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CHAPTER 1

CASEY


Fenn: How’s your day going, cutie?



MY ENTIRE FACE NEARLY CRACKS IN HALF THANKS TO THE GIDDY smile that overtakes it. It’s almost disgusting what one little text from Fenn Bishop does to my heart rate. I felt my phone buzzing in my pocket during French class, half a dozen texts in quick succession, but I couldn’t check it, otherwise it would’ve been confiscated. So I sat there dying for the bell to ring. Now, between classes, I stand at my locker and read the messages that remind me this place isn’t real life. Nobody knows me here at St. Vincent’s. All the rumors and whispers constantly buzzing around me whenever I walk down the hall—they don’t matter. I know the truth. And so does Fenn.

That’s all that matters.

The giddiness intensifies as I scan the rest of his texts. He’s been doing this every day since we became friends. Texting me good morning. Checking up on me. Sending me dumb memes because he knows I haven’t smiled in a while.

It still feels so surreal. Fenn was a stranger to me for so long, just another upperclassman my sister occasionally hung around with. And then my car accident threw my entire world into chaos, and there he was with an easy grin and a strong shoulder for me to lean on. He befriended me, for no good reason other than he saw I needed someone and decided it would be him.

And for no good reason, I let him in.

As I head toward my media class, I type out a quick response.


Me: Oh, you know. The usual BS.

Fenn: Wanna ditch last period? I’ll come pick you up.

Me: Sloane would kill you.



We aren’t exactly public, Fenn and me. At least not where my family’s concerned. My dad and sister barely tolerate a friendship—I can’t imagine how they’d react to finding out Fenn and I are officially dating. I honestly don’t know who would lose their shit more. Last time she caught him hanging around, Sloane basically told Fenn she would put a hit out on him if he touched me. And Dad, well, if he didn’t have to clear it with the board of trustees, he’d have built a moat around our house by now. I’m not sure he really thought it through before accepting a headmaster position at an all boys’ boarding school in the middle of nowhere and brought his two teenage daughters along. Sloane and I were bound to fall for a couple of Dad’s delinquents.


Fenn: Worth it.

Me: You say that now.

Fenn: Nah. I’d risk Sloane’s wrath any day of the week. You’re just that cute.



My stomach does a happy flip. He’s too good at that. Or maybe I’m too easily impressed. Fenn throws the slightest compliment my way and I become a puddle of mush. It’s nauseating. Lately, he’s the best part of my day.


Me: Meet after school?

Fenn: Can’t wait. Usual place?

Me: Yep. I’ll text you when I get home.



I’m still smiling as I enter the classroom and take my seat in the second to last row. Not even Sister Patricia’s stern glare can hinder my mood. Although of course, she frowns upon smiling. Everything is frowned upon in this stupid school. St. Vincent’s is run by a group of super strict, terrifying nuns who view the girls more like wards than students. Every morning begins with fifteen minutes of chapel. Every class has assigned seating. My pre-calc teacher, Sister Mary Alice, even walks around slapping a wooden ruler against her thigh, ready to smack your wrist if you don’t finish your equations fast enough.

I hate this place.

“Hey, Casey.” Ainsley bumps my desk as she walks up. “Remember to take your meds today? I assume you do that at lunch so you can take them with food?”

Just like that, my spirits sink.

I clench my teeth, pretending not to notice the way she smirks at the prospect of spending another full hour picking at the bones of my carcass. I imagine she’s one of those girls who was dismembering her dolls and cutting off all their hair when she was little. Throwing rocks at squirrels to hear them scream.

Lucky me, I’m her new favorite toy.

People say that when faced with a seemingly insurmountable challenge, we tend to either rise to meet our potential, or regress to escape the problem. For me, I’m still stuck at the point of indecision. Neither fight nor flight, but grin and bear it. Close my eyes and bite down. If I’m being honest, though, I don’t think I’ve ever been Team Fight. Before I transferred to St Vincent’s from Ballard Academy, I probably would’ve been part of the flight camp, so I guess my current state is a step up from that.

Ainsley slides into her seat behind me, then taps my shoulder.

“What?” I hiss, turning in my seat.

She stares blankly. “What? I didn’t do anything.”

“Ladies.” Sister Patricia scolds us from the front of the class, where she’s setting up today’s video. It’s already October, and I don’t think she’s taught us a single thing since school started. All we do is watch movies, usually musicals, that I’m starting to suspect come from her home collection.

“You’re imagining things,” Ainsley tells me. “Better up your dosage.”

Beside Ainsley, her best friend, Bree, is giggling. “Yeah, for real.” The brunette chews loudly on her gum, then coughs when she nearly chokes on it. I don’t usually judge people with low IQ, but Bree Atwood is the kind of stupid you genuinely feel sorry for.

A few minutes later, class commences. And by class, I mean we proceed to sit in the dark watching a bad VHS-to-DVD transfer of a West End production of Les Misérables while Sister Patricia sits at her desk mouthing every line.

“Sister Patricia?” Ainsley calls out.

“What is it?” The irritated nun casts a glance in our direction.

“Shouldn’t we leave the lights on?”

Sister Patricia sighs, one eye on the TV. “Quiet, Ms. Fisck.”

“I just don’t think it’s a good idea to keep us trapped in the dark with an unstable student.”

I swallow a tired sigh. Within days of me transferring to St. Vincent’s, Ainsley had the whole school believing I’m a mental case. One bad hair day shy of a straitjacket.

Not like it hasn’t crossed my mind. I don’t remember what happened the night of the accident, so in a sort of quantum sense, I guess anything could have. I’m basically Schrödinger’s cat in a box of poison. But what’s more plausible? That I was the target of some phantom driver, or that I got high off my ass at prom, looking for attention, and plunged my car into the lake? You can only rant about the one-armed man for so long before you’re forced to consider the possibility it’s all in your head. Maybe I am nuts. Maybe I did have a breakdown that night and simply can’t remember.

Sister Patricia’s response is an annoyed frown, but her focus remains on the film. Even the nuns know the rumors, and I’m sure more than a few believe them. I’m almost surprised I haven’t yet been snatched coming out of the bathroom and hauled into the chapel for an impromptu exorcism.

“I’m not being mean,” Ainsley says with feigned innocence. “Darkness and loud noises can be triggering. Right, Casey?”

I continue to ignore her and stare at the floor, concentrating intensely on the black shoe scuffs and dotted patterns in the tiles. Ainsley’s been at it since first period this morning. In AP history, she remarked on my shoelaces. You know, is it a good idea for someone in my condition to be walking around with those. In physics, she suggested to our teacher that perhaps I should complete my assignments in crayon, lest I fashion a pencil into a weapon.

“How does it work?” she continues. “Like do you hear voices? Are they talking to you now?”

I glimpse several smirks in the darkness. Hear a few soft snickers. Girls can be vicious. I always knew this in theory, but once you become a target, it’s hard not to grow disillusioned. Not to become disappointed in your peers. Maybe it makes me an anomaly in this world, but I’ve always tried to treat people the way I want to be treated.

Sister Patricia shushes the class, though she doesn’t peel her eyes from the screen. Her mouth is still moving silently.

“I saw this biopic on Netflix once,” interjects Bree, the feckless sidekick who couldn’t find a personality of her own if she tripped over one. “It was about a woman who heard voices through her microwave.”

“Oh, I know that one,” Ainsley says. “She drove her car into a city bus because she believed it was a government surveillance unit tracking her.”

I’m crazy, is the gist. Delusional, dangerous, and on a hair trigger.

I wish. If I were all those things, maybe I’d have the courage to retaliate against these jerks. As is it, I’ve done the only sensible thing: ignore them. Every day, I brace myself against the snide comments and perpetual rumors. At first, Sloane said it wouldn’t last more than a few days. Ainsley’s just a bully and soon enough she’d get bored and move on. But her fascination hasn’t dissipated, and my resolve has withered. With each relentless assault, I’ve grown more self-conscious. Sorry for myself. Sulking in the misery of becoming the main character at a new school where only the worst parts of my reputation precede me.

“Casey. Hey, I forgot.” Honestly, you almost have to admire her persistence. That Ainsley’s yet to reach boredom is remarkable. “I’m having a party next week.”

She’s not especially clever, but what she lacks in material, she makes up for in purity of malice. Ainsley doesn’t have some long-simmering grudge against me. I didn’t steal her boyfriend in third grade. There’s no history here. She’s simply a rotten person who enjoys being a bitch.

Her tone turns saccharine. “You can come if you promise not to park in the pool.”

I focus on the musical number on the screen, pretending not to hear the giggles. Fuck these girls. I don’t need their approval. Don’t need their friendship. Even if they’d all welcomed me to St. Vincent’s with open arms and tried to make friends with me back in September, I still wouldn’t trust them. I had a big friend group at Ballard Academy and look how that turned out. Every single one of them betrayed me after the accident. Smiled to my face and laughed behind my back. They spread rumors about the worst night of my life, turning me into a laughingstock.

I had to learn the hard way that loyalty is rare in high school. Which is why I’m not interested in buddying up to any of these girls, not when they showed me their true character right out of the gate. There are only two people I trust these days.

My sister.

And the one guy who never fails to put a smile on my face.

So I keep staring straight ahead and mentally count the minutes until I can see Fenn.




CHAPTER 2

CASEY

AFTER SCHOOL I THROW ON MY RUNNING SHOES AND WHISTLE FOR Bo and Penny, who hardly wait for me to open the front door before they bolt down the driveway toward the sun sitting low above the tree line. For a couple of big golden retrievers, they’ve got engines like racehorses and the patience of caffeinated toddlers. They sprint most of the way to the forest path between the dorms and my house on the edge of the Sandover campus, where Fenn is waiting for me.

I’m still not tired of the way he always looks deep in thought before his head lifts and his blue eyes light up. That embarrassed grin he smothers as he wraps his arms over my shoulders and kisses the top of my head.

“Hi,” he says. Never more than that. But it’s the inflection that makes it our own secret language. Everything we need to say in one tiny sound.

“Hi.”

I lock my arms behind his back and stay there awhile. Because even on days I remember my armor, school is exhausting.

“You okay?” Fenn says against my hair.

He’s almost a foot taller than me, letting me nestle against his chest. He must’ve ditched his blazer in his dorm because he’s wearing only his Sandover-issued button-down, the sleeves rolled up. He smells so delicious. That boarding school tuition doesn’t skimp on the good fabric softener.

“Uh-huh,” I answer. “You give good hug.”

I feel his laugh fan over my cheek. “Oh, yeah?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“’Kay. Knock yourself out.”

I give him one last squeeze before I let go, shielding my eyes from the sun to spot Bo and Penny harassing some creature up a tree.

“Guys,” I shout in reprimand, and they quickly dash away from the tree.

“How long can you stay?” Fenn quickly unbuttons his shirt and lays it down on the grass for me to sit on.

I can’t help but snort.

“What? It’s called manners, Casey.”

“Any excuse to take your clothes off.” Not that I hate it. Playing soccer has given him ridiculous abs. Which he’s not shy about.

“Eyes are up here, sweetheart.” He winks at me and sprawls out beside me.

Something weird happens when the guy you like says he likes you back. Everything becomes hyperreal. Vivid. Those dimples I hadn’t paid significant attention to before? They now occupy an inordinate share of my thoughts. I can’t stop staring at his lips, the bottom one fuller than the top. Or noticing how he always seems to miss one tiny patch of dark-blond stubble on the corner of his jaw whenever he shaves.

It’s impossible not to let my gaze drift to his bare chest again. His sculpted muscles and tanned flesh make my fingers itch to touch him. I swallow through my dry throat and force myself not to ogle him. Sloane mockingly refers to Fenn as the golden boy, and it’s hard to disagree with that assessment, only not in a scornful way. With his blond hair, golden skin, and tall, muscular frame, he’s hotness personified.

I still can’t believe he’s actually mine.

“I can’t stay long,” I tell him. “Homework. And Dad’s making dinner. So…”

“So I better not waste my time then.”

With a naughty grin, he reaches for my hand and pulls me to sit across his lap. My resulting squeak is a cross between surprise and delight. Then my pulse quickens, as Fenn catches me around the waist to hold me tight and presses his warm lips to mine.

It begins innocent enough at first. A sweet kiss. The soft brush of his lips. My fingers find their way down his bare shoulders to travel the firm ridges of his abs, and I feel his muscles contract under my touch. My tongue seeks his while he tangles his hands in my hair, gently cupping the side of my face.

I know he wants me. I hear it in the soft groans muffled in his chest. Feel it when he skims the skin at the small of my back. I sit up and comb my fingers through his hair, deepening the kiss and breathing heavy.

Fenn’s always the first one to pull away.

“You’re killing me,” he whispers with heavy-lidded eyes.

“I don’t know who you’re trying to impress by trapping us on first base all the time.”

“Trapping? Damn.” He flashes an indignant smirk. “I get no credit for good behavior with you.”

“Not really, no.”

“Ah, come on, Case. Just let me be the good guy.” Now he offers an adorable pout. “That’s all I’m asking. We don’t have to rush things.”

“Bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Don’t do that,” he says, pushing a few strands of hair behind my ear and letting his fingertips gently travel down the side of my neck. “I’m here with you. That’s all I care about now.”

He’s endearing, but also a little infuriating. Fenn’s exploits are infamous in the prep school circles. It’s not like I’m ignorant of how he used to get around, and pretending otherwise is pointless. And it’s frustrating, because between the two of us, he’s the more seasoned traveler, yet he digs his heels in if I tempt him to venture much further than the front yard.

“I know, and I’m not trying to rush things…” I slide off Fenn’s lap and cradle Bo’s head when he comes pushing his way under my arm. “But you’re starting to give me a complex.”

He frowns. “How so?”

“Every time you stop, I wonder if it’s because I’m…” I feel my cheeks heat up. “I don’t know…bad at this or something. I mean, my resume isn’t extensive.”

Even before the accident, my dad was a zero-dating tyrant. And Sloane had every guy at Ballard and Sandover scared to come anywhere near me.

“Your resume?” Fenn sounds completely befuddled.

“Yeah. There was Corey Spaulding who asked me to Lisa Lesko’s birthday party freshman year and then ended up making out with her cousin in the guest house. Sophomore year I made out with Corey’s best friend, Brad, but mostly to get back at Corey for the Lisa Lesko party betrayal. And then there was A.J. Koppel last year, but I think he only kissed me to get back at Lisa Lesko for cheating on him.” I pause in thought. “Oh my God. I just realized Lisa Lesko is the common denominator in my entire kissing history. What do you think that means?”

Fenn stares at me for a second before bursting into laughter. “What the fuck’s happening right now? What are you getting at?”

“You’d tell me if I wasn’t a good kisser, right?”

He blinks, still chuckling. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

Fenn composes his face when he realizes I’m not laughing. “Are you kidding me? You’re a good kisser. Exceptional, in fact. Fucking phenomenal.” He sighs. “Don’t take my hesitation to mean there’s anything wrong with you. This is me trying to do the right thing. For once.”

He does that a lot, and it makes me a little sad for him. Yeah, he’s had more one-night stands than a highway motel, but he isn’t a bad guy. Somewhere along the way, he got it in his head he’s undeserving.

“Okay.”

“I mean it.” He takes my hand to kiss the inside of my wrist. Which basically melts my insides to molten goo and makes me want to tackle him all at once. I don’t know where they teach guys this stuff, but he was paying attention. “There isn’t a single thing about you I’d change.”

Inside I’m bursting, but I only nod and find a stick to toss for Penny. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to him.

“Have you really only kissed three dudes?” He looks intrigued by that. “Weren’t you a cheerleader at Ballard?”

I snicker. “Is kissing a gazillion guys required of being a cheerleader?”

“Well, no, but…” He glares at me. “Fine. I’m stereotyping.”

I grin at his grumbled concession. “Yes, I was a cheerleader,” I confirm. “And yes, I’ve only kissed three guys.”

I was a lot of things at Ballard Academy. A cheerleader. Head of yearbook committee, which is a huge honor for a junior. I had a best friend—Gillian Coates, who I haven’t spoken to since the spring.

I was popular at Ballard. A different kind of popular than my sister, who all the boys coveted and all the girls feared. Sloane used to tease that I was one of those annoying girls who every boy wants and no girl can hate because I’m too genuine. Whatever that means. I’ve never been anything but myself. And I think Sloane gave me a lot more credit in the “every boy wants me” department, seeing as how I captured the interest of a mere three.

She wasn’t wrong about one thing—almost everyone at Ballard did like me. Until the rumor mill turned me into a nutcase, and suddenly I was cast aside. And I know for a fact that Gillian and my former friend group still whisper about me. I see it on social media sometimes, the dumb comments about me on people’s posts. It’s embarrassing.

“Not to change the subject,” Fenn says then, “but have you noticed Sloane being weird? Because RJ’s starting to worry me.”

I think it over. On the drive home after school, she was definitely less than chatty. But I didn’t dwell on it because it meant I got to skip the daily debrief when she drills down into everyone who was mean to me that day. Whose ass she needs to kick. Which tires to slash. My older sister is my ultimate protector, even when I don’t need protecting. Honestly, I’d let her leave bags of flaming dog turds in every locker on campus if I thought it’d make a difference, but as intimidating as Sloane is, there isn’t a machine conceived by woman or man that can halt the gears of high school gossip.

In general, though, I don’t know if I’d classify her behavior as weird so much as lovesick. Ever since she got back together with RJ, she’s been sort of obsessed, walking around inside the opaque aura of a love haze. I’m happy for her, but it’s sort of creepy. Sloane used to shun the notion of romance. Now she’s peddling love to everyone like she’s running a multilevel marketing scheme door-to-door.

“She’s been pretty distracted this week,” I answer. “All she does is text RJ. If I didn’t know better, I’d think those two were getting ready to run away together.”

Fenn shrugs. “If they did, I’d have our room to myself, so…”

“I’d say it’s normal for a new relationship, but nothing about Sloane is normal lately, so what do I know. They’re in their own bubble, I guess.”

“Yeah, well, good for them, but RJ needs to get over it.”

Fenn’s consternation is sort of endearing. He only just patched things up with his stepbrother, and I get the sense he’s feeling a little jealous. Starved for attention, maybe.

“I don’t know how to describe it,” he adds. “Every time I look at him, it’s like he’s trying to figure out how to tell me my grandma died or something.”

Huh. “Okay, that’s a little strange. Maybe that’s just how his face looks?”

RJ’s a nice guy, but he does have strong antisocial tendencies. Sort of like a resting bitch face. For an extroverted guy like Fenn, it must be downright alien.

“Like a couple days ago, I came into our room after practice and caught him on the phone. With Sloane, I assume. But he looks up at me like a deer in the headlights, and his eyes shift away. It’s stupid, but I swear I saw that same look every time someone talked about my mom being sick. When they were all afraid to tell me how bad it was getting.”

“I’m sorry.” I reach for Fenn’s hand and entwine it with mine, holding it in my lap.

I know what it’s like to lose your mother, although mine didn’t die from a drawn-out illness. She died suddenly, no warning at all. A freak drowning that nobody saw coming. And I was only five years old, young enough that I don’t remember much from those days. Only brief moments. Glimpses of the funeral, all the people constantly in our house for days afterward, while my sister and I tried coming to terms with the concept of death and the scary notion that Mommy was never coming back.

“My dad was already checking out at that point,” Fenn says absently, rubbing circles into my skin with his thumb. “Obviously he was at her side every second, but I was invisible to him. He knew she wasn’t going to be around much longer, so he totally shut down.”

Silence falls between us. I feel the sadness emanating from him and wish I could make it better. I think about my own loss, that huge hole left in my life after Mom died. I barely remember her, which makes it worse. I don’t even have some cache of warm, wonderful memories to crack open whenever I find myself missing her.

I do have one cope, which is kind of embarrassing, but I bite my lip and decide to voice it, because I hate to see Fenn hurting.

“I talk to her sometimes,” I admit shyly. “My mom.”

“You do?”

“It’s dumb, I know.”

“No, it’s not.”

I shrug, because silly as it is, I couldn’t stop if I tried. “When I get overwhelmed or scared, or even if I’m really happy about something. I imagine she can hear me, that she’s in the room somewhere, and I just talk to her.”

“What do you say?”

“Anything. Everything. Like when it suddenly hit me that I want to be a veterinarian, I told my mom before I said anything to Dad or Sloane.” A bittersweet smile tugs on my lips. “I know I was probably imagining it, but I swear I felt her presence that day. That she was proud of me for figuring out my path.”

Fenn throws his arm over my shoulder and pulls me closer. “Wish I could do that. I haven’t felt my mom in a long time. It was empty after she was gone. That was it.”

My throat tightens, heart squeezing in acknowledgment of his pain. I rest my head against his bare shoulder and once again wish I could offer something more than platitudes and silly tips to soothe him. Fenn’s still so haunted by the loss of her. It’s always there. In the moments when he doesn’t think anyone’s looking. In the way he knows without words how I’m feeling when I think about my own mother. In the dozen ways he sort of hates himself, even if he doesn’t think I notice.

At least he lets me see him. I’m one of the few who do, and I’m grateful for that. It takes courage to be a little broken.

“Hi,” he says. Gives me a little shake.

“Hi.” I feel the smile in his voice. Sure enough, when I tip my head, his lips are curved in a playful grin.

“What do you think about me taking you on a real date?” he asks quietly.

My heart skips a beat. “And what does a real date look like?”

“How do you feel about picnics? Saturday afternoon we can take the dogs for a walk and find a nice spot to set up.”

It’s hard to picture Fenn Bishop skipping through the forest with a picnic basket, but I’d pay money to see what he comes up with.

“Sounds perfect.”




CHAPTER 3

FENN

MY STEPBROTHER IS CAUGHT IN A PERPETUAL TRANCE LATELY. Used to be you couldn’t pry his eyes away from his computer screen, but at least he’d occasionally mumble a response to conversation. Now I can’t seem to get so much as a grunt out of him while we get ready for class in the morning. His head has been buried in his phone since the second he woke up.

“Dude.” I throw a tennis ball across the room that flies past his head to thump the wall.

RJ whips around in his desk chair. “Fuck’s sake. What?”

“Have you heard anything I’ve said for the last ten minutes?”

“No? I don’t know. Christ. What do you want from me before eight a.m.?”

“I get you’re pussy-whipped these days, but how about sparing a little time for your friends now and then?”

Fuck. That sounded clingy. Was it clingy? I don’t know how to do this whole brother thing. I was an only child my entire life. And now I’ve got this stepbrother who ended up being cooler than I anticipated.

When we met five seconds before our parents’ wedding and were standing there in our tuxes sizing each other up, I honestly didn’t expect to ever like the dude. Hell, it took me a couple of weeks to even remember his name. But then my dad got RJ into Sandover, and we were thrown together as roommates, and now…well, I guess we’ve bonded. Sounds cheesy as hell, but it’s true. We might come from vastly different backgrounds and are polar opposites in terms of our attitudes toward socializing, but somehow this weird new familial relationship works.

Or at least it did before he went and fell for Sloane frickin’ Tresscott. Of all the chicks he could’ve gone after, he picks the headmaster’s daughter. The ice princess. The girl who’d rip my balls off if she knew I’ve had my tongue in her little sister’s mouth every day this week.

“Did you have a point, or are you just being needy?” RJ finally puts his phone down and hauls himself out of his chair to start getting dressed. As it is, we’ll only have time to grab a quick pastry at the dining hall before first bell.

“You have to do me a solid this weekend. I’m taking Casey out for a picnic on Saturday.”

He glances at me over his shoulder. I think I catch something of a grimace before he turns back to his closet.

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“Keep Sloane busy for me.” I sit on the couch in the middle of our spacious dorm room and put my shoes on. “I know she’s not Team Fenn on this, and I don’t want every date with Casey turning into a standoff.”

“So, this is happening?” RJ furrows his brow as he throws his bag over his shoulder. His tie is undone around his neck like it’s a statement against The Man. In reality, he’s been at Sandover for two months and still can’t tie the thing without my help most days. “You and Casey?”

The question catches me as odd. And he takes on a strange demeanor full of mysterious subtext that makes me uneasy. “Yeah, and…?”

“What are your intentions there?” he asks.

“Intentions?”

What the hell? Granted, we aren’t great at the heart-to-hearts, but I thought RJ understood how I feel about Casey. She’s not some conquest to me. This girl is special.

“Did Sloane put you up to this?” I ask warily.

“Just asking the question,” he says with a shrug that’s a bit more pointed than his words suggest.

He’s not entirely wrong to be suspicious. Not even a little. Under the surface of what he knows about me, there’s a ship-killer of guilt lurking in the darkness. Because I’m an asshole for wanting her, and an even bigger asshole for letting this happen against my better judgment. With every day, every kiss, I’m a little closer to ruining her.

RJ stands between me and the door, a not-so-subtle signal of the sincerity of his interest. I asked for his attention, and now I’m not getting out of here until I’ve satisfied it.

“I’d never hurt her,” I tell him, my voice coming out gruff. I want it to be true. And that’s the best kind of honesty I can give him.

Appraising me, RJ clearly wants to say something else, but my phone buzzes in my pocket. I release a breath, surprised at the relief to be let off the hook. Then I see my dad’s number on the screen and curse under my breath.

“It’s my dad,” I mutter, then put the call on speakerphone with a curt, “Yeah?”

I’d have let it go to voicemail if I wasn’t somewhat thankful for the rescue. This stare down with RJ was getting intense. I can’t imagine where his interest is coming from except that Sloane is far more put out over our relationship than I had assumed. Part of me wonders if she might be on a campaign to turn RJ against me, so long as Casey and I are together. I know it comes from a good place—she wants to protect her little sister—but Sloane is ruthless when she wants to be.

“Good morning,” my dad answers with a pathetically cheerful voice I assume he’s doing for the benefit of RJ’s mom on the other end. “Did I catch you before breakfast?”

“Yeah, what do you want?”

These days he’s on my phone more times than in the last several years of my life combined. It’s all part of his sudden character turn toward some network TV dad impersonation that’s both disturbing and insulting. Ever since Michelle came along, it’s like he’s discovered his paternal roots and is trying to make up for a decade of benign neglect. Or at least he wants RJ and his mom to believe he’s trying to be a better father.

I’m not buying it. People don’t change overnight. Hell, I’m not convinced people change at all. They just get better at hiding their malfunctions. So, no, I don’t believe my father suddenly stopped being a selfish prick and now cares about pesky matters like “family.”

Where was Mr. Family Man after Mom died? Nowhere near me, that’s for sure. Before her death, he and I were close. We laughed together, went sailing. I even got him to play video games with me sometimes. We used to have fun.

Then she was gone, and Dad completely iced me out. He buried himself in work and relegated me to afterthought territory. When he did remember my existence, he’d feel guilty and throw money at me, then disappear again.

And eventually, I liked being left alone. I mean, what teenager wouldn’t want to run wild with zero consequences? No matter what I did, what crazy shit I got into, Dad didn’t even bat an eye. The summer before sophomore year—back when I was still at Ballard like seventy-five percent of the rejects who now attend Sandover—I threw a party at our house in Greenwich that resulted in the entire place being trashed and the cops showing up after a dozen noise complaints—and Dad couldn’t care less. He just hired a cleaning service and then went into his study to finalize some deal he was negotiating with a tech company in Japan. When I was expelled from Ballard and that snooty Swiss prep school? He didn’t even blink. Merely wrote another check and shipped me off to Sandover.

So whatever this is, this unwelcome olive branch he keeps trying to wave in my face, I’m not interested. I lost interest years ago.

“I hoped we could talk again about Christmas break,” Dad tells me. “Taking a little family vacation with all of us.”

“Uh, yeah. I think it’s a little late for that trip to Disney World, Dad.”

“Michelle suggested we go somewhere with mountains. Maybe some skiing?”

“What do I care? Do whatever you want. I’ve got other plans.”

“Think about it,” he urges, apparently choosing to ignore my blatant rudeness as some sort of psychological warfare. “In the meantime, Michelle and I wanted to come out for a visit sometime soon. We could take you boys out for a nice dinner. How does that sound?”

“Hard pass.”

I end the call without the slightest trace of remorse. Not even the flicker of disapproval in RJ’s dark eyes triggers any sort of repentance. I get we’re stepbrothers now and this affects him too, but RJ would do better to butt out. He can’t possibly appreciate eighteen years of history based on knowing David for a few months. Most of which we’ve spent in this dorm.

“That was messed up,” my stepbrother says. “You could try a little.”

“I could, but I don’t want to. Trust me, don’t fall for this act. He doesn’t deserve you caping for him. And these conversations go much quicker when I don’t pretend to participate.”

“Maybe it’s not an act,” RJ points out.

I roll my eyes at him. For some obnoxious reason, he’s been on my case this past week about how I should be open to reconciliation. But he doesn’t know my dad or what it was like waking up one morning and realizing my father had chosen to stop noticing I existed. At least RJ’s dad had the decency to get sent to prison.

“I told you, this nice guy bullshit is just that—bullshit. Showering you and your mom with gifts and vacation suggestions. Trying to be your buddy. It’s fake. He’s trying to impress your mother. Make himself look good so that when they eventually divorce, she doesn’t take half his money.”

Hesitation creases RJ’s features.

“What?” I demand.

“I don’t know…” He fidgets with the bottom of his tie.

“What?” I repeat.

“Part of me thinks maybe the marriage will actually work out,” he finally admits.

My jaw drops. “Dude.”

“I know.”

“Since when?”

He offers a shrug. “They seem happy.”

“They’re newlyweds. Of course they’re happy right now. He probably ate her out on the kitchen counter this morning.”

RJ blanches. “Gross. That’s my mom. Anyway, I’m not saying it’ll last. Only that I might not be totally shocked if it does.”

I shake my head at him in reprimand. “What happened to your cynicism? It was my favorite thing about you. I fucking blame Sloane for this.”

“I don’t mind seeing my mother happy,” he grumbles as we head for the door. “So sue me.”

When we reach the doorway, though, he stops and looks at me. He hesitates again, blocking my way.

I lift a brow. “Was there something else you wanted to say?”

After a beat, he breaks eye contact and steps out of the room. “Nothing,” he says without glancing back. “Forget it.”




CHAPTER 4

RJ

SLOANE IS LIVID. I THOUGHT I’D SEEN HER MAD BEFORE, BUT THIS is something else. That eerie kind of quiet stillness that conceals the inferno of rage inside. I’m not even sure she’s breathing.

“What are you thinking?” I ask but receive no response.

An hour ago, she called me out to our spot off the overgrown forest trail where an old bench sits among the shrubs. I came straight from swim practice, getting Lawson to cover for me with Coach and make some excuse for why I had to dip out early. She didn’t clue me in as to what prompted the sudden SOS, but it’s safe to assume it comes back to the decision that’s been looming over our heads for a week now.

And with Fenn making the bonehead move on Casey, he’s forced our hand.

We knew we’d need to confront him about his role in Casey’s accident, but Sloane’s been going back and forth about whether to speak with Casey first. Her reasoning is that Casey deserves to know and Fenn doesn’t deserve a heads-up to prepare what he’ll say, but I suspect she’s afraid of the repercussions that might arise when her sister finds out. She’s terrified Casey will spiral into depression again, and maybe this time won’t be able to crawl out of that dark place.

And I think she’s worried Casey’s feelings for Fenn will cloud her judgment about what to do next. I know Sloane wants to give the tape to the cops. That idea, however, makes me sick to my stomach. I can’t snitch on my stepbrother.

But I also can’t go against my girlfriend.

I hate being stuck in the middle.

“Can you give me a hint at least?” I press.

Above us a bird or something jostles the canopy, and my girlfriend flinches, blinking out of her spell.

“She could have died,” Sloane insists, like she’s mid-sentence of an intense argument in her head that I haven’t been privy to. “Fenn left her there alone with a head wound. Casey could have been bleeding out.” She recoils from the overwhelming image it conjures and starts to pace. “He could have killed her, RJ.”

“Okay, maybe,” I say gently. Disagreeing with her now is taking my life in my own hands, and I’m not trying to die tonight. “But she also would have drowned if Fenn hadn’t been there to rescue her from the sinking car.”

Sharply, she rounds on me. “So you’re taking his side.”

“No. I’m giving you some perspective to consider the context.”

“Fuck your context.”

“Sloane.” I let out a breath. “We still don’t know who the other person was in the video. The first person we saw running past the camera. We have no idea who they are and if they were driving the car. And in the absence of that information, it’s easy to want to put all the blame on the one person we can identify.”

Sloane scoffs, throwing her hands in the air. “I don’t have to be fair. My baby sister almost died, and Fenn has been lying about it for months! That’s shady, RJ. It’s shady!”

She’s not wrong. It doesn’t look good for my stepbrother. And it’s rotten luck that only Fenn was dumb enough to flash his face at the boathouse security camera. If we knew who drove out there with Casey in the first place, Fenn’s decision to flee after saving her would be a minor footnote to this entire ordeal. Something for the epilogue of the closed case. Instead, his actions that night, and every day since, appear more suspicious than heroic.

“I think you need to figure out where your loyalties lie.” She advances on me, dark gray eyes burning like hot ash. Indignant, she points a finger in my chest that would get my back up if she were anyone else.

“You know I can’t do that.”

I take her hand, which she quickly yanks back. These days, I give her an infinite amount of slack, considering the circumstances. But I’m not taking ultimatums either.

“Sloane, I love you, but there’s no way I’m taking sides between my girlfriend and my stepbrother. What he did is fucked up, yeah. But I’m sorry, I don’t think we should crucify the guy until we know the whole story.” I shrug. “At this point, I think you tell Casey and let her decide what to do.”

“No,” she says, clearly unsatisfied that I’m not on board to feed her revenge fantasies. She flicks up one eyebrow in challenge. “I’ll just tell my dad and we can go to the cops. They can figure it out.”

My shoulders tense. She wields the idea like a knife to my throat, and my patience is now waning. I want a way forward as much as she does, but throwing Fenn under the bus because we don’t have the real culprit is not an outcome I’m keen to entertain.

“I’m not standing in your way.” I sit on the bench and implore her to lower her weapons. “If that’s what you believe you have to do, that’s your right. But if you go that route, you need to understand that you could be blowing up Fenn’s entire life, maybe even taking away his freedom, without having all the details. If you’re not ready to fill Casey in yet, then at least let me talk to Fenn before you do anything else. Get him to admit the truth. Explain his side of things.”

Her lips tighten. “You know he’ll just lie to you.”

“No, I don’t know that. I think he’ll tell me the truth.”

Sloane meets my eyes for a moment. Long enough that the desire to swing on me fades. For now.

Reluctant, she sits beside me. “Let me see the footage again,” she orders.

On my phone, we rewatch the boathouse security footage from prom night. No matter how we zoom in or slow it down, Sloane can’t identify any clue to who it is we see fleeing the scene soon after the car careens off screen and into the lake. And she watches Fenn. How he races out of frame to pull Casey from the car, then returns to lay her gently on the ground. How he texts Sloane from her sister’s phone, proving those damn things actually are waterproof because it had been fully submerged.

“If he hadn’t texted, there’s no way we would have thought to look there,” she mutters.

The lake is a good distance from the Ballard Academy gym where Casey disappeared from the dance. Definitely not a trek anyone was taking on foot at night unless they knew the way. As Sloane described it, the boathouse was a place people went to drink, smoke, make out, or engage in whatever other illicit behaviors. AKA the last place anyone would think to look for a girl like Casey.

“We might not have found her for hours,” Sloane says, still clutching my phone in her hands. But I feel her icy fury thawing.

“Look, I can’t imagine what possessed Fenn to leave her there,” I say roughly, “or why he hasn’t come forward this whole time. But I think it’s obvious that when he went in the water, he was trying to do the right thing.”

Sloane chews on it for a while, her brow furrowed. She isn’t the forgiving type. My girlfriend is the kind of person who carries her grudges around in her pocket. Nurturing them. I’m not sure if she knows who she’d be without them. I get it. It was a monumental bit of character growth for her to find a way to forgive me for every mistake I made on my way to being with her now.

I just need her to stretch a little further.

“I hate you,” she says with a huff.

“I know.”

I wrap my hand around her thigh and squeeze softly, because I can sense her resolve weakening, and she’ll punish me less if I remind her why she stays with me.

“Fine.” She sighs resentfully. “Yes, if he hadn’t been there, she would have died in the car.”

She’s offering a small amount of grace for a guy she’d still very much like to dismember with her bare hands. It’s enough, though.

“Thank you for acknowledging that.”

“All right. Talk to him first. Try to get his side of things.” Sloane rises to her feet, done with me for the moment. No one likes hearing don’t kill anyone yet less than Sloane Tresscott. She’s a fighter to her core. “But if he won’t come clean…”

I nod grimly. “I know.”

She’s giving him one chance here, and one chance only. For his sake, Fenn better grab this lifeline before it becomes a noose.




CHAPTER 5

FENN

“MR. SWINNEY?” CASEY SAYS WITH HER JAW JUTTING OPEN. “THAT guy who looks like an old moth-eaten wool coat that’s fallen off its hanger in the back of the closet?”

It’s an apt description, and I almost choke myself laughing as we find a nice shady spot to throw down our picnic blanket Saturday afternoon.

“It’s the perfect cover,” I answer. “Who’d suspect, right?”

The Sandover Prep campus is deceptively large, extending for hundreds of acres beyond the main facilities. Much of it is untouched woodland that most of us have barely explored. Today we wandered off one of the walking trails to discover a hollow among the evergreens. Autumn is in full swing. Everywhere else on campus, the leaves are starting to turn in an array of reds and oranges, the ground becoming crunchy and brown. Here, there’s still a lot of green to be seen.

We sit, and I begin setting out some snacks I brought. I found a small gourmet grocery about a half hour away that I paid to put something together. Had it delivered to the dorm this morning. Best of all, I got them to procure two raw marrow bones from the butcher shop in Calden, the small town closest to the Sandover campus.

I waste no time tossing the bones at Casey’s two salivating golden retrievers, who snatch up their respective bones and race off to find a quiet place to gorge. Good. That’ll keep them busy for a while.

“So, you followed him?” Casey says with a laugh.

“Yup. And this place was not easy to get to. Which, you know, makes sense. RJ and I spent the night traipsing through the woods in the pitch-black. Getting cut up and tripping over rocks every other step.”

“I would have been terrified,” she says nervously. “You could have found his murder shack or something.”

“The thought did occur to me.”

I’m having the hardest time concentrating on the conversation, not entirely sure the words are coming out in the right order. Casey is beautiful against the backdrop of sunlight filtering through the trees. I get distracted by her strawberry-blond hair catching in the breeze and the way she licks her fingers after biting into an orange slice. The simplest things about her get me all weird in the head. I’d consider it a sickness if I didn’t prefer to spend time with her than do just about anything else.

“The real fun was hauling ass out of there thinking we were about to get caught by a bunch of heavily armed drug traffickers who were going to cut off our fingers and send them to our parents.”

“All that so RJ could keep seeing Sloane.” Casey smiles to herself. “He’s a piece of work.”

I pull a bottle of prosecco out of my backpack along with two glasses I stole from the dining hall. For some dumb reason, I struggle to pour because my fingers are shaky.

“Are you okay?” She watches me with amused concern. “You’re kind of shaking a lot.”

“You make me a little nervous,” I confess.

Casey cocks her head. “I find that hard to believe.”

“It’s true.”

Lately I’ve made it a point not to lie to her. Any more than I already have and no more than necessary. I’m trying this new path of absolute uncomfortable honesty. Sort of. It’s complicated. I don’t know. I guess it feels like I’m trying to compensate for all the other ways I’m about to screw her up.

“That’s ridiculous.”

I hand her the glass I’ve somehow managed not to spill all over the blanket. “Trust me, you’re well out of my league.”

“You’re cute when you’re full of crap.”

She laughs off my comment as an attempt at being charming. For some reason, this girl’s got it in her head I’m a catch. I don’t know whatever gave her that idea. Sometimes I wish I could tell her all the rotten secrets that would send her running.

“Here, try this one.” Casey pops a cheese cube in my mouth and watches me for a reaction.

I chew slowly. “Oh, that’s kind of weird.”

“Right? Like red wine.”

“How would you know?”

She snickers. “What, you think you’re the first person to offer me alcohol?”

I don’t know why I like it so much when she laughs at me.

Being with her, here, I’ve never been more content. Casey has a way of blotting out everything else around us, and I’m lighter. Free. Happy. It’s never continuous, though, because between those pure moments, a current of dread runs through my head and reminds me that it’s only a matter of time. Before I disappoint her. Become such a toxic influence on her that I corrupt the goodness that makes her special.

Casey doesn’t suffer from the malignant apathy and disenchantment to which the rest of us have succumbed. She isn’t another jaded trust-fund baby whose soul is cold and empty. She’s hopeful and sweet. Kind and generous. All the things that get wrung out of us, she’s somehow managed to retain through terrible ordeals that would have understandably crippled others.

She’s sort of my hero.

And if I weren’t such a selfish bastard, I’d leave her alone before I break her.

“What are you up to tonight?” she asks as she plucks a mini powdered donut out of a little container. “Getting into trouble?”

“The fights are tonight.” I roll my eyes. “RJ wants me to go with him, since he technically has to make an appearance after dethroning Duke.”

“I can’t picture RJ running things. Being the new Duke.”

“That makes two of you.”

My stepbrother never wanted the responsibility or power of being Sandover’s top dog. When he challenged Duke for leadership, he was fighting for his own autonomy against a corrupt system. In other words, he wanted to run his own criminal rackets without handing over a cut to Duke fuckin’ Jessup. What he didn’t realize is the machine keeps turning no matter who’s in the driver’s seat. Whether they like it or not.

Casey leans back on her elbows, giving me a curious look. “Have you ever participated?”

“Fought? Sure. Couple times.”

I can’t read her reaction, but I expect her to be disappointed. It’s one of those things that takes the shine off the penny. Participating in Sandover’s tradition of guys beating the crap out of one another every Saturday night probably isn’t the most attractive trait in a potential boyfriend.

“Was it recreational, or…?”

“You mean was I doing it for fun? No.”

Plenty of guys do it for shits and giggles. Some do it to prove something. Others because they like it. That’s not me.

“Maybe it’s a failure of character, but both times I’ve gone in there, it’s because I had something to solve. A score to settle or whatever. Squash a beef.”

I don’t take any kind of pleasure out of violence. Just on some occasions, physical conflict is efficient. Everyone knows the rules and they work. Mostly.

“I’m not judging. But I definitely can’t imagine you in a fight,” she says, chewing on her lip as if she’s trying hard to conjure the vision in her head. “Not with that angel face.” She wipes a teasing finger of powdered sugar on my cheek.

I’ve heard it my whole life. Fennelly Bishop, the pretty boy. But when I do step toe-to-toe with another guy who has no qualms about beating my face in, I don’t hold anything back. Something is unleashed in me when I taste blood. I get vicious. It’s a bit like blacking out, some deeply repressed part of me taking over. But then that’s also sort of a cop-out, like I’m passing the blame. Maybe I do enjoy beating the shit out of someone every now and then. Maybe we all do.

“Who did you fight?” she asks. “Anyone I know?”

“Only one you’d know is Gabe.”

Her jaw drops. “Isn’t he your best friend?”

I grin. “Not for those ten minutes in the ring.”

Man, that was a brutal fight. Gabe and I have known each other since kindergarten, so obviously we’d gotten into a scuffle or two over the years, but that night was a bloody, bare-knuckle brawl that left both of us beaten to a pulp. I can’t even say who won. Can’t remember why we were even fighting that night.

Ah, right. I fucked a chick he had his eye on. Broke the bro code. I had it coming when he called me out at the fights.

“Have you still not spoken to him at all since he got sent away?” Casey asks quietly.

“Nope.” Unhappiness ripples through me, along with a clench of guilt. “I still don’t even know where they sent him. Gabe’s parents are ridiculously strict, so I guess it makes sense they chose the one military school that’s impossible to get any information on.”

“Yeah, Lucas is always saying how impossible his parents are. It drives him crazy.”

I inwardly bristle at the mention of Lucas, which is a stupid reaction because Casey is allowed to have friends. Hell, these days, with everyone at Ballard still whispering about her, and now the girls at St. Vincent’s, I want her to have as many friends as possible.

But I can’t deny I feel a spark of jealousy knowing how close she and Lucas Ciprian are.

Not that there’s anything wrong with Lucas. He’s a good kid. Gabe had a soft spot for his younger brother, especially since their father constantly compared the two. Lucas definitely has a younger-brother-in-his-older-brother’s-shadow syndrome happening, and I know Gabe sensed the jealousy because he was always trying to boost the kid’s confidence.

“Apparently it’s gotten worse since Gabe got caught dealing,” Casey tells me. “Mr. Ciprian’s been extra hard on Lucas. He calls him pretty much every day to lecture him about ‘honest work’ and not following in his brother’s footsteps.”

“Maybe Lucas needs to fight, then,” I say lightly. “Release some of that frustration.”

“Hey, what if I came with you tonight?” she suggests, tipping the wine glass to her lips. “See what all the fuss is about.”

I wince at the thought. “Bad idea. Girls don’t go to the fights. Trust me, it’s not the sort of place you want to be.”

“Why?” She raises a combative eyebrow. “Because we’re too precious and frail?”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Rude.”

I have to laugh at the little glimpse of her defiant streak. I’d pay to see what she thinks rebelling looks like.

“If you want to roll around in the mud a little, you can wrestle me.” I narrow my eyes in challenge.

Hers flash wide. “You wouldn’t dare.”

I take her glass and set it aside. “I totally would.”

Then I pounce. Before she can wiggle away, I grab her around the waist to lay her down. She squirms while I tickle her ribs and kiss her neck, beating my back and shoulders with soft jabs.

“You’re dead, Fennelly,” she threatens between hysterical laughter.

“Keep trying all you want, I’m not ticklish.”

I am a good sport, though, so I let Casey get some leverage to pin me down. She rolls on top of me with a triumphant smirk.

“Now you’re at my mercy,” she declares, quite proud of herself.

Holding her hips, I have to concentrate with significant effort to keep from poking her with an erection.

“All right, I surrender,” I say huskily. “Do your worst.”

She leans down to press her lips to mine. I’m at half wood and silently begging she doesn’t feel it. Not that I don’t want her riding my dick, but I’m not trying to force things with us. I wasn’t kidding when I told her I want to take it slow.

Fuck, though, she can kiss.

I don’t know what special magic she’s conjured, but tasting her makes me practically feral. Like throw her down beneath me and rip her clothes off kind of mental. So when she grabs my hands and pushes them up her ribs, I can’t help skimming my thumbs across her stiff nipples over her thin sweater. She makes the softest moan in my mouth, and I lose all but the last strands of my self-control. Palming her tits, I squeeze them until she starts moving her hips back and forth.

Groaning, I roll Casey over on our sides and pull away. Just far enough that our lower bodies aren’t touching while I kiss her neck. Because if she let me, I’d fuck her right here and it’d be amazing. It’d also be the quickest way to blow up everything we could have been.

“Don’t be in such a rush,” I say when her face falls. “We have time.”

It’s not what she wants to hear. I know even as she tilts her head to kiss me back, her soft hands combing through my hair, that she’s wondering if she’s done something wrong. She hasn’t, of course, and I wish I could explain it in a way she’d understand.

That the only person who’s bound to mess this up is me.
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