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			One

			EASTON

			Everyone is screaming.

			If I weren’t in a state of shock—not to mention drunker than drunk—I might’ve been able to hear the individual shouts, connect them to certain voices, make sense of the curses and angry accusations being hurled around.

			But right now, it sounds like one unending wave of sound. A symphony of hatred, worry, and fear.

			“. . . your son’s fault!”

			“Like hell it is!”

			“. . . press charges . . .”

			“Easton.”

			My head is buried in my hands, and I rub my eyes against my callused palms.

			“. . . even here? . . . should have you taken out in handcuffs, you son of a bitch . . . harassment . . .”

			“. . . like to see you try . . . not afraid of you, Callum Royal. I’m the district attorney—”

			“Assistant district attorney.”

			“Easton.”

			My eyes feel dry and itchy. I’m sure they’re bloodshot, too. They always get bloodshot when I’m wasted.

			“Easton.”

			Something smacks my shoulder, and one voice breaks through the others. I jerk my head up to find my stepsister regarding me with deep concern in her blue eyes.

			“You haven’t moved in three hours. Talk to me,” Ella begs softly. “Let me know you’re okay.”

			Okay? How could I be okay? Look at what’s happening, for fuck’s sake. We’re in a private waiting room at Bayview General—the Royals don’t have to wait in the real ER waiting room with the rest of the peasants. We get special treatment everywhere we go, even hospitals. When my older brother Reed got stabbed last year, he was rushed into surgery like he was the president himself, no doubt taking an OR slot from someone who needed it more. But Callum Royal’s name goes a long way in this state. Hell, the country. Everyone knows my father. Everyone fears him.

			“. . . criminal charges against your son—”

			“Your fucking daughter is responsible for . . .”

			“Easton,” Ella urges again.

			I ignore her. She doesn’t exist to me at the moment. None of them do. Not Ella. Not Dad. Not John Wright. Not even my younger brother Sawyer, who was just allowed to join us after getting a couple stitches on his temple. Massive car accident and Sawyer walks away with a scrape.

			Meanwhile, his twin brother is . . .

			Is what?

			Fuck if I know. We haven’t received an update about Sebastian since we got to the hospital. His bloody, broken body was whisked away on a gurney, his family banished to this room to await the news of whether he’s alive or dead.

			“If my son doesn’t survive, your daughter will pay for this.”

			“You sure he’s even your son?”

			“You goddamn asshole!”

			“What? Seems to me like all your boys need DNA tests. Why not get all the testing done now? We’re at a hospital, after all. It’ll be easy enough to draw some blood and confirm which one of your boys is a Royal, and which one is O’Halloran spawn—”

			“Dad! SHUT UP!”

			Hartley’s anguished voice cuts into me like a knife. The others might not exist to me right now, but she does. She’s been sitting in the corner of the room for three hours. Like me, she hadn’t spoken a word. Until now. Now she’s on her feet, her gray eyes blazing with fury, her voice high and ringing with accusation as she lunges toward her father.

			I don’t know why John Wright is even here. He can’t stand his daughter. He sent Hartley to boarding school. He wouldn’t let her move back in once she returned to Bayview. He shouted at her tonight, told her she wasn’t part of his family and threatened to send her little sister away.

			But after the ambulances took Hartley, the twins, and the twins’ girlfriend away, Mr. Wright was the first person to leave for the hospital. Maybe he wants to make sure Hartley doesn’t tell anyone about what a piece of shit he is.

			“Why are you even here!” Hartley screams out my thoughts. “I wasn’t hurt in the accident! I’m just fine! I don’t need you here and I don’t want you here!”

			Wright yells something back, but I’m not paying attention. I’m too busy watching Hartley. Even though her car collided with the twins’ Range Rover outside her father’s mansion, she’s insisted she’s fine. Not to me, of course—nope, she hasn’t looked my way once. I don’t blame her.

			I did this. I destroyed her life tonight. My actions drove her to get into that car, at the exact moment my brothers were speeding around the curve. If she hadn’t been upset, maybe she would’ve seen them sooner. Maybe Sebastian wouldn’t be . . . dead? Alive?

			Goddammit, why aren’t there any updates?

			Hartley keeps insisting she’s not hurt, and the EMTs obviously agree because they examined her and then let her come to the waiting room, but she doesn’t look so good. She’s swaying slightly on her feet. Her breathing is short. She’s also paler than the white wall behind her head, creating a shocking contrast between her skin and jet-black hair. There isn’t a drop of blood on her, though. None. It makes me weak with relief to see that, because Sebastian was covered in it.

			Bile coats my throat as the scene of the accident flashes through my mind. Shards of the broken windshield littering the pavement. Sebastian’s body. The red puddle. Lauren’s shrieks. The Donovans already picked up Lauren and took her home, thank God. The girl hadn’t stopped screaming from the second she got to Bayview General to the second she left it.

			“Hartley,” comes Ella’s quiet voice, and I know my stepsister has noticed Hartley’s ashen state. “Come sit down. You’re paler than a ghost. Sawyer, go get Hartley some water.”

			My younger brother disappears without a word. He’s been a zombie since his twin was taken away.

			“I’m fine!” Hartley spits out, shoving Ella’s small hand off her arm. She turns back to her father, still wobbly on her knees. “You’re the reason Sebastian Royal got hurt!”

			Wright’s jaw drops. “How dare you insinuate—”

			“Insinuate?” she interrupts angrily. “I’m not insinuating! I’m stating a fact! Easton wouldn’t have been at the house tonight if you hadn’t threatened to send my sister away! I wouldn’t have come after him if he hadn’t come to see you!”

			That makes it my fault, I want to object, but I’m too weak and too fucking cowardly to admit it out loud. But it’s true. I’m the reason this happened. I caused the accident, not Hartley’s dad.

			Hartley wobbles again, and this time Ella doesn’t hesitate—she clamps a hand around Hartley’s upper arm and forces her to a chair.

			“Sit,” Ella orders.

			Meanwhile, my father and Hartley’s father are staring each other down again. I’ve never seen my dad so pissed.

			“You’re not going to be able to buy yourself out of this one, Royal.”

			“Your daughter was driving the car, Wright. She’ll be lucky if she doesn’t spend her next birthday in juvie.”

			“If anyone’s going to jail, it’s your son. Hell, all of your sons belong there.”

			“Don’t you dare threaten me, Wright. I can have the mayor here in five minutes.”

			“The mayor? You think that sniveling pencil-dick has the balls to fire me? I’ve won more cases in this godforsaken county than any other DA in the history of Bayview. The citizens would crucify him and you—”

			For the first time in three hours, I find my voice.

			“Hartley,” I say hoarsely.

			Mr. Wright stops midsentence. He whirls around to face me, daggers in his eyes. “Don’t speak to my daughter! You hear me, you little bastard? Don’t say a word to her.”

			I ignore him. My gaze is glued to Hartley’s pale face.

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper to her. “This was all my fault. I caused the accident.”

			Her eyes widen.

			“Don’t say a word to her!” Shockingly, this comes from my father, not hers.

			“Callum,” Ella says, looking as astonished as I feel.

			“No,” he booms, his Royal-blue eyes fixed on me. “Not one word, Easton. Criminal charges could come into play here. And he”—Dad glances at John Wright as if he’s a living manifestation of the Ebola virus—“is an assistant district attorney. Not another word about the accident without our lawyers present.”

			“Typical Royals,” Wright sneers. “Always covering each other’s asses.”

			“Your daughter hit my sons’ car,” Dad hisses back. “She is the only one responsible.”

			Hartley makes a whimpering sound. Ella sighs and strokes her shoulder.

			“You’re not responsible,” I tell Hartley, ignoring everyone else. It’s like we’re the only two people in the room. Me and this girl. The first girl I’ve wanted to spend time with without getting naked. A girl I consider a friend. A girl I wanted to be more than friends with.

			Because of me, this girl is facing my father’s wrath. And she’s wracked with guilt over an accident that wouldn’t have happened if I wasn’t in the picture. My older brother Reed used to call himself the Destroyer. He thought he ruined the lives of everyone he loved.

			Reed’s wrong. I’m the one who screws everything up.

			“Don’t worry, we’re leaving,” Wright growls.

			I tense up as he stomps toward Hartley’s seat.

			Ella wraps one arm around Hartley’s shoulder in a protective gesture, but my dad briskly shakes his head at her.

			“Let them go,” Dad barks. “Bastard’s right—they don’t belong here with us.”

			Panic lodges in my throat. I don’t want Hartley to go. And I especially don’t want her to go with her father. Who knows what he’ll do to her.

			Hartley obviously agrees, because she instantly balks when her dad tries to grab her. She shrugs off Ella’s arm. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”

			“You have no choice,” he snaps. “I’m still your legal guardian whether you like it or not.”

			“No!” Hartley’s voice is like a crack of thunder. “I’m not going!” Her head swivels toward my father. “Listen, my dad’s a—”

			She never finishes her sentence because in the next second she topples forward, crashing to the floor. The sound of her head thudding against the tile is going to live with me until I die.

			A hundred hands seem to reach for her, but I get to her side first. “Hartley!” I yell, pulling on her shoulder. “Hartley!”

			“Don’t move her,” my dad barks, and tries to shove me away.

			I jerk out of his grasp but let her go. I lie down on the floor so my face is next to hers. “Hartley. Hart. It’s me. Open your eyes. It’s me.”

			Her eyelids don’t move.

			“Get away from her, you punk!” screams her father.

			“Easton.” It’s Ella, and her voice is lined with horror as she gestures to the side of Hartley’s head, where a thin stream of blood is spidering out. I feel like throwing up, and it’s not just because of the alcohol still buzzing through my veins.

			“Oh my God,” Ella breathes. “Her head. She hit her head so hard.”

			I swallow my terror. “It’s fine. It’s going to be fine.” I turn to Dad. “Get a doctor! She’s hurt!”

			Someone grabs my shoulder. “I said get away from my daughter!”

			“You get away from her!” I spit at Hartley’s father.

			Suddenly there’s a commotion behind me. Footsteps. More shouts. This time I let myself be wrenched away. It’s like Sebastian all over again. Hartley’s on a gurney, and doctors and nurses are barking orders at each other as they wheel her away.

			I stare at the empty doorway, numb. Stunned.

			What just happened?

			“Oh my God,” Ella says again.

			My legs can no longer support my own weight. I drop into the nearest chair and gasp for air. What. Just. Happened?

			Hartley was hurt this entire time and didn’t say anything? Or maybe she didn’t realize it? The paramedics cleared her, dammit.

			“They said she was okay,” I croak. “They didn’t even admit her.”

			“She’s going to be fine,” Ella assures me, but her tone doesn’t hold much conviction. We both saw that blood, and the purple bruise forming at her temple, and her slack mouth.

			Oh fuck. I’m going to be sick.

			Gotta give Ella credit—she doesn’t jump away when I bend over and throw up all over her shoes. She simply strokes my hair and smooths it away from my forehead. “It’s okay, East,” she murmurs. “Callum, go get him some water. I don’t know where Sawyer wandered off to when I sent him to get some. And you”—I assume she’s talking to Mr. Wright—“I think it’s time you left. You can wait for news about Hartley somewhere else.”

			“Gladly,” Hartley’s father says in disgust.

			I know the moment he’s gone, because the air in the room loses some of its tension.

			“She’s going to be fine,” Ella says again. “And so will Sebastian. Everyone’s going to be fine, East.”

			Rather than feel reassured, I throw up again.

			I hear her murmur under her breath, “God, Reed, would you just get here already.”

			The waiting game begins again. I drink water. My dad and Sawyer sit in silence. Ella throws her arms around Reed when he finally shows up. He had to drive all the way from college, and he looks exhausted. I don’t blame him—it’s three in the morning. We’re all spent.

			News of Sebastian’s condition is the first to trickle in. His head injury is the biggest concern. There’s swelling in his brain, but the doctors don’t know how serious it is yet.

			My oldest brother Gideon arrives a bit after Reed, in time to hear the part about Seb’s brain. Gid throws up in the wastebasket in the corner of the room, though unlike me, I don’t think he’s drunk.

			It’s hours later when a different doctor appears in the doorway. It’s not the one who operated on Seb, and he looks incredibly uneasy as he glances around the room.

			I stumble to my feet. Hartley. This has to be about Hartley.
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			Two

			HARTLEY

			A bright light aimed at my face wakes me up. I blink groggily, trying to decipher actual shapes from the blobs of white in front of my eyes.

			“There she is. Sleeping Beauty has awakened. How are you feeling?” The light flashes again. I reach up to wave it away and nearly black out from the pain that washes over me.

			“That good, huh?” the voice says. “Why don’t we give her another thirty milligrams of Toradol, but make sure to watch for bleeding.”

			“Yes sir.”

			“Great.” Someone snaps two pieces of metal together, making me wince.

			What happened to me? Why am I in so much pain that even my teeth ache? Did I get in an accident?

			“Steady there.” A hand presses me back onto something soft—a mattress. “Don’t sit up.”

			A mechanical whir buzzes, and the back of the bed rises. I manage to unstick one of my eyelids, and through my lashes, I see a bed rail, the edge of a white coat, and another dark blob.

			“What happened?” I croak.

			“You were in a car accident,” the dark blob at my side says. “When the airbag deployed, it bruised a couple ribs on the left side. Your eardrum burst. As a result of the vestibular imbalance along with some dyspnea—that’s shortness of breath—you passed out and hit your noggin pretty hard. You have a concussion and some mild brain trauma.”

			“Brain trauma?”

			I raise my hand toward my chest, wincing the whole way, until I can press my palm over my heart. I gasp. That hurts. I slowly lower my arm back to my side.

			“It’s still beating, if you’re wondering.” That’s from the original voice. He must be the doctor. “You shorter girls need to try to sit as far from the steering wheel as possible. A deploying airbag is like getting punched in the face with a one-ton truck.”

			I let my heavy lids fall shut again and try to remember, but there’s nothing in my head. It feels empty and full at the same time.

			“Can you tell me what day it is?”

			Day . . . I recite them one by one in my head. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday—but none of them register as being accurate. “How long . . . been . . . here?” I manage to ask. My throat feels raw, but I don’t know how an accident would cause that to happen.

			“Here,” the female voice says, pushing a straw against my lips. “It’s water.”

			The water feels like a blessing, and I gulp until the straw’s removed from my reach.

			“That’s enough. We don’t want you getting sick.”

			Sick off water? I lick my dry lips but can’t muster up any energy to argue. I slump back onto the pillows.

			“You’ve been here for three days. Let’s play a game,” the doc suggests. “Can you tell me how old you are?”

			That one’s easy. “Fourteen.”

			“Hmm.” He and the nurse exchange a look that I can’t figure out. Am I too young for the drugs they’re giving me?

			“And your name?”

			“Sure.” I open my mouth to answer, but my mind goes blank. I close my eyes and try again. Nothing. A big fat nothing. I glance at the doctor in panic. “I can’t . . .” I gulp and give my head a fierce shake. “It’s . . .”

			“Don’t worry about it.” He grins easily, as if it’s no big deal that I can’t remember my own name. “Give her another dose of morphine and a benzo cocktail and call me when she wakes up.”

			“On it, Doctor.”

			“But I—wait,” I say as his footsteps fade.

			“Shh. It’ll be fine. Your body needs the rest,” the nurse says, placing a restraining hand on my shoulder.

			“I need to know—I need to ask,” I correct myself.

			“No one’s going anywhere. We’ll all be here when you wake up. I promise.”

			Because it hurts too much to move, I let myself be reassured. She’s right, I decide. The doctor will be here, because this is a hospital and that’s where doctors work. Why I’m here, how I got hurt—that can all wait. The morphine and benzo cocktail—whatever that is—sounds good. I’ll ask more questions the next time I’m awake.

			I don’t sleep well, though. I hear noises and voices—high, low, anxious, angry. I frown and try to tell the worried ones that I’m going to be all right. I hear a name on repeat—Hartley, Hartley, Hartley.

			“Is she going to be okay?” asks a deep male voice. It’s the one I’ve been hearing say that name—Hartley. Is it mine?

			I lean toward the voice, like a flower seeking the sun.

			“All signs point to that. Why don’t you get some sleep, son. If you don’t, you’re going to be in the same bed as her.”

			“Well, I’m hopeful,” cracks the first voice.

			The doc laughs. “That’s definitely the right attitude to have.”

			“So I can stay, right?”

			“Nope. I’m still kicking you out.”

			Don’t go, I plead, but the voices don’t listen to me, and all too soon, I’m left with the dark, suffocating silence.
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			Three

			EASTON

			The Maria Royal wing of Bayview General feels like a morgue. Every person in the plush waiting room is cloaked in their own fog of grief. The dark cloud is about to swallow me whole.

			“I’m going to get some air,” I mutter to Reed.

			His eyes narrow. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

			“Like putting my kid in a wing named after a mom who killed herself?” I mock.

			Beside my brother, Ella sighs in frustration. “Where would you have put Seb?”

			“Anywhere but here.” I can’t believe these two don’t sense the bad vibes in this place. Nothing has ever gone right for us in this hospital. Our mom died here. Seb won’t wake up from his coma, and my girlfriend’s head nearly split open.

			The two give me a dubious look and then turn to each other to engage in a silent conversation. They’ve been dating for over a year now, and their cycles have synced up or some shit. I don’t need to be sleeping with either of them to figure out that they’re talking about me. Ella’s telegraphing that she’s worried I’m going to lose it, and Reed’s reassuring her that I’m not going to do anything to embarrass the family. When she’s not looking, he casts me a dark stare that repeats his earlier admonishment to keep my head screwed on.

			I leave the grief room, the heavy automatic doors sliding shut behind me. I wander down one of the two wide, white marble halls of the hospital wing built with my dad’s blood money. It’s quiet here, unlike the emergency room on the first floor where kids are crying, adults are coughing, and bodies are in constant motion.

			Here, rubber soles move silently across the tile as pristine uniformed staff dart in and out of rooms to check on their wealthy patients. There might be a new hospital wing lying in one of those beds, so they take extra special care. There are nicer mattresses, expensive sheets, designer hospital gowns. There are no interns or residents allowed up unless accompanied by a full-fledged doctor. Of course, you pay for the privilege of being in one of these VIP suites. Hart’s in one only because I threatened to raise holy hell if she was punted to the general admission population. Dad doesn’t like it. He thinks it’s tantamount to an admission of wrongdoing, but I threatened to go to the press and say it was all my fault. Dad told me he’d pay for a week. I’ll fight him if she needs to stay longer, but I’m going to deal with one crisis at a time.

			I locate my brother, Sawyer, slumped in front of a trash can.

			“Dude, you okay? You want something to eat? Drink?”

			He raises a set of hollow eyes in my direction. “I threw my cup away.”

			Does that mean he’s thirsty? This boy is the walking dead. If Seb doesn’t wake up soon, Sawyer will be the next Royal in a hospital bed, not me.

			“What was it?” I ask, peering into the can. I spot some fast-food wrappers, the brown paper cartons from the VIP deli cart, and a couple of energy drinks. “A Gatorade?” I guess. “I’ll get you a new one.”

			“I’m not thirsty,” Sawyer mumbles.

			“It’s not a problem. Tell me what you want.” If he even knows. He sounds delirious.

			“Nothing.” He struggles to his feet.

			I hustle back to his side and put my hand on his shoulder. “Hey, tell me what you want.”

			Sawyer slaps my hand away. “Don’t touch me,” he spits out in a sudden burst of anger. “Seb wouldn’t be in that room if it weren’t for you.”

			I want to protest, but he isn’t wrong. “Yeah, I got you,” I say with my throat tight.

			Sawyer’s face grows pinched. He clenches his jaw to prevent his lips from trembling, but this is my baby brother. I know when he’s seconds away from breaking down, so I haul him in for a hug, holding him even as he struggles.

			“I’m sorry.”

			He grips my T-shirt like it’s a lifeline. “Seb’s going to be okay, right?”

			“Damn straight he is.” I thump my brother on the back. “He’s going to wake up and make fun of us for crying.”

			Sawyer can’t reply. His emotions are filling his throat. He clings to me for a solid minute before pushing me away. “I’m going to sit with him for a while,” he says, his face turned to the wall.

			Seb likes to rescue baby animals and overuses the heart-eyes emoji, whereas Sawyer’s the stoic twin. The one who doesn’t talk as much. The one who doesn’t like showing emotion. But without his twin, Sawyer’s alone and scared.

			I squeeze his shoulder and let him go. The twins need to be together. If anyone can pull Seb out of his coma, it’ll be Sawyer.

			I make my way down to the end of the second hall where Hartley’s room is. One of the near-silent nursing staff greets me at the door. “I’m sorry,” she says. “No visitors.”

			She points to the digital display to the right of the door that has a private sign flashing.

			“I’m family, Susan.” I read her name tag. I haven’t run into Nurse Susan before.

			“I didn’t realize that Ms. Wright had brothers.” The nurse gives me a look that says she knows who I am and what kind of bullshit I’m trying to sell.

			It’s not in my nature to give up. I smile winningly. “Cousin. I just flew in.”

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Royal. No visitors.”

			Busted. “Look, Hartley’s my girlfriend. I need to see her. What kind of asshole is she going to think I am if I’m not checking up on her? She’s going to be hurt, and we don’t need to add any grief onto her plate, am I right?” I can see the nurse softening. “She’s going to want to see me.”

			“Ms. Wright needs her rest.”

			“I won’t stay long,” I promise. When she doesn’t give in immediately, I bring out the big guns. “My dad wants an update. Callum Royal? You can check the intake forms. His name is on there.”

			“You’re not Callum Royal,” she points out.

			“I’m his son and his proxy.” I should’ve asked Dad to put me on whatever form needed my name so I could come and go freely. This is the first time I’ve tried to get in without him, so I hadn’t realized how much influence his name held. I should’ve, though. This wing was built with his money.

			Nurse Susan frowns again but moves aside. There are advantages to having your last name on the side of the building.

			“Don’t wear her out,” the nurse says. With one last warning glare, she leaves.

			I wait until she’s turned the corner before letting myself in. Yeah, I want her to rest, but she can sleep after I’ve seen her with my own two eyes and made sure she’s okay.

			Quietly, I make my way around the sofa and chairs in the sitting area of the suite. Like Seb, she’s asleep. Unlike Seb, she’s had moments of consciousness. The doctor told my dad this morning before he left for work that she’d probably be fully awake today or tomorrow.

			I drag one of the heavy side chairs over to the bed and pick up her hand, careful not to dislodge the finger monitor. Seeing her motionless on the bed with tubes and wires snaking their way from her slender arms up to IV bags and machines makes my stomach roil. I want to rewind the clock, spin the world backwards, until we’ve returned to her apartment where I’m feeding her burritos from the corner food truck after she’s worked a hard day at the restaurant.

			“Hey, Sleeping Beauty.” I stroke her soft skin with my thumb. “If you wanted to get out of going to class so bad, you should’ve told me. We could’ve just skipped or forged a doctor’s note.”

			She doesn’t stir. I peer up at the monitor above her head, not knowing quite what I’m looking for. The machine makes a steady beep. Her room is marginally less frightening than Seb’s. He’s got an oxygen mask, and the click of the machine as it winds up to breathe for him is scarier than the background music in a horror film.

			I need Hart to wake up so she can hold my hand. I drag my free hand down my face and force myself to think of something positive.

			“Before you showed up, I kinda wished I’d skipped my senior year, but now I’m glad I didn’t. We’re going to have fun. I’m thinking Saint-Tropez for Thanksgiving. It gets cold here, and I’m tired of wearing coats and boots. And Christmas, we can go to Andermatt in the Alps. But if you ski, we could stay in Verbier. The high-altitude slopes are fucking awesome, but maybe you’d like St. Moritz better?” I vaguely remember some of the Astor Prep girls not shutting up about the shopping there.

			She doesn’t answer. Maybe she doesn’t like skiing at all. It occurs to me that, before the accident, we’d barely scratched the surface of getting to know each other. There’s so much I don’t know about Hartley.

			“Or we could go to Rio. They have an awesome New Year’s party. Pash went there a couple years ago and said it was like a two-million-person rave.”

			Maybe with her head injury, she won’t want to party. Fuck, East, you can be thick. “Or we stay here. We could fix up the apartment. Or maybe find a new place for you and your little sister Dylan, if you can convince her to come stay with you. Do you like that?”

			I don’t even get an eyelid twitch. Fear sweeps over me. I can’t take this, both Seb and Hartley unconscious. This isn’t fair. The hand that holds hers begins to shake. I feel like I’m on the edge of a cliff and the ground’s breaking away beneath my feet. The abyss is calling for me, promising me a dark peace after the free fall.

			I drop my chin to my chest and bite the collar of my T-shirt as I try to get a hold of my emotions. I know exactly how desperate and lost Sawyer feels. Hartley showed up at a time when I was feeling my lowest. She made me laugh. She made me think that there was a future beyond drinking and partying and screwing. And now her light’s snuffed out.

			She’s going to be okay. Nut up, boy. Sniveling into your T-shirt isn’t going to change shit.

			I take a deep breath and bring her hand to my lips. “You’re going to be okay, babe.” I say it to comfort myself as much as anything. “You’re going to be okay, Hart.”

			She has to be okay—for her sake and mine.
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			Four

			HARTLEY

			Heart. Heart. The word runs through my head. Something to do with my heart. No. Hart. Hartley! I pop open my eyes and croak. “Hartley. Hartley Wright’s my name.”

			“Gold star for the pretty patient in blue,” a familiar voice says.

			I roll my head to the side and see the doctor there. We smile at each other—me because he’s here like he said he’d be, and him because his patient woke up and said her name.

			The cup of water and straw are shoved in front of me by Susan, per her name tag, a plump nurse who barely reaches the breast pocket of the doctor next to her.

			“Thank you,” I say gratefully, and this time it’s not taken away, so I suck the paper cup dry. A whirring sound buzzes next to me as Susan raises the head of my bed into a seated position.

			“Do you know where you are?” Doc asks, flicking a penlight at my eyes. His name tag says J. Joshi.

			“Hospital.” This answer is a guess, but given the doctor, nurse, and ugly blue gown with pink flowers draped over my shoulders, I’m confident in my answer.

			“Which one?”

			“Bayview has more than one?” Nice. I even know where I am. I settle back comfortably. That blank space when I first woke up was entirely understandable. I’d been hurt bad enough to be hospitalized and was disoriented.

			He knocks a fist against the wooden footrest. “Two out of three isn’t bad.”

			“What happened?” Have I asked this question before? It seems familiar. But if I did, I didn’t get an answer. At least, not one that I can remember. When I close my eyes and try to recall how I got here, I see nothing but a black landscape. I hurt all over, so I feel like I must’ve been in an accident. Did I get hit by a truck? Fall out of a second-story window? Get bashed in the head while buying groceries?

			“You were in a motor vehicle collision,” the doctor says. “Your physical injuries are healing nicely, but from your other lucid moments, you appear to be suffering from trauma-induced retrograde episodic memory loss suffered when you fell in the hospital.”

			“Wait, what?” Those were a lot of words he just fired out at me.

			“You’re suffering from memory loss that—”

			“Like amnesia?” I cut in. “That’s a real thing?”

			“It’s a real thing,” Doc Joshi confirms with a small smile.

			“What does that mean?”

			“It basically means that the autobiographical memories that you formed, such as your first day of kindergarten or your first kiss or a bad fight with your boyfriend—those aren’t likely to be retrieved.”

			My jaw falls open. He’s kidding me. “I may never get my memory back? Is that possible?” I look around for the camera, for someone to jump out and yell, “Surprise!” Except no one does. The room remains empty but for Susan, the doctor, and me.

			“It is, but you’re young and so it shouldn’t be too traumatic.”

			I swing my gaze back to Dr. Joshi. “Not too traumatic?” I can feel hysteria burbling in my throat. “I can’t remember a thing.”

			“That’s how it feels now, but actually you remember many things. From what we’ve observed—when you were sleeping and just now as you and I talk—you’ve likely retained procedural memories. Motor skills that you’ve learned, along with developmental skills such as oratory abilities. Some of these skills you won’t know you have until you do them. For example, you might not realize you know how to ride a bicycle until you hop onto one. What’s important is that you’re going to be just fine after a few weeks of rest and recovery.”

			“Just fine?” I repeat numbly. How can I be just fine if my memories are gone?

			“Yes. Don’t focus on the negative.” He jots something down on the chart before handing it to Nurse Susan. “Now I’m going to give you the hardest bit of your recovery.”

			“It’s a good thing I’m lying down if losing my entire memory isn’t the hardest part of my recovery.” I know I shouldn’t be sarcastic, but damn, this is hard to swallow.

			Doc Joshi grins. “See, you haven’t lost your sense of humor.” The smile fades as he grows somber. “And it’s very possible you can regain your autobiographical memories. However, you need to keep an open mind when you interact with people. Their recollection of events is going to be different than yours. Does that make sense?”

			“No.” The truth is the truth. None of this makes sense. How can I remember my name but not how the accident happened? How can I remember what a hospital is or that the tube running up my arm is an IV or that a harmonic series diverges to infinity but not my first kiss?

			The doctor taps the bed rail to get my attention.

			“Am I a doctor?” he asks.

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re wearing a doctor’s coat. You have the hearing thingy,”—stethoscope, my mind helpfully supplies—“around your neck, and you talk like one.”

			“If Susan here was wearing my coat and the ’scope, wouldn’t you think she was a doctor?”

			I tilt my head up to look at the nurse. Susan smiles and frames her face with her hands. I dress her up in the coat and the metal stethoscope and see her exactly as he’d described—a doctor.

			“You see, truth is a variable concept based on each individual’s bias. If you saw Susan walking down the hall, you might have said that you saw a doctor, when it’s really one of our very capable nurses. What your mother may remember about you borrowing a dress your sister promised you could wear is going to be different than your sister’s memory. If you had a fight with your boyfriend, his memory of who is at fault might be different than yours.

			“I’ve advised your family members and friends that they should avoid talking about your past to the best of their ability until it’s confirmed that you’ve lost those memories entirely. I’ll write you a note for school, and you should warn your classmates about this. If they tell you things about the past, it can color your memories or even replace them.”

			My body chills as I attempt to absorb the doctor’s warning. The whole “two sides to every story” thing is taking on scary implications.

			“I don’t like this,” I tell him.

			“I know. I wouldn’t like it, either.”

			I’ll just have to remember things on my own, I decide. That’s the solution. “How long will it take for me to recover my memories on my own?”

			Could I hide out until that time?

			“It could be days or weeks or months or maybe even years. The brain is a big mystery for even doctors and scientists. I’m sorry. I wish I had a better answer. The good thing, like I said before, is that other than a few bruised ribs, you’re physically in excellent condition.”

			The nurse pulls out a small vial and sticks a needle in it. I eye it and her with slight unease.

			“Can you give me a drug to help me remember?”

			“We are.” She taps her needle.

			“Can you at least give me a bare account of what happened?” I beg. “Did I hurt anyone else?” That’s really the important thing here. “Was anyone in the car with me? My family?” I struggle to envision my family but can’t come up with any clear images. There are shadows there. One, two . . . three? The doctor referenced a mom and an older sister, which would make me the youngest if my family is made up of four people. Or maybe my mom’s divorced and I have three siblings? How can I not know this? Blood churns violently in my head. A sharp pain spikes behind my eyes. This not knowing may kill me.

			“You were driving alone. There were three young people in another vehicle,” Doc Joshi says. “Two were uninjured and the other, a male, is in critical condition.”

			“Oh God,” I moan. This is the worst. “Who is it? And what’s wrong with him? Was it my fault? Why don’t I remember what happened?”

			“It’s your mind’s way of protecting you. This often happens to trauma patients.” He pats me on the hand before leaving. “I’m not concerned, so you don’t need to be, either.”

			Not be concerned? Dude, I’ve lost my mind, literally.

			“Are you ready for a few visitors?” asks the nurse after the doctor is gone. She injects the drugs into the plastic bag hanging on a hook next to my bed.

			“I don’t think—”

			“Is she awake?” chirps a voice from the door.

			“Your friend’s been waiting for hours to see you. Should I let her in?” Nurse Susan asks.

			My first impulse is to say no. I feel like death. My entire body aches, like even my toes feel bruised. The thought of smiling and pretending I’m okay, because that’s what you do with people, isn’t appealing.

			Worse, every interaction with my friends and family might mean that the things I remember will be someone else’s recollection, not my own. I’ve lost a part of myself, and unless I remain completely isolated, I may never fully recover.

			But I don’t want to be completely isolated. Not knowing is worse than having incomplete information.

			“Yes.” I can piece things together. Compare and contrast statements. When facts are confirmed by more than one source, that’s the truth. I can deal with the physical pain; it’s the uncertainty that’s gnawing away inside. I nod and repeat, “Yes.”

			“She’s awake, but be gentle with her,” calls the nurse.

			I watch as a girl with long, shiny blond hair nears my bed. I don’t recognize her. Disappointment pushes my shoulders down. If she’s been waiting for hours, she must be a close friend. So why can’t I remember her? Think, Hartley, think! I order.

			Doc said I might not get some memories back, but he didn’t mean I’d forget the people I cared about, did he? Is that even possible? Wouldn’t the ones I love be etched into my heart, carved so deeply that I would always remember them?

			I search the black void in my brain to see if I can pull up a name. Who am I close friends with? An image pops into my head of a pretty strawberry blonde with a face full of freckles. Kayleen. Kayleen O’Grady. After her name, a collage of images tumble into my brain—waiting in the park after school, spying on a boy, spending the night in her soccer-themed bedroom, going to music lessons together. I flex my hand in surprise. Music lessons? A picture of me bent over a violin appears. I played the violin? I’ll have to ask Kayleen about that.

			“Yeah, get over here, girl,” I say, ignoring the pain the movement brings. Who cares if it hurts to move. I’m getting my memories back. Doc Joshi knows nothing. I smile broadly and reach for Kayleen’s hand.

			She ignores it, stopping about five feet from the bed as if I’m contagious. She’s close enough for me to see she looks nothing like the snapshot in my memory. This girl’s face is more oval. Her eyebrows are sharply defined. Her hair is a light blond, and her face is freckle-free. Kayleen could have dyed her hair, but there’s no way her face goes from cute with freckles to the chilly, unfriendly blonde with a vanilla complexion.

			And her clothes . . . Kayleen’s a jeans-and-oversized-flannel kind of girl. The person in front of me is wearing a knee-length cream plaid skirt with black-and-red striping. She’s paired it with a cream long-sleeve blouse with lace at the sleeves and the collar. On her feet, she has a pair of quilted ballet slippers with shiny black caps and interlocking gold CC’s finishing them off. Her hair is pulled back to one side and fastened with a barrette with the same interlocking letters, only these are studded with rhinestones—or hell, maybe they’re diamonds.

			She looks like an expensive magazine advertisement.

			I frown, dropping my rejected hand to my lap. “Wait, you’re not Kayleen.” I squint. The girl looks vaguely familiar. “Is that you . . . Felicity?”
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			Five

			HARTLEY

			“In the flesh.” The blonde tiptoes gingerly over to peer at the IV bag. “Hmm. Morphine. You’re at least getting decent drugs.”

			Felicity Worthington is a girl I know more by reputation—like a celebrity of sorts—which explains why I remember her but not any specific interactions with her. The Worthingtons are big names in Bayview. They live in a huge house along the shore, drive expensive cars, and the kids throw massive parties that show up on everyone’s Instagram feed and inspire the worst FOMO ever.

			I can’t envision a circumstance in which Felicity and I became friends, let alone close enough that she would sit in the hospital waiting to see me.

			“I can’t believe I’m the first one to see you,” she says as she flips a curtain of blond hair over one shoulder.

			“Same.” There’s something vaguely unsettling about her.

			She arches a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “I heard you lost some of your memories. Is that true?”

			I’d like to deny it, but I have a feeling I’d be found out right away. “Yes.”

			She stretches out her arm and flicks a fingernail adorned with crystals against my IV line. “And your doctor told us that we shouldn’t fill in your memory gaps because that would be too confusing for you.”

			“Also true.”

			“But you’re dying to know, aren’t you? Why I’m here? How we became friends? What’s happened in your life? Those blank spaces need filling up, don’t they?” She circles to the base of the bed, and I watch her as carefully as I’d watch a snake.

			“Why are you here?” Because I have this sense that we aren’t friends at all. I think it’s because of the way Felicity looks at me—as if I’m more science experiment or lab specimen than person.

			“My grandmother is having hip surgery. She’s in recovery two doors down.” She gestures toward the door.

			That makes sense. “I’m sorry. I hope she feels better soon.”

			“I’ll pass on your well wishes,” Felicity responds. She eyes me as if waiting for more questions.

			I nearly bite my tongue through to keep them from coming out. I have a flood of them I want to ask, but I don’t feel like Felicity’s the right one to be giving me the answers.

			She cracks first. “Don’t you have anything you want to know?”

			Yes. Lots. I sort through my questions to find a safe one.

			“Where’s Kayleen?” I crane my neck around gingerly, ignoring the shard of pain that spikes at each movement.

			“Kayleen who?” Genuine confusion creases her brow.

			“Kayleen O’Grady. Small redhead. Plays the cello.” At Felicity’s continued blank look, I add, “She’s my best friend. We take lessons with Mr. Hayes over at the Bayview Performing Arts Center.” It seems like I’m not the only one with memory loss.

			“O’Grady? Mr. Hayes? What century are you in? That pedo got run out of town two years ago, around the same time the O’Gradys moved to Georgia.”

			“What?” I blink in shock. “Kayleen lives next door to me.”

			A strange look passes over Felicity’s face, and something I can’t decipher sends a spider of apprehension skittering down my spine.

			“How old are you, Hartley?” she asks, leaning over the footboard with something akin to glee sparkling in her golden-brown eyes.

			“I—I . . .” The number fourteen pops into my head, but I feel older than that. How do I not know how old I am? “I’m fifte—seventeen,” I hurriedly change my answer as Felicity’s eyes widen.

			She claps a hand over her mouth and then drops it. “You don’t know how old you are? This is amazing.” She whips out her phone and starts tapping. The screen looks new, but then Felicity always had the latest gadgets, designer clothes, expensive purses.

			“Who are you texting?” I demand. It’s rude but so is she.

			“Everyone,” she says, giving me a look that implies that my brain sustained more damage than the doctor has diagnosed.

			I pick up the nurse alert button. “You can leave,” I inform the girl. “I’m tired and I don’t need to be treated like this.” I can’t believe the nerve of this girl to come into my room and then make fun of me because I injured my head. Tears of anger prick at the backs of my eyes, and I blink rapidly to keep any from falling. I’m not showing an ounce of weakness in front of Felicity Worthington. She might have more money than me, but that doesn’t mean I’m not entitled to some damned decency.

			The coldness in my tone must have caught her attention. She lowers her phone, and pouts. “I’m trying to be helpful. I’m telling our friends that we’re going to have to be extra careful with you.”

			I highly doubt that. I point to the door. “You can be helpful outside.”

			“Sure. I’ll send your boyfriend in then.”

			“My what?” I half shout.

			A malicious smile spreads across her face. In the distance, a warning bell rings, but I pay it little attention.

			“My what?” I repeat, quieter this time.

			“Your boyfriend. Kyle Hudson. You remember him, don’t you? From the moment you laid eyes on each other, it was like a Disney romance.” She clasps her hands to her chest. “You were all over each other. The PDA was disgusting, but then that happened.”

			She dangles the bait, and against my better judgment, I ask, “What happened?”

			“You cheated on him with Easton Royal.”

			“Easton Royal? Cheated?” There’re so many things wrong with Felicity’s statement that I start laughing. “Okay. That’s hilarious. You can go now.”

			If she’s going to make up stories, she should craft believable ones. The Royals make the Worthingtons look like poor white trash. The Royal mansion on Bayview Shore is so big you can see it from a satellite image. I remember exclaiming over it when I was in . . . what grade was I in? Sixth? Seventh? Kayleen and I talked about how even though there are five Royal brothers, the house is so big that they probably don’t see each other for days. There’s no way I’ve ever run into Easton Royal, let alone been in a situation where the two of us would hook up.

			I don’t know why Felicity is telling these ridiculous tales. I guess she’s bored from waiting for her grandma to get better. I settle on that reason. It makes sense to me.

			“It’s true,” she insists.

			“Uh huh.” My instincts regarding Felicity were spot-on, and I take comfort in that. Soon, all the details of my past will come into sharp clarity.

			“Then what’s this?” She shoves her phone in front of my face.

			I blink. And then blink again. And then do it a third time because I can’t quite believe what I’m seeing. Against the backdrop of a neon-lit pier, a gorgeous dark-haired boy is standing in front of me. His hands are twisted in my hair. My arms are around his waist. Our lips are fused together in a way that almost makes me blush. Under the picture, there’s a
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