
		
			[image: Cover of “Summer Girls” by Jennifer Dugan, showing an illustration of two teen girls sitting and leaning towards each other on a sandy beach at sunset, one with long dark hair in a light dress and the other with short blonde hair in a hoodie and shorts, with tall beach grass framing the scene.]
		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, Summer Girls, Author, Jennifer Dugan, Imprint, G.P. Putnam's Sons Books for Young Readers]
			

		

	
		
			
			G. P. Putnam’s Sons

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, New York 10019

			[image: Publisher logo]

			First published in the United States of America by G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2025

			Copyright © 2025 by Jennifer Dugan

			Some Girls Do excerpt copyright © 2021 by Jennifer Dugan

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			G. P. Putnam’s Sons is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			The Penguin colophon is a registered trademark of Penguin Books Limited.

			Visit us online at PenguinRandomHouse.com.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Dugan, Jennifer, author. | Title: Summer girls / Jennifer Dugan.

			Description: New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 2025. | Summary: “A teen girl whose beachside town is being gentrified by wealthy vacationers falls in love with the daughter of a real estate developer”—Provided by publisher. | Identifiers: LCCN 2024045765 (print) | LCCN 2024045766 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593696897 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593696903 (epub)

			Subjects: CYAC: Lesbians—Fiction. | Wealth—Fiction. | City and town life—Fiction. | Romance stories. | LCGFT: Lesbian fiction. | Romance fiction. | Novels.

			Classification: LCC PZ7.1.D8343 Su 2025 (print) | LCC PZ7.1.D8343 (ebook) | DDC [Fic]—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024045765

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024045766

			Hardcover ISBN 9780593696897

			International Edition ISBN 9798217110858

			Ebook ISBN 9780593696903

			Cover art © 2025 by Jeff Östberg

			Cover design by Kelley Brady

			Design by Claire Young, adapted for ebook by Andrew Wheatley

			This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			pid_prh_7.1a_156732197_c0_r1

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Silhouette of three flying seagulls.]
			

			For anyone who’s ever wondered “what if” 
under a sun-kissed sky

		

	
		
			
				1

				Birdie

			
			My mother always says there are only three things you need to be successful in life: charisma, which she claims I’ve inherited from her in spades; money, which she also takes credit for, even though she married into it; and an interesting point of view, which—surprising exactly no one—she also feels I should thank her for.

			I guess technically “extremely online child of former mom blogger turned lifestyle influencer” is an interesting point of view. Or it would be, if I was allowed to say how I really feel about it all (which is not good) and wasn’t expected to instead toe the party line on both her streams and my own.

			I’m supposed to be grateful for it all, definitely not at all bothered that the whole world watched me potty training. And especially not bothered by the T-shirts my mom made when, while out at a restaurant during the potty-training process, I stuck my head under the divider to ask an unsuspecting stranger in the stall next to me, “Are you pooping?” (My therapist has reassured me that was a developmentally appropriate question, but I would still prefer there not be merch commemorating it.)

			It’s ironic that that is what I’m most known for, despite the fact that my mom’s mantra for me has always been: “You need to look as expensive as you are.” (Read: No, you cannot go outside and play like a regular kid. You are pristine. You are elegance. You are perfect.)

			Looking expensive and perfect is kind of my mom’s thing, after all. Her lifestyle branding would probably make that other ultra-rich, ultra-blond actress turned lifestyle influencer weep—that is, if they didn’t occasionally collaborate—despite making most “regular” moms laugh at her. Sometimes the hate mail outpaces the followers.

			It doesn’t matter to my mom either way, as long as they keep watching. After all, content is god in the Gordon house, and my mother is the high priestess.

			Right now, I’ve been asked—read: ordered—by my mom’s team to do a “behind-the-scenes” run-up to my dad’s annual investor party. My mother calls it a gala, but it’s not—it’s just a stuffy, boring party for my dad’s investors and my mom’s friends.

			I tried to fight her on it—laughable, really, because my streams get the most views as of late. While she’s been trying to give me a good edit (as good as she can anyway), it’s been obvious things have been going a little bit off the rails. I’m pretty sure my uptick in viewership is because both her fans and mine are waiting for me to fuck up in some kind of real, uneditable way.

			My most recent shenanigans? Screwing up my college apps on purpose and missing two days of filming while I live streamed sneaking off to Cabo with my best friend, Ada, for a weekend. (We tried to say Ada just wanted to connect to her Mexican roots, but neither of our families bought it.) And then, of course, there was also last month when I shattered a window trying to sneak in drunk from a party. (It looked open! It wasn’t my fault!)

			While we’re not important enough for any of the actual tabloids to care about us, we have a habit of going semi-viral often enough to keep the other bloggers talking. Whether they’re portraying me as another spoiled rich white girl who doesn’t know how good she has it, or as a worse, somehow more embarrassing Kardashian knockoff, or—my least favorite—a tragic example of what happens to the kids who grew up being mined for content by their parents, social media has opinions about us.

			Opinions we can capitalize on.

			Thus, the phone camera Ada is currently pointing at my face. She insisted that the temporary phone holder I stuck to the dashboard of my boyfriend’s very expensive car—which I have never driven before—was not capturing my best angles.

			Ada’s not a content creator or anything—she actually thinks it’s all ridiculous. We’re polar opposites, but our inheritances keep us running in the same circles, at least for now, and I’d be lost without her. While my post–high school plans are more nebulous and influencer-y—I want to launch a line of luxury purses when I gain access to my trust on my eighteenth birthday this summer—she’s heading off to an Ivy for biomedical engineering this fall. Despite that, I’ve still managed to mold her into the ideal Instagram husband—though we’re 100 percent platonic. (She’s painfully straight.)

			I wasn’t originally planning to film this drive, but after three texts from my mother politely (read: obnoxiously) reminding me that I promised to, I relented. Despite the fact that I’m driving Mitchell Riley’s McLaren up a dangerously winding mountain road to get to the ridiculous luxury villa that my dad always hosts this gathering at.

			Mitchell had begged me to grab it for him since he was running behind, and like any good girlfriend, I agreed. I chose to ignore his reasoning—that he didn’t want to be “stuck at the party” any longer than he had to be, after getting caught up at the pre-gala golf match with our dads. They’re all getting ready there together at the villa, and I’m really trying not to dwell on the fact that he seems to be planning to ditch me as soon as possible.

			Never mind that I’ve only driven stick once (in a parking lot with my dad at a development he was building before it opened). How hard could it really be? And double never mind that I should still be mad at Mitchell because of some flirty comments he made on Shayna Macintyre’s Insta post this morning. (He said I misinterpreted, but I don’t know how you misinterpret the phrase hottie with a body or the five fire emojis he added afterward.)

			It’s not like there’s really anything to do about it anyway.

			Getting with Mitchell Riley took a lot of planning and scheming by both of our mothers in the first place, and mine has reminded me several times this year not to mess it up. I think my parents just like Mitchell’s ties to old money—his wealth goes back generations further than mine. (My grandfather had the good sense to invest in tech early and often, changing the trajectory of our family line forever.) And Mitchell’s parents like the fact that my parents seem new and hip and can help modernize their family look once we eventually get married.

			And okay, yeah, I get it. I’m way too young to be thinking about getting married—but also, I’m kind of not. That’s just always been the expectation. I was born a prop, raised as a prop, and now my future is as scripted as the sitcom my mom’s team tried to pitch based on our story. (It never even made it to pilot.)

			Ada shifts in the passenger seat beside me—wincing at the grinding sounds the car is making, because, okay, maybe this is a little harder than expected?—as she live streams my attempt to get up the mountain without totally ruining the clutch. I don’t know why Dad has to always host the Gordon Development Gala all the way up here. It’s convenient for exactly nobody, especially not me, right now.

			No, that’s a lie. I know why. Dad is proud of this place, beyond proud actually. He calls this villa—all six thousand square feet of it—his “capstone rental,” having flipped it himself at the start of his real estate empire when he was only twenty-one. It boasts six bedrooms, nine bathrooms, and an indoor pool that he personally designed.

			The gears grind once more as I struggle to shift into whatever gear I hope and pray is going to get me up this final hill. Ada giggles beside me, quickly turning the camera to herself. “Hope Mitchell’s not watching!” she teases as my phone screen fills with hearts and laughter emojis. Someone sends a virtual crown. She bats the garish gold thing away the second it’s projected onto her head and then flips the phone camera back on me.

			“Hopefully not,” I say, sweating through my vintage Dior gown.

			“How’s it going over there, Birdie?” she asks innocently enough.

			I flash her a smile and then glare at the road. “I think we all heard how it’s going,” I say as the car bucks us forward.

			“Remind your viewers again why you’re torturing this car tonight?”

			“Mitchell was running behind,” I say, trying to sound more amused about it than annoyed. “You know how it is with him.” I roll my eyes.

			We’re the cutest couple, after all, can’t let them see the cracks. (Even if, like, twenty people have already screenshotted and reposted his “hottie with a body” comment and tagged me in it.)

			“Why did he even need his car?” Ada asks, quirking an eyebrow behind the camera.

			What is she doing?

			“Boys and their toys.” I grin, even though Ada knows the truth.

			It’s fine, it’s fine. My mom makes sure to perfectly edit Mitchell so that he comes off like a prince instead of a frog. No one but me—and Ada—knows just how much of an absolute toad my Prince Charming really is.

			“And why are we encouraging this?” Ada asks, abandoning all hints of subtlety.

			To say that Ada is not completely sold on Mitchell would be like calling the California wildfires “mildly inconvenient.” Which is to say, she cannot stand the man and believes he will have a devastating yet preventable impact on my life.

			Like I said, she’s not like us.

			Her parents are both groundbreaking surgeons, from a long line of groundbreaking surgeons. They each have at least one hospital named after them, and so many medical procedures I’ve lost count. So while my mom is making her living off sponsored posts and a weekly stipend from my dad, Ada’s family has been living their best Grey’s Anatomy life out of the limelight and expecting her to do the same.

			They have no idea she has, like, three finstas and more TikTok accounts than you could count on both hands. She’s almost as well-known to my followers as I am.

			Still, she’s leaving for Princeton this August and I…am not.

			It’s not that I didn’t have any encouragement. My dad wanted me to go straight to college—he even made me apply in order to keep my allowance. Thus all the fake and half-assed applications. (What do you mean they didn’t appreciate me sending in a full transcript of Alexis Neiers’s screaming phone call to Vanity Fair in lieu of an admissions essay?) However, my mom encouraged me to take a gap year while I figured life out—although I suspect it was more so I’d be handy if she did get that television deal to come through. And like in most arguments in our house, my mom won.

			My dad asked me to at least come to the Newport house with him this summer in the meantime. He was all, “You really need to find yourself, Birdie.” But no thank you. Not my thing. I’d rather stay in Boston with Ada and Mitchell, and my closet full of designer dresses.

			The gears crank again just as Ada’s own phone buzzes in the console between us. She picks her phone up with a frown on her face, still keeping mine steadily focused on me with her other hand. Like I said, the perfect Insta assistant. I look at her out of the corner of my eye as she turns to face me, sensing an even more negative shift in her mood.

			“Birdie, pull over,” she says, popping my phone back in the temporary holder she literally just said wasn’t capturing my best angles, so she can study whatever’s on her phone better.

			What the hell?

			“Sorry, can’t, babe,” I say, winking at my phone and sending a new flutter of hearts flying up from the comments. “Right now, we’re just fashionably late, but any more detours and we’re late-late. I can’t be late-late to my own party!”

			I laugh, trying to save face for the two thousand and seventeen people still watching my stream. I glance at my phone, delighted to see it fill with more hearts and laughing emojis, and then go back to watching the road and the quickly approaching mile-long villa driveway.

			The valets are waiting up ahead, already motioning me forward, seemingly unimpressed with my driving skills.

			“Birdie—”

			“Just say whatever you want to say,” I reply a little too cheerfully, playing to the audience. “You all want to know too, don’t you?” The screen instantly floods with thumbs-up and eyeball emojis.

			“Seriously. Turn your live off for a sec,” Ada says, her eyes pleading.

			I put on my best Hollywood smile. “I always stream at this time of night. I can’t,” I say through gritted teeth. She knows this is a contractual obligation with my mom’s company. If it’s something serious enough to discuss off live, why is she even bringing it up now? Can’t she wait a little longer, until I’m inside and my mom’s camera crew has taken over?

			“Dude,” she says, sounding annoyed.

			“Don’t mind Ada.” I laugh, swooping even closer to the valet area. “She’s a little camera shy ever since she got into Princeton.”

			“Birdie,” Ada says, grimacing at her phone. “I have to tell you something quick, before we go inside. Can you seriously just stop streaming for a—”

			She reaches for my phone to click it off, and I try to smack her fingers away, sending the car jerking dangerously close to careening off the driveway as I come around the final curve at too fast a speed.

			“What is up with you?” I snap, steering us back on track quickly. I frown when I notice my phone has fallen to the floor and unbuckle my seat belt to pick it up, but Ada kicks it under her seat. “What are you doing?! You know this is my job!”

			“It’s Mitchell,” Ada says. “He’s here.”

			“I know he’s here. He asked me to bring his car, remember?” I shake my head.

			That? That’s the important thing she had to tell me?

			“He’s…Look.” She turns her phone toward me, showing me the text she just got from our friend Carly. The same Carly whose life revolves around figuring out all the latest gossip and drama. If we were going to have someone narrating our life à la Gossip Girl, it would be her.

			Omg, can you believe it? Poor Birdie. [image: slightly frowning face emoji]

			I crinkle my forehead at the text. Poor Birdie? Why poor Birdie? And then I drop my eyes to the grainy night mode photo, squinting at what seems to be my perfect boyfriend hooking up with one of the waitresses catering the party. There are glass jars of dried goods and canned food all around them in what looks to be a fully stocked pantry—each item no doubt chosen to be the ideal background aesthetic for every investor poking around the place—which serves as a jarring frame for his almost comically shocked face. He looks ridiculous. This picture is ridiculous.

			My mother is going to flip out when she finds out my boyfriend is fooling around with a server next to her aesthetically placed cans of confit de canard and expensive dried mushrooms.

			“Mitchell is seriously cheating on me with a waitress?” I screech.

			Ada doesn’t get to respond because this is followed almost immediately by the loudest crunching sound I’ve ever heard as we both fly forward in our seats. We were going slow, but my head still smacks the edge of the steering wheel, grinding one of the bobby pins into my tender skin, and oh. Oh no.

			Ada and I both slowly face each other, realization setting in that I have just rammed Mitchell’s McLaren into someone else’s Bentley. My eyes go huge as the valets run over shouting and guests begin to pour out of the house to see what the commotion is.

			“Birdie,” someone calls, and I look over to see my parents standing in the doorway, matching looks of horror on their faces as my mom’s camera crew zooms in on me.

			She redirects them back inside—the hostess extraordinaire as usual, still hamming it up for her sponsorship deal with a new cookware company, which I may have just permanently fucked.

			“Mom?” I say, not sure if I should apologize or scream, as the cameras twist toward me again, recording the worst moments of my life, as usual.

			A few seconds later, Mitchell runs out, his hair disheveled, Taylor Swift–red lipstick still smudged on the corner of his mouth. He practically dies when he sees his car, and rushes down the steps, frantically rubbing his hand over the hood, like that will somehow smooth it all out. He looks like he’s going to cry. Nope, he is crying. Him. He has someone else’s lipstick on his skin, and I just embarrassed my whole family on camera and cost us a lot of money, again, and he’s the one who’s crying.

			He’s the one who’s going to get sympathy when someone screenshots my life and posts it on the internet for everyone to gawk at.

			Him.

			“Oh god,” Ada says beside me, and I tear my attention away from Mitchell long enough to look at her.

			She’s picked up my phone at some point during this disaster, and to my abject horror, I realize that I’m still streaming. I guess it didn’t turn off after all when Ada knocked it down. The screen is filled with shocked and laughing emojis, my dazed face taking up all of the remaining space. Ada tries to hit end, but I gently push her hand down and go back to studying myself in the camera. There’s a tiny rivulet of blood dripping down my hairline dramatically from the bobby pin, and I watch it fall with interest. It’s possible I might be a little concussed.

			“This is so fucked up,” I say into the camera.

			This declaration seems to spur everyone into action because seconds later everyone is shouting over one another and rushing to the car. I can’t help the laughter bubbling up in me, even as Ada looks at me with an increasingly concerned expression.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Cass

			
			There is nothing I want to do less during the precious first weeks of summer than leave the beach to come out here to this stupid landlocked ski “villa” and work as a cater waiter. But still, here I am, plastering on my most butt-kissing smile to reassure all the way-too-rich people in the room that they’re not horrible, actually. A monstrous feat, since every time I look at them, all I can think about is how they’ve been hoarding wealth for generations and, for fun, gentrifying the last affordable housing within an hour of my hometown. Screwing over townies like me and my family and the little old lady who owns the bodega down the street.

			I kind of hate that me and all my Pell Grant–qualifying friends are fighting for our lives out here, trying to earn enough money to go to college, just so we can maybe, maybe, someday work as their accountants or their kids’ teachers or something like that, in between our second jobs as DoorDashers or baristas to cover the rest of our inevitable student loan payments.

			Yeah. I’m a little salty.

			Speaking of salty, I would give anything to be in the water right now. I don’t even have to be surfing—just sitting on my board out in the ocean, seeing the occasional fish, or watching the waves break on the rocks would be good enough to remind me what’s real. I would even take a lifeguarding shift in a pinch.

			Instead, I spin the little bracelet my best friend, Bentley, made me around my wrist until the silver wave is right side up. If I can’t get on the water, at least I can pretend.

			I would leave, I would. It’s just that George—Mr. Gordon tonight since I’m being proper—is the host of this little soirée, and he dragged me here under the guise of doing me a favor. The same Mr. Gordon who has been my dad’s boss for most of my life. It started with the occasional handyman job before I was even born, my dad never one for a nine-to-five, according to my mom. He’s good at what he does, obviously, and so over the years, there has been a lot less fixing steps or mowing lawns. At this point, he’s managing pretty much all of George’s dozen-plus rental properties and Airbnbs in town. Ironic, given that my dad is the head of the Affordable Housing Coalition, and literally called gentrification his “evil enemy” once in casual conversation.

			If I’m being real about it, I didn’t mind when George first started snatching up all the foreclosures and short sales in my neighborhood. It was great to be riding bikes past new picket fences instead of over broken glass in the middle of the street, and I liked how pretty he made the houses and landscaping. Plus, at that point, I think I saw him more as a family friend than a boss figure; he used to come over for dinner a couple times a week even then. But then I started to realize some things…

			Like that my dad had to work more and more to be able to afford our apartment in the same neighborhood, and that my friends started moving out, their parents accepting too-cheap offers from George or his friends that still somehow seemed too good to be true, only to see him resell the houses months later for a massive profit. That’s when I realized “Mr. Gordon” wasn’t just trying to fix up the neighborhood—he was trying to take it over, to reshape it into something more palatable.

			Less than a mile from the beach, my corner of town was the last bastion of affordable housing. It’s where everybody went after being driven from the better parts of town by tourists and wealthy summer people. And he’s ruining it.

			It’s not like our little coastal town was a stranger to grossly rich people, and the Gordons certainly weren’t the first ones to take a vacation and overstay their welcome. There’s a neat little row of historic mansions overlooking the water proving otherwise. But George and his friends were the first ones to say, Hey, let’s leave the mansions and all the little neighborhoods full of nice, overpriced properties alone. Let’s go farther inland, to where the chain-link fences and broken glass bottles live, where rent is still reasonable and you can buy a house without hitting mid-six figures. That’s where the profit lies.

			And it does. Damn, it does.

			But that’s the thing about islands. They’re only so big. Once you price people out, they can’t just keep moving a little farther away and living their best lives. They just…leave.

			I guess you could say George has sort of became a reverse Robin Hood—robbing from the poor to give to the rich, whether he means to or not. I guess he’s probably not so special in that regard. It’s kinda the secret to how the rich stay rich, right?

			My dad, god bless him and his fight against his “evil enemy,” started the Affordable Housing Coalition about eighteen months ago when George’s company bought out a close family friend of ours who was struggling to make ends meet…but he never stopped working for George.

			I asked once how he justifies it, and he said, “You can hold two things in your hand at one time,” which was vague and confusing and didn’t really seem to make sense in that context. I don’t see how he can keep their friendship and work relationship separate from the damage George is doing. It all feels a little hypocritical to me, on both sides of the equation.

			I used to wonder why George would keep Dad on even with all the trouble he makes. Mom suspects that George just wants to keep him close, to keep an eye on what he’s up to with our coalition—which frequently takes over town hall to protest the development of new mansions and the destruction of old affordable communities to make way for them, and to fight against various housing authorities granting zoning exceptions to companies like Gordon Investments.

			But I don’t believe that. I think he just sees the same thing in Dad that he sees in me.

			We’re clever, my dad and me. We’re clever in a way the rich appreciate. We instinctively know the best way to be efficient and save them money. We’re hardworking. We think outside the box…except we’re honest and loyal in a way that people in the Gordons’ tax bracket don’t seem to be.

			I mean, just look at his disaster of a daughter. She pretends she’s all loyal and kind and whatever else on her live streams—not that I watch her live streams—but she dropped me like a hot potato the second she was old enough to understand that our dads weren’t coworkers and that our tiny apartment wasn’t a weird little summer project, but where we lived year-round.

			Whatever.

			Sometimes I wonder if George just likes to keep me around as a little pet project of his, an avatar for him to imagine what his life would have been like if he had been born into the wrong family, one that ate boxed mac and cheese instead of prime rib in the evenings. Like he fully sucks? But he’s also stupidly nice? I’m not sure he even realizes how screwed up what he’s doing is. I kind of hate it.

			But what I hate most of all is that we need George, me and my dad both. He pays well and offers excellent benefits, something basically unheard-of for positions like my dad’s. And he’s not just focused on profit when he’s in town, although I’m sure he is tonight and whenever he sees his investors. But, like, he’ll also take the time to help my dad hang Sheetrock if a contractor is running behind, or debate the merits of different weedkillers and their impact on the environment.

			Once I even caught them sipping on matching cans of cheap Narragansett beer, sitting on the porch of a recently flipped house. I stood there in the shadows, listening to my dad talking to George about how projects like that one were outpricing the average family from living here anymore. That George was making things worse instead of better. I was shocked to see him listen thoughtfully, even adding some insight of his own for ways my dad could streamline things at the coalition…but then he proceeded to snatch up the next short sale he could find anyway.

			Still, he’s not a horrible man, I guess. And, as my dad loves to point out, he’s a great connection for me to have. I’m studying business at MIT this fall—thank god for “meets needs” schools or I’d be screwed—and we both know that an internship with Gordon Investments, not to mention a recommendation from George himself, will probably help me land any job I want when the time comes.

			In fact, when George asked me to come work this event for him, I didn’t hesitate to say yes for that very reason. I knew he would sneak me around to give me advice about schmoozing these people. He loves to point out the various movers and shakers in his orbit and then introduce me and tell them that I got into MIT in the fall so they know that I’m “going to be someone.” And if I bristle a little at the idea that I’m not already someone, it’s okay. Because he’s nice, in his own extremely awful, out-of-touch way.

			I refill my tray with champagne flutes and walk through the crowd, nearly losing my balance when George’s wife yanks two off my tray without even giving me a chance to stop. I fight the urge to glare at her—she’s lucky she’s not wearing this champagne—but she’s already turned back around, effectively dismissing me like I’m an annoying gnat instead of someone she’s watched grow up.

			Verity Gordon—no, I don’t know if Verity is even her real name or just a stupid stage name—has spent all night prancing around like she’s god’s gift. She thinks she’s the second coming of Kris Jenner, shoving her camera in everybody’s face and constantly yapping about content and appearances. I swear to god, she’s secretly trying to cast The Real Housewives of New England or something. I would laugh so hard if that ever happened.

			George would probably die of embarrassment too.

			I glance around the room. I don’t know where their daughter, Birdie, is. She must be running late or something. Usually, she’s following her mother around like a little lost puppy, mugging for the camera and acting desperate for her second in the spotlight too. I would love to not bump into her tonight. Even though we haven’t talked in, like, over a decade, it would still smart to see her standing there in a fancy dress while I’m looking like one of the penguins in Madagascar in this horrible cater waiter uniform.

			I hand my final glass of champagne off to some rich guy’s too-young-for-him date, and then head back to the kitchen to get my next tray. Or I almost do, because before I get there, the sound of giggling catches my attention. I’m supposed to be shoving past the other cater waiters refilling their trays to get the oysters that George suggested I might bring to the state senator in the other room, but I pause, trying to figure out where the sound is coming from.

			Curious, I set my tray down on one of the fancy hutches dotting the too-long kitchen hallway and creep quietly, following the noise. More laughing and the sound of something falling has me pulling open the door to the model pantry—the same one I painstakingly set up just that morning with goods hand-selected by Verity Gordon herself—to find one of the other waitresses in full make-out mode with one of the rich boys from the party. He looks vaguely familiar. I’m sure his parents are out there in the other room, kissing asses with the rest of them, but I can’t quite place him. I don’t really care either.

			“Gross,” I say, and start to shut the door, but an arm stops me. I spin to face the person behind me, expecting to see another waiter or, I don’t know, maybe even Verity or George, but instead I’m met with the cruelest smile I’ve ever seen, painted on overly glossed pink lips.

			I’d recognize her anywhere.

			It’s Carly Whitmore, another recent high school graduate like me, except one who was blessed with a private school education and a ticket to an Ivy where her family’s name is on half the buildings. She’s filmed enough with Verity and Birdie for me to know who she is, even though I wish I didn’t. She’s as horrible as Birdie and her mother, the meanest of mean girls.

			“What did you find?” she teases, shouldering past me to rip open the pantry. “Oh, this is lovely!” She laughs, after snapping a picture with her phone.

			“Carly?” the boy in the closet calls out, clearly panicked. The waitress scurries past us, bolting into the kitchen as she adjusts her shirt. I’ll have to check in with her later, make sure everything was on the up and up. I probably should have warned her about how much the boys at these kinds of parties love to let loose with the little townies their parents hire to cater to their every need.

			I should probably go have that check-in right now—I mean, god knows I’m not needed here—but curiosity leaves me rooted in place. The boy steps into the hallway. He’s got about a foot on my five-foot-four frame, and I have to tilt my head up to meet his eyes. He swallows in the harsh hallway light, his Adam’s apple bobbing in distress as he runs his hand through his mussed-up hair.

			Which fuckboy even is it? I flick through the usual suspects in my mind. Honestly, they all look the same, with their floppy dark hair and their perpetual tans and their clothes tailored just right to show off their muscles.

			And oh. Whoops.

			I think I do know this particular fuckboy, after all. It’s Mitchell Riley, Birdie’s boyfriend.

			“You better not be texting Birdie,” he says, grabbing for the phone just as Carly hits send.

			“Relax, I wouldn’t do that,” she says, stepping just out of his reach.

			He calms down for half a second, blurting out a half-hearted “I can explain,” before she adds, “I texted Ada. They’re streaming, so I knew Birdie’s phone was tied up anyway.” She smiles coolly and walks back to the party, leaving us to stand awkwardly in the hallway.

			“That was cold,” I say finally, just trying to break the tension, because, oof, Carly definitely just blew up his relationship and looked like she enjoyed doing it. I might be enjoying the show too, but I’m trying not to be a total monster.

			“Shut up,” he says, stepping around me right as the loudest bang I’ve ever heard in my life comes from outside. I swear the house shook, although maybe that was just how high I jumped from being startled.

			I step back into the ballroom right as the crowd begins to rush out, sweeping me up with them. They propel me through the door and we spill across the grand carved staircase at the front of the house. Below us, I see good old Mitchy boy wailing over the smashed-in hood of what I’m assuming is his own super expensive car. Birdie is now crying in the driver’s seat, while her friend alternates between wincing at the crowd and hugging her.

			I roll my eyes. Typical rich people drama. It’s not like they don’t insure their cars to the hilt, and I don’t know why Birdie’s even crying. I’m pretty sure cheating is a daily occurrence among the crowd Birdie and her family runs with.

			With a sigh, I push back inside, heading to the kitchen with the other waiters to reload our trays before the inevitable onslaught of gossip-infused snacking. It will be all anybody wants to talk about now, and I’m sure they’ll have worked up an appetite with all their gawking.

			I’m proven right as I make my way through the ballroom a few minutes later. Everyone has grown bored of the scene out front, happy to devour the little oysters and mini crab cakes and complain.

			I do my best to avoid Verity, who is currently dabbing her eyes in the corner, faking tears and pretending to be desperately worried about her makeup. I wonder where Birdie is for half a second, before I get sucked into the gossip of the room, which is practically pulsating in excitement over this new morsel of misery. They seem especially scandalized by the fact that Birdie was streaming when it all went down, because of course she was.

			“They need to rein her in. She’s too wild for her own good.”

			“…making out in the pantry! I bet he’ll…”

			“How embarrassing for them both. Crying over…”

			“She’s just like her mother. Poor George being saddled with both of them.”

			“Cassandra,” George says, grabbing my attention. I try not to bristle at the name. I like to go by Cass, but he feels it’s “beneath” me. He’s spent the entire evening introducing me as Cassandra, like the extra syllables somehow indicate class.

			“Huh?” I say, and then catch myself. He hates when I say huh. “I mean…hi. Fun party, right?” I’m trying to break the awkwardness. I don’t think it’s working.

			“It’s certainly been eventful,” he says, beckoning me into the study and away from everyone’s curious eyes. “Thank you so much for your help today. If you’d like to head back—”

			“There are still three hours.”

			“I know,” he says, holding his hands up. “But I also know you still have that Rotary Club scholarship essay to write, and your dad hates you driving back too late. We’ve got plenty of help. I’ll give you full pay, though, don’t worry.”

			“If you’re sure.” I shrug. I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

			“I am,” he says, taking a deep breath as he crinkles his forehead.

			“What?” I ask, because I know his thinking face by now. I’ve been seeing it practically since I was born.

			“I may have another job opportunity for you, actually.”

			“I have lifeguarding, and no offense, I like that way more than waiting on your horrible friends.”

			He laughs. “I don’t blame you there,” he says. “But no, this is something a little different. I think you’ll have fun. I promise it won’t interfere with your lifeguarding duties. Why don’t you come over to the Newport house Monday morning, say, around ten a.m.? We’ll talk then and see what you think.”

			“Does it pay well?” I ask, tapping my chin. I’m kidding, but I’m also not and we both know it.

			He smiles. “Exceedingly well.”

			“Then I’ll see you Monday morning,” I say, with a mock salute.
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				Birdie

			
			I’ve been exiled.

			My dad says that’s a very dramatic way of describing spending time with him at our summer house, but I don’t know what else you would call being shipped off by your parents to sit abandoned on an island in the middle of nowhere. (Okay, fine, I’m only an hour from home, and we do have a great ocean view, but still.)

			My phone, webcam, laptop, and ring lights were all confiscated by my father the second I stepped inside the house dragging my Prada luggage behind me. No more streaming, no more socials, I’m officially on lockdown. Watching him put parental controls on my phone, blocking every social media app, felt way more tragic than just being sent away in the first place. All I can do is text and call. After some debate, he let me keep Apple Maps and rideshare apps, mainly because aside from my driving the Audi to the island for him, I’m not going to be driving again anytime soon. I tried to be stoic, I did, but there were tears. Lots of them. (Some of them were even real.)

			My father didn’t care, and for once my mom agreed with him.

			She was mortified, not over what I had done, but over the fact that I had been live streaming as it happened. She said I had “broadcasted to the entire world” that the family she was trying to partner with for a new spin on her web series had “a lying, cheating son.”

			I pointed out that that was good for television, no? She yelled back that our streams were supposed to be a highlight reel, not the second coming of TMZ, and now she’d have to “spin it somehow.”

			My dad had simply hugged me after the accident and sent me to my room at the villa for the rest of the night after offering me a Band-Aid for my injury. (Sure, it looked dramatic, but it turned out to literally be a scratch.) He even hugged me again when Mom got done yelling at me some more the next morning, even though I could tell he was upset too. Normally, he doesn’t get too worked up about what I’m up to, but I guess crashing a McLaren isn’t good for business for anyone, even my dad.

			I should be glad he was so nice about things, but now that I’m lying here in our Newport house, listening to the horns of the boats waiting for the last of the fog to burn off in the morning sun, I almost wish he had yelled too. This? This methodical dismantling of my life? It’s way worse.

			I pick up my phone, instinctively going to check my socials and record a new GRWM video to post—except the nearly empty home screen staring back at me feels like a punch to the gut. No, worse than that, like my life is literally over.

			I flop back on my bed and sink deeper into my pillows, trying to decide next steps. Ada texted me already that Mitchell was being sent to Italy with his grandma for a couple weeks, so at least we’ve both been shipped off. It wouldn’t be fair if I was the only one getting in trouble for this when it’s all his fault. Just thinking about him sends a burning, jealous rage coursing through me.

			I know this was probably not the first time he screwed around on me, but the fact that he couldn’t even keep it in his pants at my dad’s own event just adds insult to injury. We are so over, even if I suspect that my mom is hoping for a different outcome. Whatever. If I focus on that whole thing, I’ll drive myself mad. I am not about to spend the summer festering away in here, even if my dad thinks I need to.

			I do a quick run-through of people I know who summer here, and smile. If I’m remembering right, I think one of Mitchell’s friends docks their family boat here this time of year—which seems ideal for the revenge partying I’m going to have to do to get over Mitchell. My mom always said, “One peg drives out the other,” when I would cry over boys when I was younger. Maybe it’s time to test that theory.

			“Birdie,” my dad calls, knocking twice on the bright white door before turning the knob and stepping inside. That’s another thing about my room here—everything is bright white. Too white.

			Crisp and clean, complete with generic ocean pictures and what I hope is a fake starfish pinned to the wall. It’s sterile and uncluttered, the complete opposite of my room at home, which is constantly a mess of clothing and half-finished products people have mailed me to try on camera. It’s lived-in and scattered, the way I really feel most days. It’s also a huge part of why Mom insisted on renting some studio space. She wanted to style a bedroom for me that was always clean, always perfect. In retrospect, she could have just come out here—it probably would have been cheaper—but then again, I think Dad likes having his own space. One not invaded by cameras and live streaming.

			I stretch out with an exaggerated yawn as he comes over and sits on the edge of the bed. “What time did you go to sleep last night?” he asks, and I’m surprised. Generally, my parents don’t care what time I do anything as long as it doesn’t inconvenience them.

			“Around three a.m.,” I answer honestly, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “I got sucked into Love Island, and you know how it goes.” I shrug, even though I know he probably doesn’t.

			“You knew you had to be up early today,” he says, furrowing his brows, and I swear he looks almost…disappointed?

			“I am up, see?” I say, waving my hand in front of my body as if to say ta-da! He looks unimpressed.

			“Yes, but I said we had things to do today, and now you’re going to be exhausted.”

			I look at the clock. It’s barely past nine. He’s got a point, though; I’m a bear with anything less than my nightly eight hours, but six should at least have me somewhat functional. Wait. What does he mean things to do? He’d better not be expecting me to help him and Mr. Adler with the houses. I know he just picked up a new one last week. I swear, if he even tries to make me paint again…

			“I’ll be fine.” I smile, giving him my best puppy dog eyes. The same puppy dog eyes that had him upgrading my car last year from a Mercedes-Benz to a Mercedes-Maybach.

			He sighs and looks away. “I hope so. Either way, you need to get up. You have an appointment in an hour.”

			“An appointment?” I ask, but he just shakes his head and stands up to leave.

			“You’ll see. Meet me in the office in an hour, Birdie, and make yourself presentable. We have an important guest joining us.”

			“Ohhhhkay,” I say, grabbing my phone to fire off a text to Ada the second he’s gone, only to find she’s already beaten me to it.

			
				Ada: How is day one of the banishment going?

				Me: [image: melting face emoji] Dad’s acting even more off than yesterday!!!

				Ada: Off how?

				Me: I don’t know. He seems annoyed with me??

				Ada: Well, you did crash a $200K car last week. So…

				Me: Don’t remind me.

				Me: Apparently, I have an “appointment” soon with a special guest? Idk what he’s up to. Gotta go get ready though.

				Ada: Appointment?

				Me: I stg if he’s trying to make me paint again…

				Ada: There are worse things!

				Me: Like what?

				Ada: Trust me, you don’t want to know. Just be glad your parents aren’t making you go pre-med.

				Me: You could try talking to them, you know? It’s your life.

				Ada: Says the girl who streams whenever her mommy says to.

				Me:…

			

			I set the phone back down on my side table, frowning as I get up. She’s not wrong—we both know it—but it’s not something I want to think about right now.

			Say what you want about Ada’s parents, but at least they’re around and invested—even if they are divorced. Sure, Ada feels like she’s disappointing them sometimes—like that time she got an A- on her bio midterm—but she doesn’t realize how lucky she is that they hold her to such high standards.

			Which is why this whole punishment thing
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