew what the details of the girl’s plan had been? It seemed that, as long as it had ended with me dead, Sabine would have deemed it a success.


Josh placed Ivy’s hand on the bed next to her hip and slowly got up to usher me out the door. As we left the room, I turned to him, prepared to be a good friend—a supportive friend and nothing more. To ask the right questions. The questions that Noelle Lange and Rose Sakowitz and all the other people down in the waiting room wanted me to ask. But before I could even open my mouth, I was in his arms.


“I thought she was going to kill you,” he said breathlessly.


Surprised tears jumped to my eyes. I savored the familiar strength of his arms, the crisp scent of his shampoo. I clung to him, gripping the smooth fabric of his oxford shirt like it was a life vest and I was about to go under.


“I can’t believe what you did,” I said as a tear spilled down my cheek. “Lunging for the gun like that . . .” I forced myself to pull back so I could look into his eyes. “When you hit the floor, I thought you were dead.”


Josh placed his hands on either side of my face and looked at me as if he was trying to reassure himself that I was actually there. “I didn’t even think. You were frozen, and there was a gun pointing at you, and I . . . I didn’t even think. It was either throw you down or go for the gun, and I guess I was closer to the gun, so . . . I just did it.”


“You saved my life,” I said, a sob choking my throat.


He moved his hands to cup my shoulders and touched his forehead to mine, blowing out a sigh. “You’re okay. You’re okay,” he said. “Thank God you’re okay.”


Just like that, my heart filled with bubbles of joy. Josh still loved me. He loved me so much that he couldn’t stop touching me. He loved me so much he had put himself in harm’s way to save me. Josh loved me. I felt so high, I could have floated right out the hospital window.


But then, reality. Like a lasso around my ankle, reality once again slammed me back down to the ground. Because Josh’s attempt to save my life had resulted in Ivy’s current state. He had knocked the gun just as it had gone off. Knocked it so that the bullet had passed me by . . . and had hit Ivy right in the chest.


In trying to save me, his ex-girlfriend, Josh had put his current girlfriend in the hospital.


We both looked over at Ivy’s room. I knew that Josh was thinking exactly what I was thinking, that Ivy didn’t deserve this. He let his hands slip from my shoulders, and he stepped away. Suddenly, I was freezing. For the first time, I noticed the bloodstains on the front of his shirt. On his hands. Under his fingernails. Ivy’s blood. It was everywhere.


“What happened to Sabine?” he asked flatly, as we started walking back to the waiting room.


“They arrested her,” I told him. “Pretty much everyone heard her confess, so . . .”


“I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this is happening.”


Josh pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. I knew the feeling. It was all so overwhelming that it was hard to decide which part to try to sort out first. Cheyenne’s pointless murder, Ivy’s pointless injury, or the fact that Sabine was Ariana’s sister and, apparently, had come to Easton for the sole purpose of torturing me. How were we supposed to deal with that?


And then, of course, there was the issue of us. The “us” that now included three: me, Josh, and Ivy.


“So . . . now we just . . . ,” I trailed off. I knew Josh well enough to know that he always did the right thing. And the right thing at this moment did not include me.


We turned the corner and stopped down the hall from the waiting room. Josh leaned against the cinderblock wall. He looked miserable. Tired and gaunt and haunted. He raised his hands to his face again, making a little tent around his nose and mouth. For a moment, neither of us breathed. Then he dropped his hands, as if resolved, and looked at me. The emotion was gone. In its place was an expressionless wall.


“I have to stay with Ivy,” he said firmly. “I have to know she’s okay. She’s going to need . . . someone.”


My heart contracted painfully, and I allowed myself one moment of selfishness. One. But what about me? I thought. And then I let it go. Because he was right. Ivy needed him more than I did. Yes, I had been through a lot this semester. We both had. Cheyenne’s murder, our breakup, my falling-out with Noelle, and the constant feeling that someone was stalking me. All the heartache and paranoia had been because of Sabine. It had all been part of her little “torture Reed for hurting Ariana” plan.


I wished that Josh and I could have talked through all of this right then. That we could have sat together and figured out what it all meant. But at that moment, it all meant nothing. Because he cared for Ivy and, as much pain as I was in, Ivy needed him more.


I glanced over my shoulder toward the waiting room. I saw Noelle hovering, watching me expectantly. We hadn’t even had a conversation yet. Hadn’t cleared the air after our massive breakup and her kicking me out of Billings. But she had made a peace offering—she’d invited me to the party tonight—and after everything we’d been through in the past few hours, I knew that things were going to go back to normal between us. At least I hoped they were. She was all I had now.


“I guess I should go tell them what’s going on,” I said slowly.


The last thing I wanted to do was leave him, but I had to. Standing in front of Josh and not being able to touch him was going to kill me.


“Okay,” he replied, his eyes wet.


“Okay,” I repeated, somehow getting the word past the lump in my throat.


I turned and started down the hall, my footsteps heavy. A few doors down, I paused and looked over my shoulder. He was still standing there, watching me. Watching me walk away from him. “Keep me posted, okay? On how she’s doing.”


“I promise.”


So there it was. Good-bye. I was going to be strong. I was not going to pine and whine and wish. I was going to be good. For me, for Josh, and for Ivy. That was my promise to myself.







THE CRAZIES





Sunday morning, the sky was the perfect shade of gray. The kind that wouldn’t bring the joy of snow, but would hang around all day, reminding everyone to be cold, down, depressed.


It was freezing inside the chapel. We all pulled our coats tighter as we stepped through the arched doorway and under the vaulted ceiling. The atmosphere was hushed. Whispers skittered along the cold stone floor and up the walls. We may as well have been attending a funeral in the austere old church. The girls of Pemberly gathered in their pews, hugging one another and resting their heads on each other’s shoulders. Gage trudged in, head down, hands in the pockets of his heather gray coat. That was when I knew for sure that he was seriously depressed—the boy never wore outerwear. Thought he was too cool for bundling. But today his head was clearly somewhere else—room 4007.


“Students, let’s all take our seats,” Headmaster Cromwell said, stepping up to the podium.


I glanced at Diana Waters, my friend from Pemberly. Cromwell had never greeted us so informally before. As we sat down next to each other, I noticed that even his appearance had changed. He wore a burgundy wool sweater under his suit jacket and no tie. No American flag tie tack. It was Casual Crom.


“Freaky,” Diana whispered as everyone settled in around us.


“No doubt,” I replied.


“I’ll make this short,” Headmaster Cromwell began, his pale hands gripping either side of the podium. “First, as of today, I will be relinquishing my post as headmaster of Easton Academy.”


Surprised murmurs filled the room.


“No more Crom?” Lorna Gross said from the pew behind mine. She actually sounded upset. I, however, felt a huge sense of relief, though it was tinged by irritation. I detested the Crom. He had put us all through the wringer this semester. But that also was part of the reason I was irritated. All those hoops I had jumped through for him . . . and now, next semester, there was going to be some new headmaster to suck up to.


Cromwell held up a hand to silence the crowd. “But I do have a few announcements to make before I go,” he said. “First, due to the events of last night, the school will be breaking early for the holiday. Which means you are all excused from your finals.”


This announcement was met with stunned silence. I was sure that a few of my classmates wanted to celebrate—I could practically feel the strain as they held back whoops of joy like a hundred overfilled helium balloons—but no one uttered a sound. Considering that Ivy was in the hospital, that yet another of our classmates had turned out to be a murderer, celebrating just didn’t seem appropriate.


“The Board of Directors has discussed the situation, and we all believe that it would be best for you students to take this time to be with your families while the Board discusses how we might better ensure the security of the student body.”


“He sounds like he’s issuing a statement to the press,” Diana whispered, tucking her hands under her arms.


“He’s practicing,” Missy Thurber said, leaning in from behind us. “Did you see the vultures parked outside the gates this morning? The press smells blood in the water, and they’re about to chow down.”


“You’re mixing your metaphors again, Missy,” I scolded through my teeth. When I glanced over my shoulder, I found myself staring into those yawning nostrils of hers. Ick.


“Whatever. I wouldn’t be surprised if they shut down this place,” Missy replied, sitting back again. “Parents have been calling all night. People are freaked out. I’m freaked out. I mean, I lived down the hall from the girl.”


Yeah, and I’m the one who had a gun pointed at her head last night. Boo-freaking-hoo, Nostril Girl.


“Thank you for your time and attention,” Mr. Cromwell said awkwardly. “You’re all dismissed.”


The room filled with chatter and exhausted-yet-exhilarated students jammed the aisles. I found Noelle as quickly as I could. She was on her way out the door with Amberly Carmichael and Tiffany Goulbourne, her long black coat contrasting sharply with Tiff’s pristine white jacket. Amberly wore a light-blue coat with white gloves and a white hat and looked like a little American Girl doll. I felt a rush of anger at the sight of her—at the girl who’d taken my place in Billings and had ransacked my Pemberly single—but I did my best to push it back down.


“Noelle, wait!” I called, jogging to catch up.


They paused just outside the door and waited. Each had her cell phone out and ready, probably to spread the news that we’d been freed.


“Hey,” Noelle said, pushing her dark hair over her shoulder. “Crazy stuff.”


“I know,” I replied, catching my breath. “Missy said they might close the school for good.”


“Close Easton?” Amberly gasped, her blue eyes wide. “Can they do that?”


Noelle snorted a laugh and adjusted her cashmere scarf. “No. Please. The school hasn’t done anything wrong.”


“Although they do keep admitting the crazies,” Tiffany said, covering her short black curls with a red cabbie hat. “And we keep inviting them into Billings.”


“We didn’t invite Sabine,” I pointed out, shoving my hands into my pockets as a stiff wind blew by. “Cromwell put her there.”


“True,” Tiffany said as her phone trilled. “It’s my dad. I have to take this.” She moved away a few steps as Noelle, Amberly, and I started to walk across the quad. Noelle wisely maneuvered her way between Amberly and me, acting as a human buffer.


“Speaking of invitations to Billings, Reed, I’m sure you know we want you back next semester,” Noelle said.


An instant thrill ran through me. “Seriously?”


“What?” Amberly blurted at the same moment.


Noelle paused and gave me a look that was half condescension, half apology. It would have been hard for anyone other than her to pull it off.


“Of course. Now that we know Sabine was behind everything, I’m sure everyone will agree,” she said. “I plan to take a vote on it this afternoon, but I can’t imagine who might vote nay.”


At this, she turned to the side to give Amberly a pointed look. Amberly inspected her nails.


“You will accept the invitation, of course,” Noelle said to me.


“Of course,” I said, even though there was a twinge of trepidation inside my chest. “I mean, it will be a little strange after living there with Sabine for so long. . . .”


I took a deep breath and looked across the quad toward Billings House. My fists clenched inside my pockets.


“I can’t believe I trusted her,” I said, as humiliation and fury bubbled in my veins—something I clearly was going to have to get used to. I had a feeling that my relationship with Sabine would haunt me for the rest of my life. “How could I have been so stupid?”


“Hey. We all thought she was a sweet, innocent little thing,” Noelle said.


“Not you. You never liked her,” I pointed out.


Noelle smiled wryly and cocked her head. “Yes, but I rarely like anyone.”


I actually cracked a smile at that one. Then I heard shouts in the distance and knew that reporters were firing questions at some poor soul who had just driven up to the gates.


“They’re going to be all over us,” I said.


“No doubt,” Noelle said, staring off in the direction of the dorms and the driveway beyond. Then, slowly, she looked at me and smiled, her brown eyes bright. “Unless we’re not here.”


I blinked. “What do you mean?” I asked, as Tiffany finished her phone call and rejoined us.


Noelle grabbed Gage as he skulked by. He glared down at her hand, but he paused.


“What?” He looked pale, and there was a crease across his left cheek from his pillowcase. Not the coiffed Gage I knew and didn’t love.


“Everyone’s still going to St. Barths, right?” Noelle asked.


“That’s the plan,” Amberly said.


“No doubt,” Gage replied, looking off into the distance. “I plan on being hammered and stupid for at least two weeks.”


“So the usual, then?” Noelle joked.


“You should have a stand-up routine, Lange,” Gage snapped.


Noelle turned to Tiffany. “Tiff? You in?”


“Oh, I’m so there,” Tiffany replied. “Dad has a Vogue shoot a couple days before Christmas. I’m going to assist.” Her father, Tassos, was a world-renowned fashion and entertainment photographer. “Actually, Kiran is one of the models.”


Gage visibly brightened at this news. “Oh, tell me it’s a swimsuit thing,” he begged.


“It’s a swimsuit thing,” Tiffany confirmed grudgingly.


“Yes!” Gage cheered. “Hammered, stupid, and laid.”


I rolled my eyes. Boy bounced back quickly.


Noelle focused her brown eyes on me. “Reed, you’re coming with.” She lifted her iPhone and hit the screen. “I’m going to call Donnie right now and let him know we’ll be one more.”


“Who’s Donnie?” I asked.


“Our pilot,” Noelle replied.


I laughed and placed my hand over her hand on the phone. “Wait, wait. I can’t go to St. Barths. My parents will want me home for Christmas. Especially after all this.”


Noelle looked at me as if I were a puppy who’d just peed on the floor. “Reed. Think about it. Thomas was your boyfriend. Ariana tried to kill you. Now Ariana’s sister has tried to kill you. You go home, and the entire news media is going to take over West Wackadoodle, PA, and, while it might be fabu business for the local IHOP, they will camp out on your front lawn and spend the entire break tearing into your every secret. Do you really want to put your family and friends through that?”


My heart pretty much stood still. I could just see the headline now:


STALKED SCHOLARSHIP STUDENT CONFESSES: MY MOM’S A FORMER JUNKIE.


“It’s settled, then. You’re coming with us,” Noelle said, accurately reading my silence. “For the next two weeks it’s nothing but sun, sand, and mojitos for us.” There were more shouts from the distance. The zoom of a rushing engine. I wondered if one of the news vans was getting ready to ram through the front gate. “We can deal with whether or not we’ll have a school to come back to later,” she added under her breath.


So she wasn’t that confident in Easton’s staying power after all. I swallowed hard and looked around the quad at the familiar buildings and faces as Noelle made her phone call. A world without Easton? After everything I had been through, that was one blow I wasn’t sure I could survive.







THE UPTON GAME





“So, Noelle, are you going to play the Upton Game this year?” Tiffany asked as we kicked back in our cushy leather seats on the Lange family’s private plane the next morning. Our chairs were arranged in a sort of conversation pit, so that we could all see one another. Toward the back were four more seats, lined up against the walls like in a regular plane, except they each were singles with tables at either arm. Only one was occupied. Noelle’s father, whom I hadn’t met yet, had been talking intensely into his cell phone ever since we arrived at the airport and hadn’t even glanced our way. Noelle’s mother was already in St. Barths and would be meeting our plane when we landed.


“I’m not sure you guys could handle the competition,” Noelle said, arranging the skirt of her black linen dress around her legs. She and Tiff both were already outfitted for the islands—Tiff in tan shorts, a white short-sleeve shirt, and stacked espadrilles—while I was bundled up in a wool sweater and jeans, my thick coat shoved into the overhead compartment. I was, thank God, a newly reminted Billings Girl after yesterday’s successful vote, but I certainly didn’t look the part. I wondered exactly how hot I’d be when I stepped off the plane.


Tiffany laughed at Noelle. “Look at the ego on this one!” She accepted a flute of champagne from the flight attendant and curled up her long legs onto her seat. I passed on my glass. No alcohol for me. Not for a while. “Come on, Noelle! It’s your first Dash-less Christmas in forever. You have to play.”


My heart took a nosedive that, luckily, had nothing to do with the plane doing something funky. Dash-less?


“Okay, I’m confused,” I said as the flight attendant deposited a tray of chocolate-covered strawberries on the table between me and Tiffany. “A, what is the Upton Game? And B, Noelle . . . since when are you Dash-less? I thought you guys got back together.”


Noelle took a long sip from her champagne glass, and then placed it down on the table at her side. “Not anymore.”


I attempted to swallow. “You broke up? What happened?”


Noelle shot Tiffany a look, and Tiff focused her gaze out the window. “Honestly? It seems that once you’ve seen your boyfriend hook up with one of your best friends, it becomes rather hard to kiss him without thinking of where his lips have been,” Noelle answered.


My face burned. I was the best friend. I had ruined Noelle’s relationship with Dash. For good. “Noelle—”


“So, the Upton Game!” Noelle said loudly, brightly, slapping her hands down on her lap.


She wasn’t going to talk to me about Dash. I guess I could understand that. But I felt a sting in my chest nonetheless. Our friendship had changed, and not in a good way.


“Yes, let’s fill in Reed.” Tiffany reached for a chocolate-covered strawberry and bit into it.


“Okay. Tiffany and I have been going down to St. Barths ever since we were in strollers.” Noelle paused for a moment, and I knew that she was thinking about how she hadn’t been able to go last year because of Thomas’s trial. “And we’re not the only ones. There’s a whole group of us.”


“Like Gage,” I supplied. Unfortunately.


“Gage, Kiran, Paige, and Daniel Ryan, Weston Bright, the Hathaways—”


“Poppy Simon—”


“Of Simon International,” Tiffany put in, passing the tray of strawberries to me. I selected one and took a bite. Its flavors exploded in my mouth. Much better than the dry pretzels on my last flight. “Her family owns this sick chain of hotels all over the world, including one on the island. We hang out there a lot.”


“Poppy is outrageous,” Noelle added. “I’m interested to see what you think of her.” She leaned back and narrowed her eyes. “Who else . . . oh, Dash,” she said through her teeth in a tone that forbade any further questioning. “And, of course, Upton Giles.”


She shot Tiffany a sly look, and Tiffany swooned dramatically. She fanned at her neck, opening her white collared shirt wide. “Oh, Upton Giles . . . ,” she sighed.


“You got that right.”


Noelle leaned forward, and they clinked glasses.


“Who’s Upton Giles?” I asked.


Noelle took a breath, swigged her champagne, and turned to us. “Upton Giles is the single hottest male specimen ever to walk the earth.”


Noelle was not one for overexaggeration. If she said the guy was drop-dead, he was drop-dead. I immediately thought of Josh, who had yet to call me, text me, or e-mail me. I wondered if he knew I was headed to St. Barths. He had to have heard it through Gage or Weston or someone, right? I pulled out my iPhone to quickly check for messages. There was nothing.


My heart twinged, and I put down the phone. Moving on, Reed, remember? You’re moving on.


I looked at Noelle. “So . . . Upton Giles is the object of the Upton Game?”


“Exactly,” Noelle replied.


Tiffany cleared her throat and shifted in her seat. “Every year, all the girls in the crew compete for Upton’s . . . affection,” Tiffany explained.


“Back when we were twelve, it was all about who could get a peck on the cheek from Upton first,” Noelle explained, slightly lowering her voice. “But now that we’re older, things have gotten a bit more intense.”


“Basically, whoever hooks up with Upton first wins the Upton Game,” Tiffany clarified, taking a sip of champagne.


I nearly choked on a large bite of strawberry. “Omigod. Ew!” I said, covering my mouth. “You guys all have hooked up with Upton?”


“Reed! Please! I don’t think my father could quite hear you,” Noelle admonished, swiveling in her seat to check the back of the plane. But her father was still barking away on the phone. She settled in, smoothing her long black skirt over her legs. “I have not. Cheek peck back in the day? Yes. But for the last few years I’ve been . . . otherwise occupied, guywise.”


Noelle and I avoided eye contact.


“But pretty much everyone else has hooked up with him,” Tiffany added, swigging from her champagne glass again.


I looked at Tiffany. As long as I had known her, she’d never had a serious boyfriend. In a weird way, I had always thought she was sort of above the petty pursuit of guys. She usually had so much other stuff going on. Her love of photography kept her well occupied—she always was shooting for classes, for fun, for the school paper, and sometimes even for magazines in New York City. She also was a straight-A student and sang in the Easton Chorale. The thought of her with a guy was totally out of context.


“Even you?” I asked.


Tiffany blushed and shrugged. “We all have our weaknesses.”


“Everyone except Taylor,” Noelle amended. “She’s been coming down for the last few Christmases as Kiran’s guest, and she’s yet to win.”


“Not for lack of trying,” Tiffany added, rolling her eyes.


Noelle laughed lightly, and I looked down at my hands. It was going to be so odd seeing Taylor Bell and Kiran Hayes again after more than a year. I hadn’t spoken to Taylor in ages—not since the night she disappeared from Easton so mysteriously. The last time I saw Kiran was the night she confessed that she had played a role in Thomas Pearson’s kidnapping. The kidnapping that had led to his murder.


Even with all of that hanging over us, I couldn’t wait to see them. I suppose that time heals all wounds. Or absence makes the heart grow fonder. I guess clichés are clichés for a reason.


“So, what do you think, Reed?” Noelle asked with a smirk. “Up for a little Upton?”


“Please,” I said with a scoff. “I haven’t even met the guy. Besides, I’m not really into players.”


Not anymore, I added silently, thinking of Thomas.


“Believe me, when you see him, you’ll be in,” Tiffany said, toying with the hair at the nape of her neck. She was still blushing. Whatever the allure this guy had, it was strong.


“So, what else do I need to know?” I asked, hoping to change the subject. “The Upton Game isn’t all you guys do down there, is it?”


Tiffany and Noelle pretended to have to think about it. “It’s the only thing worth doing,” Tiffany joked.


“Well, there is Casino Night,” Noelle added.


“Ah, Casino Night,” Tiffany added, quickly sucking a bit of chocolate from her finger as she adjusted her position in her seat. “The Ryans throw it every year on the night after Christmas, and we all lose tons of money.”
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