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To Nieldon . . .
who renewed my belief in true love 








To unpathed waters, undreamed shores.




WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE  
The Winter’s Tale (Act 4, Scene 4) 
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Chapter One

The course of true love never did run smooth.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE  
The Tempest (Act 1, Scene 1) 

KATE

“Love is like death’s cold grip crushing the beats from an innocent heart.”

A ripple of muted laughter rolls through the girls around me, and I bite my lip to keep from joining them. Elaine dramatically recites her poem from where she stands at the front of the class, chewing at a hangnail, her knees angled as if she needs to use the bathroom.

“Love is like a decaying tree on a warm spring day. It was born from pain and was fathered by suffering. Once upon a time, there was love and people believed in it, and then love died or perhaps it relocated to another planet, no one knows, though people still seek it, long for it, act like it’s still around . . .”

I wonder when and how Elaine became so utterly strange. It’s painful to watch and to hear the snickers among the other girls sitting in the theater-style seats, their feet tucked carefully beneath matching plaid skirts. “Women & Literature” is a semester class required of all females in our junior year. We meet in the drama classroom—with the stage and the seats— perhaps to subconsciously empower us young women to take the leading role on the stage of our lives. Or at least that’s what Ms. Landreth said at the start of this semester.

Part of me wants to take Elaine by the shoulders and shake some sense into her; another part of me wants to stand up and tell the other girls to be quiet and just listen. Elaine adjusts her black glasses, looking out at us as if she still cannot quite focus, despite the thick lenses. Her choppy raven-dyed hair looks like she cut it herself.

“Love has died, like God and Romeo, and not even the birds can find a song to sing.”

A text from Katherine pops onto my phone: Need advice about prom.

“Why believe in love, O Women? Oh, why do we want to believe in what cannot be believed in? Love divorced itself from mankind. Move on, hearts.”

Elaine finishes her poem and makes a bow, remaining at the front of the class as we offer awkward, halting applause.

Monica leans toward me. “Wow, cheerful. That sounds like something you would say.”

“Thanks a lot,” I whisper.

“Elaine, that was quite a poem,” Ms. Landreth says from  the front row. She rises and addresses the class. “Comments or questions, ladies?”

I write Katherine back without looking down at my phone. Brave of you to ask advice from me.

Monica leans onto her hand with her elbow on the armrest, and whispers, “Did you hear Katherine and Blake broke up?”

“Really? Who broke up with whom?” I whisper. “And why now?” Tomorrow night is the prom—who breaks up a six-month relationship the day before prom?

Ms. Landreth clears her throat. “Kate, was that a question directed at Elaine?”

At the Gaitlin Academy, pupils are encouraged to express their individualism through art, debate, athletics, or whatever means possible. This allows for an odd assortment of rules and nonrules. But in Ms. Landreth’s class, I am intruding upon Elaine’s individualism because she was expressing herself; I disrupted that expression by my whispers to Monica. Sometimes the whole thing seems a bit ridiculous to me.

“No, I wasn’t directing a question,” I say as Monica covers her smile with her hand.

“Why don’t you give us your response to Elaine’s poem?”

Elaine stares at me as if I annoy her as much as she annoys everyone else. There is no way out of it now.

I stand, which Ms. Landreth expects when someone is speaking in class. “I found it to be . . .” Elaine stares as if daring me to put down her poem. “. . . It was nice.”

“Please now, Kate. You know we need something of value other than it being nice. How is it nice? Why do you choose the description nice for a poem about the death of love in our time?”

I sigh and catch Monica acting as if she’s waiting anxiously for my response. She is fully enjoying my discomfort.

“I found it to be nice . . . because it’s sad and the subject of love is a melancholy subject. I suppose as women who are intelligent and independent”—I glance around and several other girls are hiding smiles—“we know that though love is not dead in theory, the dream of fairy-tale love is dead in actuality. It doesn’t exist. Sad as it might be, that’s why Elaine’s poem is also nice, because it’s true.”

“Bravo,” Monica says aloud, then whispers, “Aren’t you quick?”

Ms. Landreth is nodding thoughtfully. “Interesting thoughts. Anything else?”

“Um.” I try to come up with something else, since Ms. Landreth has that look of expectancy in her expression. “Only that I wonder about the author’s experiences with love that brought her to this opinion.”

Ms. Landreth tilts her head to the side, nodding still, as she looks expressively toward Elaine. “Elaine, would you feel comfortable sharing a little about the origin of your poem?”

“I actually do have some experiences with love. More than you have, Kate,” Elaine says in a defiant whine. I hadn’t meant it as a criticism. I really do wonder. If Elaine is talked about at all, it revolves around her eccentric nature, not her love life.

I settle down into the theater seat, hoping to blend back in with the other girls, as Elaine continues. “I wrote the poem after this guy I liked returned to New York last Christmas. I’d thought he was the one.”

The one? I hate that line. Whenever I look around at the millions of people in the world, I rarely see a couple who exhibits any kind of oneness—as if they’ve found their one and only. My parents have a good relationship, but the idea of “the one” doesn’t truly work on them either. Maybe life just destroys what begins this way. I didn’t know and I’d given up trying to figure it out.

My phone vibrates and someone else’s rings behind me, continuing around the class like dominos falling one after another. Nearly every phone in class rumbles or rings with an incoming text. There are some barely veiled exhales and murmurs in the room; Elaine stops talking.

“Ladies, don’t let us be distracted now,” Mrs. Landreth says, but she never forces us to turn our phones off in class. It’s our choice—yet another part of the progressive teaching at Gaitlin that allows the student to experience choices and consequences. I think it’s a mistake, though I keep my phone on vibrate. A chorus of phone vibrations and ringtones often disrupts class.

I’m still digging under the seat for my purse and phone, but my eyes catch Monica’s as she glances up, raising her eyebrows. “Gaitlin has a new guy,” she says aloud.

Exclamations pop up and down the auditorium.

“I hope he isn’t a freshman.”

“He’s good-looking, from what I can see.”

“Alicia says he’s hot, the picture just got blurred.”

Mrs. Landreth clears her throat. “It is exciting that we have a new student, but let’s finish with Elaine’s poem, ladies. Elaine, any final words about your poem?”

Finally I find my phone hiding at the base of my purse. Monica always tells me I should have stuck with the Gucci bag, since it was more organized than my Chanel purse. Monica holds her phone in front of me. I glance up at Ms. Landreth, who is now listening to Elaine talk about the death of her cat— both of them with a straight face—and then at the phone. I see the blurred profile of what appears to be a very attractive boy. He looks built, tan, and has black hair—not the typical Gaitlin guy.

Monica waits for my reaction and I don’t disappoint her. “Looks nice,” I whisper. “Who is he?”

“Scholarship,” she whispers, rolling her eyes. “Too bad, huh? But he might be fun for a while.”

Scholarship means he doesn’t come to our prestigious prep school by way of money. Monica’s baseline criteria for serious dating are: money, car, and good-looking. In that order.

“I wonder why he’s transferring so late in the year?” I whisper. She shrugs.

The intercom on the wall suddenly beeps and the room quiets even before Ms. Landreth lifts her finger for silence.

“Ms. Landreth?”

“Yes?” She sounds irritated, as she tends to be when the outside world interrupts her class.

“Please send Kate Monrovi to see the headmistress.”

“Certainly.” Ms. Landreth gives me a look of disapproval, as if I’m guilty as charged—but guilty of what?

Monica tries her own facial communication with a what-the-heck? look as I gather my bag, book bag, and writing book.

“Good luck,” Tayler says behind me.

I hear someone whisper, “What’s up with that?”

“She’s in trouble, again,” Monica says with a laugh that breaks out snickers of laughter around the room. Except for Elaine, who still stands at the front of the class.

Mrs. Landreth clears her throat. “Monica, there’s no need to further disrupt the classroom—or would you like to escort Kate and visit Ms. Liberty as well?”

I toss Monica a glare with a sarcastic curtsy and walk up the stairs. My exit is followed by an applause of fingers tapping on the keys of their phones, no doubt texting out guesses as to why I am being summoned to the headmistress. I’d like to know too. Nine times out of ten, it’s bad news.

CALEB

I will never hear the end of this. My cousins are merciless anyway, but when they see me wearing a Gaitlin Academy uniform— well, it might end in a fight.

As I walk from the principal’s office—or whatever it’s called— a girl holds up her cell phone and snaps my picture. I turn back and she’s texting. What was that about? Maybe they don’t have new guys very often here. Or maybe no new guys with brown skin and tattoos on his back and upper arms. If it wasn’t a Hawaiian cultural thing, the tattoos might have kept me from being accepted—or so the principal informed me. Hilarious.

“Because it’s part of your culture and not visible with your shirt on, we can still admit you,” the woman said politely. As if I should be grateful. Maybe I should have told her that the tattoos have nothing to do with Hawaiian culture—that my grandfather hates them more than anyone and he’s full-blooded Hawaiian. And he certainly doesn’t have any tattoos. But why stir up trouble? I’m officially enrolled and I’m a cultural anomaly.

I push open the door with my elbow, cradling my motorcycle helmet under my arm. Then I stuff the striped tie and Gaitlin blazer into my backpack—along with all the paperwork I’m supposed to read over and have signed by a parent by Monday morning. By then, I must also have purchased khaki slacks—I’ve spent most of the last seventeen years in swim trunks or shorts— and some white, button-down, long-sleeved shirts. Long-sleeved! And I’ve never worn a tie, not once, let alone an actual blazer— is that what it’s called? Or is it a sports coat? Whatever it is, it has the crest of Gaitlin Academy over the left pocket—like we’re supposed to pledge ourselves to the school. The hardest thing about the prestigious Gaitlin Academy might be adjusting to the monkey suit. Who knew schools really make students dress like this?

Outside the administration building, a few dark clouds float in the otherwise blue sky. I should make it home without rain, but I’m going to need to get the Camaro running. Quick. Rainy Portland, a motorcycle, Gaitlin school uniform, backpack, and books—no good will come of all that. As the principal lady said, “Gaitlin students are of the highest caliber.” Probably don’t allow students to come in soaked and muddy uniforms. I smile now, enjoying the image of the academy seal spackled with dirt and the horror on the principal ’s face.

I reach the parking lot and walk toward my dad’s Harley-Davidson, gleaming black and chrome in the spot I parked near the entrance of school. I swing my leg over the seat and make a swift kick and the engine roars to life. Nothing like the sound of a Harley. My street bike in Hawaii was my pride and joy, but there’s nothing like a legendary Hog rumbling down the long asphalt trails of the mainland.

As I pull my helmet over my head, I look back toward the school. There’s another student looking my way. And . . . I know her. Blonde, tall, and even with the distance between us, I see she’s as beautiful as ever.

Kate Monrovi.

I’d wondered if she attended Gaitlin. After all these years . . . Kate Monrovi.

I quickly hop on the bike and act like I don’t see her pretending not to watch me. She won’t recognize me anyway. Hard to recognize a stranger.

I force myself to stare straight head, no glance back, and drive out of there.

KATE

Katherine sends me text messages as I walk from Women &Literature toward the administration building.

She writes: What should I do? Should I still go to the prom with Blake? He asked if I saw a future together. I should have just lied until after this weekend.

I want to answer that she should have listened to me about breaking up with him a long time ago. She hasn’t really liked him for six months. With every fake “I love you,” she’s created a bigger mess because she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. How are his feelings now, Katherine?

I type Let’s talk at lunch, partly to avoid fifteen or so texts telling me the details of their breakup while I’m meeting with the headmistress.

I can’t help but love Katherine. She’s reckless and flighty in some ways but also sweet and insecure. Sometimes I wonder how she survives our school.

I shiver in the cool spring air. A few bubbling gray clouds float in a pompous parade across the sky. The sweeping green lawns glisten from last night’s rain all the way to where they meet the wide river on the northwestern end of the school property. We resume rowing practice next week.

Those clouds should be the last of the storm, clearing out just in time for tomorrow night’s prom. The theme this year is “A Night of Shakespeare” and it’s being held at my family’s hotel. Every year the school chooses a different theme and location, and my father’s never liked the idea of two hundred high school kids invading his five-star Monrovi Inn. But this year he finally agreed, since I was on the planning committee. How could he resist? He’s stressing out about it now as they prepare the event area at the hotel—somewhat away from the other guests. Poor Dad, he might be catatonic by Sunday.

Phone vibrates again. Katherine: Blake won’t even talk to me. This is why love is like death’s cold grip, I think. Once upon a time, I believed in love, I believed in the entire happily-ever-after dream. My aunt and uncle’s divorce, which turned one of those perfect couples into hate-filled enemies, was the first prick to the bubble. My older sister’s strange marriage, our associate pastor’s affair, and my own first crush crushed—all of these sent the dream of love deflating like a loose balloon in the room. Then I started comparing the people I knew to the romantic comedies and the fairy tales—and there was no comparing. That kind of love was not real life. Poor Blake was getting a quick lesson in that fact.

I’ve nearly reached the administration building, wondering again why I’m being beckoned to the headmistress. Maybe it’s about prom . . . I hope. Suddenly, a motorcycle roars to life down at the parking lot. The brick walkway makes a fork, and I see a guy pulling on his helmet near the entrance. From the distance I can barely see him, but I can safely guess this is the new guy.

He glances my way, and I realize that I’ve stopped and am staring. I turn away, but when I glance back, he is still looking. Then he turns and his bike soars forward and out the main entrance.

I walk slowly toward the door to administration and listen to the rumble of the motorcycle until it disappears into the sound of distant traffic on the highway.

Perhaps the new guy will make school life more interesting. The girls will be going crazy over him if he’s as good-looking as Alicia is texting, and the guys will be acting all tough and insecure at the same time. But I’m not going to hold my breath. I’m two months away from finishing my junior year, and there are some days when it’s all I can do to stay focused. As much as Gaitlin tries to polish and groom its students for the global marketplace of the elite, I’m one of my counselor’s disappointments. NO DIRECTION is probably stamped across my cumulative folder.

Ms. Cobb, the headmistress’s assistant, sits behind the main counter at her metal desk, tapping away at the keys of her computer. A small bell rings as I enter, inciting her to hop up with earnest formality.

“May I help you?” she asks like she doesn’t know who I am. “You called me to the office?”

“Name?”

“Kate Monrovi,” I say with a sigh. Ms. Cobb always asks every student’s name as if she needs glasses or has Alzheimer’s.

“Nice to see you, Kate Monrovi,” she says with überprofessionalism. At a Christmas party, I once overheard Ms. Cobb confiding in a teacher that she couldn’t understand why she was passed over for the headmaster position. She’d worked at the school for twenty years, and she’d gotten her master’s degree through online courses. She didn’t understand it.

“Can I tell Ms. Liberty the nature of your visit today?”

I shrug and set my hands on the counter. “I don’t know—I was hoping you could tell me.”

Ms. Cobb gazes at me over the top of her horn-rimmed glasses that sit perched toward the edge of her nose.

“You don’t know?” she says in a voice brimming with suspicion.

“No. I don’t know why.”

My phone vibrates in my purse, and I guess it’s either Katherine stressing about Blake or it’s Monica asking what is going on. Oliver, my best guy friend, has heard about it too. Sometimes I seriously hate technology.

“O-kay. I will let Ms. Liberty know that you’ve arrived then. But you do not know the nature of your visit.” She glances back at me as she hurries with hard steps down a narrow hall.

I scroll through my texts and they’re exactly what I expect. My friends would want to hear that I’ve seen the new guy taking off on a motorcycle, but I don’t write anyone. A moment later, Ms. Cobb returns and tells me that the headmistress will see me now. She leads the way, as if I need an escort. Unfortunately I know the way quite well.

“Nice to see you, Kate.” Ms. Liberty smiles and pulls up closer to her desk. It’s lined with neat stacks of files and paperwork along the sides. “We haven’t talked in a while. How are you?”

The headmistress smiling? At me? I think over the past few weeks, wondering if I’ve committed some crime that I don’t remember. But I come up with nothing. On the scale of high school drama, rebellion, illegal activities, and gossip, I’m mostly boring, except for my one indiscretion.

“I’m good.”

She motions for me to sit down.

“How are your parents?”

“Good.”

“Your brother is going to be with us next year, is that right?” “Yes.” Is this about Jake?

The headmistress smiles, enjoying this, it seems. “I suppose I have you worried, do I?”

“I am wondering why I’m here. Is something wrong?” I bite my lip and shift in the seat, which I just now realize is shorter than the headmistress’s chair. “Well, I know you didn’t call me in to see how my parents are.”

“Is there any reason for you to be worried?”

“I honestly can’t think of anything.” She’s enjoying my angst and even laughs.

“No, of course you aren’t in trouble. I’m sure you already know we have a new student at Gaitlin.”

“Okay,” I say, not getting her point, but thinking of the guy on the motorcycle.

“I would like you to be his student escort on Monday.”

I stare at her.

“Is that okay with you?” She gives me one of her administrative looks.

“Of course. But I’m not on the leadership team this semester.”

She picks up two files and opens them beside each other. I try to glance at them without appearing nosy. “And why aren’t you on the leadership team?”

“My schedule was too busy.”

“Mmm.” She nods as if unconvinced.

“My parents thought I needed to cut a few things to make sure I keep my grades up. My community service will be over in a few weeks, so I’ll probably do more school activities next year.”

“I’m glad you remained on the rowing team. And your community service will help toward college applications. Plus I’m sure you’ve learned a lot about your father’s company during the process.”

I nod. The consequences of my sophomore year transgression seem to have no end. Most of my friends have done much worse and never got caught. Mom says it’s because God knows I need to be kept in line and that her prayers help me to not get away with anything. Thank you, Mother.

“You have been in leadership before, have completed the training, and it doesn’t take a lot of effort to be an escort.”

I shake my head. “No, I mean, yeah. I can do it.”

“With your family background, I think it’s good to mend everything between the two of you immediately. I’d like to curb any potential problems.”

“Our family background?”

She closes the files on her desk. “I’m sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself. Obviously you don’t know that our new student is Caleb Kalani.”

“Who is that?” I shift in my seat and scour my memories for anyone with that name. It does sound vaguely familiar.

“Your families have a history that goes back a few generations. Do you know what I’m talking about?” Ms. Liberty pauses, then a look of concern flashes across her face, but it’s quickly replaced with her usual smile. “I see that you aren’t familiar. Well, Caleb also works at your father’s hotel—the local one, obviously.”

“He works there?” I lean forward in my seat. “Wait a minute, I’m completely confused now. We have a new student who has a tie to my family and who works at our hotel.”

“Yes. And Caleb’s father works there, as well. In fact, his father has been working at the Monrovi Inn for years.”

I try to think of the many employees at the Monrovi Inn. There are dozens in various departments, and I haven’t seen any new cute guys. Mr. Kalani, I suddenly remember. He’s the head of the maintenance department. That would explain why the new guy is on scholarship.

“Caleb is from Hawaii. He moved here a week or two ago.”

“I don’t understand the tie to my family?”

Ms. Liberty pushes back from her desk. “I think it was something between your grandfathers.”

She knows much more than she’s saying.

“Between my grandfather and the new guy’s grandfather?”

The headmistress stands. “I’m sorry Kate, I need to make a few phone calls. But if you will meet Caleb on Monday morning at 7:45, I would very much appreciate it.”

And I knew her “appreciate it” is more of an order than a request. After the sophomore year incident, I have no choice. If I want a good recommendation for college from Ms. Liberty, I need to remain on her good side.

“Oh, and he may come by the prom,” she says as I turn away. “So if you see him there, please introduce yourself, maybe introduce him to your friends. I’ll keep an eye out for him as well.”

I want to be sarcastic, reminding her that I’ve already paid my penance by volunteering for various school projects, working a weekend at a soup kitchen, and putting in weekly hours at the hotel. “I’m in charge of the refreshment booth at the prom.” Maybe she’ll let me off if she’s reminded of this; she doesn’t have to know I have an assistant lined up.

“Wonderful. I’ll see you there. Well, you may not recognize me in my costume,” she says with a little laugh. The chaperones and caterers are all dressing like various Shakespearean characters. I wonder how Ms. Liberty will hide her more than six feet of height beneath a costume, unless she’s coming as a man.

I walk out and expect to be assaulted by my friends’ texts, wanting to know the reason behind this visit. The news will have already traveled down the “text line,” with everyone waiting for an answer.

No way do I want to admit the truth—that I’m the welcome committee for the new cute guy. Instead I type into my phone: False alarm. Just questions about the prom.

Hopefully the new guy, tomorrow’s prom, and Katherine and Blake’s breakup will be enough to distract everyone. Meanwhile, who is this new guy, really?



Chapter Two

The miserable have no other medicine but only hope.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 
Measure for Measure (Act 3, Scene 1) 

CALEB

“Are you going tonight, son?” Dad asks as he leans on the side of the old pickup where Luis and I unload sacks of fertilizer. Early this morning Dad coordinated the chairs and tables to be moved from storage to the lower event area. I was expecting something like this conversation once he found out the Monrovi was hosting Gaitlin Academy’s prom.

I glance at Luis, who grins. “I haven’t attended one day at the school.”

“That’s okay. You can still go.” My father is eager for me to integrate with my peers as soon as possible.

“Dad. No date. And I’m working today.” I heave a bag down to Luis. Dad was excited to get this soil from some region of Canada. He says it’ll help the plants. I have to admit I’m amazed at how the property here has flourished under Dad’s green thumb.

“You could ask your boss to let you off early,” he suggests with a wink.

“I don’t know, my boss is pretty strict. His workers call him bad names behind his back.”

“No ratting on us,” Luis says with a laugh as he reaches for the sack I’m holding.

Dad laughs at this. My father is one of those rare bosses whose team actually sings his praises. He keeps stacks of leadership and management books around at home. Every Christmas, he wants more—Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, The One-Minute Manager, From Good to Great. This position as head of maintenance is beneath him, but he loves it. And if he’s happy, what can I say?

“Have you run into Kate Monrovi yet?” Dad asks, watching me. Luis raises an eyebrow. Luis is a Mexican immigrant and has worked here for a year. He sends half of his income to his parents every other week to help support their struggling farm. One of the first things Luis said to me when I was partnered with him was, “Amigo, boss’s daughter es muy bonita.”

“No, Dad, not yet.”

“You’ll see her, there’s no doubt. She’s a good kid. She’s been working here part-time.”

I pause in handing Luis a bag. “Why is she working? Doesn’t her dad provide her with everything?” I want to say, Doesn’t daddy pamper his princess? but my father might take offense. 

Respecting people is essential to Dad.

Luis is giving me the any-day-now look. I toss him a bag and it nearly knocks him over. I smirk and raise my eyebrows at him.

“You wait, see,” he threatens with a wink.

“I look forward to it, amigo,” I say. A challenge.

Dad laughs at us. I pick up the last bag. It’s soft and pliable and the scent of earth fills my nose.

“Last year she got into trouble, almost got expelled,” Dad says.

Now this is interesting. “What did she do?”

“I’m not sure, exactly. Something about driving without her license or driving with an intoxicated minor or disturbing the peace?” He shrugs.

That’s solid information, Dad, I think but don’t say. Sometimes my sarcasm can sound disrespectful, and that won’t work with my dad as Dad or my dad as Boss.

“You father good for news, si?” Luis says with a chuckle. He reaches out, then pulls back suddenly and I nearly fall out of the truck trying to keep the bag from dropping. I realize as he starts laughing that he did it on purpose.

“Revenge. Sweet.” He narrows his eyes.

“Yes, it is.”

“She’s a good girl,” Dad says from inside his own little world. He’s staring out across the golf course beyond the truck. “Whatever it was, I think she got the bad end of the stick. Her friends are more trouble than she is. And someone told me she took the fall for one of them, but I couldn’t tell you who; maybe Duncan knows.”

The subject is starting to wear on me. The last person I want to think about is the heir to the Monrovi Inns. Their chain of hotels dots maps around the world. It all started here, on this land—land that rightfully belonged to someone else.

“You should meet her. She might be a friend at both school and the inn.”

I sit on the edge of the truck bed and pull off my gloves. Luis walks to the shade to grab his water jug. “Dad, you know it’s better if I stay away from Kate Monrovi.”

Our eyes meet and Dad frowns thoughtfully.

Finally he says, “A friendship between our two families might be a good thing. It might be time.”

“Why haven’t you and Kate’s dad made amends? You work for the guy, after all.”

Dad rubs his chin. His brown calloused hands are starting to show his age. But his black eyes sparkle with contentment— he has a peace within him that I’m jealous of. Other times, I think about how he could have been so much more. Instead, he returned to this land, leaving so much behind, and for what?

“Reed and I have mutual respect. We don’t need friendship. Besides, it’s already a betrayal to the family that I work here. Your grandfather and your uncles are only okay with it because they hope it will offer them leverage some day.”

Grandfather. I’ve tried not to think about him too much since I left Hawaii. But I realize some of what I always thought was my grandfather’s indoctrination is probably more truthful than I want to admit.

“Friendship with the grandchildren.” Dad stares off again, thoughtful.

I grimace and hop from the tailgate. “I’m not planning to get to know her.”

“Go to the party, son.”

Glancing up to the sweeping, arched roof of the Monrovi Inn, I think of Kate. She doesn’t know me, and I don’t want to know her.

“I think there’s a dress code,” I say.

“I have a couple of suits in the closet.”

Luis walks up with a half-unwrapped Snickers bar dangling from his mouth. He closes the tailgate and rips a bite off the bar as he laughs. “Señor Kalani, boys do not want papa’s clothes.”

“Thank you, Luis,” I say. Beads of sweat run down my back, and I want to take off my Monrovi Inn polo shirt, but shirtless workers aren’t allowed on the grounds. There are rules surrounding everything here—in my job and now my school.

“I see your point,” Dad says.

I pull the truck keys from my pocket. We need to fix the fence on the far northern end of the property beyond the golf course.

“Luis, we better get going before my boss sees me wasting time talking about a stupid school dance.” I open the driver’s door while Luis trudges to the passenger side with a frown on his face. He lost at arm wrestling this morning, so I get to drive all day.

“Your boss might fire you for not going to the prom,” Dad says as if considering whether to enforce this. “I think you should check it out. I’m going to talk to Duncan about your clothing.” 

I pause and then close the squeaky truck door. As head concierge of the Monrovi Inn, Duncan is the go-to man. From what I hear, he’s always good for extra event tickets—sometimes for free—and he has quite a lost-and-found collection. His house is like a museum.

My thoughts return to Kate. We shouldn’t be friends. Distance is best.

I turn over the engine of the truck. “I doubt I’ll go, Dad. But I’ll see you at lunch.”

Dad waves good-bye and heads back toward his office in the maintenance building. I catch a look of determination in his expression. Not a good sign.

KATE

I am shuffling around my bedroom, still trying to wake up, when someone raps on my door and pops her head in. Without my contacts, it takes a moment to recognize Monica’s face beneath a mess of pink and brown.

“What are those?”

Monica carries her dress into my room and hangs it on the garment hook by my closet. I realize her hair is in sponge curlers, like something from our grandmothers’ days.

“My mom swears I’ll have curls all night if I keep these in my hair for an hour longer. I actually slept in them. Tried to sleep would be more accurate.”

“I didn’t know they made those anymore,” I say, reaching up to squeeze a pink foam roll.

Monica shoos my hand away. “Don’t touch now. You should have seen people looking at me when I drove over. I’ve been to the best hairstylists and bought all the gadgets but now”—she sputters—“I’m going old school.”

I laugh—an unusual sound for me this soon after waking up. Monica never fails to surprise me. We’ve been friends since fifth grade, even though she’s among the most stuck-up people I’ve ever met. Yet she’s quirky and adventurous and fun—things you wouldn’t expect. And she’s been my most loyal girlfriend ever, even last year. Monica might be rude and conceited at times, but I can trust her with any secret and she’s always got my back.

“By the way, your phone is off,” Monica says.

I look around and don’t see my phone anywhere in my room. “I forgot to turn it back on last night. I was avoiding someone.” Monica opens my closet door and disappears inside. “Well, there are other people who need to reach you, like me. We’re going to be late if we don’t get moving.”

I find my phone at the bottom of my purse and turn it on. There are twenty text messages; several from Monica and Ted, the person I was trying to avoid, one from Oliver, and a few about tonight’s prom.

I groan. “Ted sent me eight texts last night! You’d think he’d get it when I didn’t answer the first one. Or the second.”

Monica pokes her head out of the closet. “Ted’s persistent. And he always gets what he wants.”

“He had his chance.” I start making my bed. The white sheets and comforter are a tangled mess, but I know Monica isn’t going to wait for me to straighten up. I glance at the round clock on my nightstand and can’t believe it’s already close to noon. “Let me pack up a few more things and then we’ll head over, okay?” It’s still a forty-minute drive to the hotel.

“Sure. Can I borrow your black Jimmy Choos for tonight?” Monica asks, then disappears again.

“Of course. The new ones or the old ones?”

Monica walks out and holds the shoes up against her dress. “New. The pair I got at Versace in LA don’t look good with my dress after all.”

I open my travel bag and start packing.

“So how was last night?” Monica asks as she flops down onto the white loveseat across from my bed. Then she straightens up suddenly and touches the curlers along the back of her head.

“It was fine, I guess.”

“Did you see anyone special?”

I smile. “That was the best part. The art was kind of modern, made from things like toothpicks, soda can tops, plastic bottle lids. It wasn’t for me, but I did see Ryan Gosling and Harrison Ford.”

“Really! I had such a crush on Harrison Ford when I was a kid. He’s getting kind of old now.”

“He was old when you were a kid too.”

Monica gives me one of her condescending glares that I find humorous but most people find intimidating. “Kids don’t realize the age difference. How did Ryan Gosling look in person?” 

“Very good. He smiled at me.”

“Of course he did.”

“It might just have been because someone next to me was taking his picture.”

“I doubt it. But what I really want to know is how was it with Ted?”

I toss her an annoyed expression as I head toward the closet. I grab my silver Gucci heels, an extra pair of silver heels for emergency’s sake, and my ballerina slippers to use after I’ve danced an hour or so.

My parents—or rather, my mother—insisted I attend the Portland Art Museum charity event. I’d thought my father would help me escape, but he was distracted. Ted and his family were at our table during the artist’s presentation.

When I walk out, I continue, “Ted was Ted. He acts like he’s already on the campaign trail, going around talking to everyone, shaking hands, talking to my family like they’re his best friends.” Ted plans to follow his father into politics. Some say he could be a future president. That’s laughable.

“Oh, you’ll marry Ted one day.”

Her nonchalant words hit me like some kind of prophesy of the apocalypse. I sit on my bed in horror. “Why would you ever say something like that?”

“Because for one, he’s not as bad as you think—and it isn’t like he actually cheated on you. You two weren’t official. And you’re a Christian so you have to forgive him. Secondly, he’s in love with you, and not so long ago, he was all you could think about. And you’re a sucker for anyone who falls in love with you. Remember Joey Kamps in fifth grade?”

I fall back onto my pillowy comforter. “I was ten years old! Will you get over that already?”

“He was a school shooter in the making,” she says. “Whatever happened to him?” Monica puts a finger to her lips. “Oh yeah, he’s at a school for wealthy juvenile delinquents. And you went to the seventh grade dance with Clarence Wingdinger—or whatever his name was. Family owned that chain of funeral homes. Need I mention all the e-mails to that Bulgarian guy we met on the beach in Marseille?”

“He was Latvian, not Bulgarian. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or make him think Americans are rude.”

Monica rolls her eyes. “Third, Ted will be successful. The two of you would make a great team.”

“Sounds romantic,” I say as I walk into my bathroom and start packing my makeup case. Monica follows me and sits on the edge of the marble tub.

“Fourth, he understands you.”

I turn from where I’m digging through a drawer of eye shadow. “He does not understand me at all.”

“He understands things about you that you don’t yet understand.”

This conversation is becoming more than irritating.

“Like what?” I venture, unsure I want to hear more. We have prom tonight, and Monica, Oliver, and I are going as each others’ dates. Next year, we’ll take the event more seriously, maybe we’ll have boyfriends, and Oliver a girlfriend, or we’ll bring some family friend from an exotic location and surprise everyone— we’ve discussed this extensively over the years. But tonight is supposed to be easy, fun, and uncomplicated. Monica is starting off our special girls’ day on a bad note.

“You have a sense of purpose. You need life to have a meaning. He knows this, gets it, and probably thinks his politics and your empathetic personality are destined to be.”

“It all adds up so nicely. Problem is, I’m not at all attracted to him.” I say this with emphasis on at all, but Monica continues to look at me doubtfully. I know she’s thinking of my former crush on him and our short and completely uneventful kiss from last summer. “Let’s move on from this subject before it ruins my day. How was your Friday night?”

“Dinner with my mother’s new husband’s family . . . how do you think it was?”

I smile and put the last of the makeup brushes in the slots of my cosmetic bag. Monica’s mother is on her fifth or sixth marriage. Thankfully, this time she eloped instead of subjecting Monica and me to being flower girls or bridesmaids in another one of her weddings.

“Did you hear the latest about Katherine and Blake?” Monica asks.

“If the latest is that Blake is bringing someone to prom and Katherine is hysterical about it, then yes I have.”

“That’s the latest. I told her that she asked for this. What did you tell her?”

“I tried to be a little more sensitive.” I smile. “I assured her that Blake really did love her but he’s hurt and trying to hurt her back. But she’s still hysterical and looking for a date. I thought about asking Oliver to take her.”

Monica glares at me. “No chance. He’s our date and your other best friend. Let her get her own date—she deserves this. By the way, you’ve been avoiding my question.”

For a moment I think that she’s returned to the Ted subject, then I remember her text messages.

“Do you think I should do smoky eyes tonight or use this glitter stuff I got in New York?” I hold up the six different shades of glitter shadow.

“Glitter, definitely. It’s the prom. Now why were you really called to the headmistress’s office?”

I’ve been waiting for this. Monica can never be taken down a rabbit trail for too long. “She asked me for a favor.”

“A favor?”

“No big deal. She asked me to be the escort for the new guy.” Monica sets down an eyebrow brush and stares at me through the mirror. I look down to make sure I haven’t missed any makeup we might need tonight. With spa appointments this afternoon at the inn, we decided to get ready in one of the suites and maybe stay the night.

“Why did she ask you? She hasn’t punished anyone else this much.”

“It’s because I have so much potential. Ms. Liberty wants me to learn my lesson until I never make another stupid mistake again.”

“I thought high school was the only time we could make stupid mistakes without too many repercussions.”

“Tell that to Ms. Liberty.”

“Why this, though?”

“He works at the Monrovi Inn, apparently. He just moved here from Hawaii.”

She turns so quickly one of her curlers unravels, falling in a long springy curl. “He works at your hotel?”

“My family’s hotel, to be exact.”

“What does he do?”

“He works in maintenance with his father.”

Her mouth gapes open. “A Gaitlin Academy student is a janitor at your inn?”

“Not janitor. He’s part of the landscape and construction crew.”

“This is news. I tell you everything. Why don’t you tell me anything?” Monica steps back to sit on the tub again, shaking her head back and forth. “As soon as something happens, I tell you. But not you, you’re always pulling these shockers out of your hat.”

“I’m just a more private person than you are.”

“Is that right?”

“Or maybe I didn’t think there was much to tell.” But there is more to tell Monica. For one, supposedly my family and this new guy’s family have some long bitter history with one another. When I brought it up to Mom last night, she cut me off and told me we’d talk about it later. We have yet to do that.

“That doesn’t stop me. I tell you every boring thing in my life.” She’s annoyed at me, I can tell. But the truth is, I didn’t want everyone to know this. Every Gaitlin Academy student will be buzzing about it before the new guy even steps on campus his first day. Poor guy will show up with the wildest stories circulating about him.

“Monica—”

Monica is staring at me again. “I know why you don’t tell me. But it’s still annoying.”

“Why?”

“You hate gossip about you. And now this cute new guy shows up at school and works at the inn and everyone is going to be talking about it. Plus, you’ll want to analyze every aspect of this before people start talking about it.”

“Really?” Sometimes Monica—who professes to be completely self-consumed—can be surprisingly observant and intuitive. She tells me things about myself that I haven’t realized. Do I like analyzing every aspect before sharing it? That could be true.

“You always bring things up after the fact. I blabber about everything right when it happens. You go off and think things over, then you talk. Sometimes.”

“Interesting.”

“Just call me Doctor Phil.”

“I think I’m packed and ready to go, Doctor Phil. Ready to be pampered?”

We walk back into my bedroom and I pack my makeup bag into my larger bag. Monica slides the Jimmy Choos in before I zip it up.

“Why do people think spas are all about pampering? Waxing and facials can be quite unpleasant,” I say, thinking of what awaits me today.

“But don’t forget our massages and body wraps.”

We carefully lift our dresses and carry them high so they won’t drag on the floor.

Monica stops short at my door and I bounce off her. “What? I nearly dropped my dress!”

She turns around and faces me with a hard look on her face. “Don’t you dare fall in love with this guy, this maintenance guy.” 

I stare at her incredulously. “I won’t. Of course I won’t. What are you talking about?”

“No, I’m serious. It would be just like you to fall for some poor guy. Remember the vow. It doesn’t matter that we were six or something. A vow is a vow. We marry enormously wealthy or not at all.”

“Yes. Wealthy. Vow. I won’t forget. Can we go now?”

“I’m serious, are you? I detect a tone of sarcasm and I don’t like it one bit, missy.”

“I’m serious. And anyway, I won’t fall in love until I’m in grad school—at the earliest. But it would be more convenient after I’ve made partner at some prestigious law firm in New York or whatever it is I end up doing. A relationship does not fit into the ten-year plan.”

“That sounds good. Stay with that.”

My brother’s little terrier mutt comes racing up the stairs. She tries to grab the hem of my dress, wagging her tail excitedly.

“Jake!” I call for my little brother, holding up my dress. “Get Allie! Allie, get down.”

Allie bounces around like I’m playing a game with her.

Monica holds her dress high in front of me, trying to escape Allie’s excited jumps. “Exhibit A right there. Who gets a dog outside the grocery store?”

“Dad brought her home, not me. Jake!” I call again, trying to push the dog away with my knees.

“He’s not coming to prom, is he?” Monica whirls around so fast that Allie becomes attracted to her dress like it’s a new toy. “Allie, get down!” I yell. “Who’s not coming to the prom?” “The new guy.”

My brother’s bedroom door swings open and he races out of his room with his Wii controller in hand.

“Hi,” Jake says to Monica as he scoops up Allie. “In the middle of a game. Bye!” He races back to his room with a slam of his door.

“I doubt the new guy is coming,” I say, remembering how Ms. Liberty wants me to keep an eye out for him.

Halfway down the stairs, I hear Monica mutter, “I have a very bad feeling about this.”
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