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CHAPTER ONE
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The day was unseasonably bright for early November in Idaho. Jaci looked up at the afternoon sun, glaring brilliantly down on the small group gathered in the grassy meadow. Birds tweeted in the trees, a note of cautious surprise in their song that winter had not yet come to stay.

It all felt wrong. Funerals were supposed to be dark and gloomy, with clouds bursting with rain and thunder rumbling overhead while mourners dressed in black gathered beneath umbrellas, water trickling from the edges.

That, at least, would match Jaci’s mood.

The pastor from Joey’s church droned on, praising Joey’s love for his family and the way he watched out for his younger brother. Jaci carefully avoided looking over at his family. She wasn’t sure if she could face them. The emotions broiling through her were too complex to fully analyze. Was the preacher going to mention how Joey betrayed her? How Joey’s downfall was his brother, always caught up in the next exciting big thing that would inevitably lead to illegal activities?

No, the preacher didn’t say any of those things. 

He also didn’t mention how Joey died saving Jaci.

She dropped her eyes to the foliage at her feet, studying the brown and orange leaves that partially obscured what remained of the green grass. The preacher might not say anything, but she knew. And Joey’s family knew. Did they blame her?

An arm went around her shoulders, and Jaci lifted her head to see her mother pulling her closer. Mrs. Rivera’s eyes were red, her nose pink to match. She didn’t know everything that happened between Jaci and Joey; all she knew was that her daughter’s ex-boyfriend was dead. Any mother would mourn. 

Next to her, Jaci’s little brother Cesar sobbed openly. He’d adored Joey.

Jaci’s throat choked up, and she tried to banish the image of Joey’s easy grin from her mind. The way he looked when he walked, his long gangly legs forced to slow down to allow her to keep up with him. She took a shallow breath, inhaling through her nose and out through her mouth the way she had been trained to do during cross-country season. I hate him, she told herself. Or tried to. I should hate him. 

But she didn’t. He betrayed her in the worst way, manipulated her, lied to her, but no matter how she tried, she couldn’t hate him. 

The tears slipped down her cheeks, hot as they traced their way down. A breeze blew by, chilling her face as it licked against the wetness.

Wasn’t the pastor done talking yet? She sensed a restlessness about her, and lifted her eyes just enough to see Joey’s brother, Caleb, shuffling his feet. He also kept his eyes down, his expression unreadable. He was the cause of all this, Jaci thought with a stab of—what? Anger? But even against Caleb she couldn’t dredge up any anger. The guilt he must feel was worse than anything she could heap upon him.

The pastor finished—finally—and he closed his Bible. People began stepping forward, dropping roses on the casket six feet down. His family, his friends from school, most of the cheerleading squad, half a dozen other girls Jaci didn’t know.

She turned around and started away from the site, moving gingerly on her sore ankle. She had gotten a mild sprain just a few weeks ago. Any unexpected pressure hurt. She could hide the limp if she went slow, but she moved as fast as she could now. She heard the whispers and murmurs, knew her classmates wondered why Joey’s ex-girlfriend wasn’t paying homage to his grave. 

“Jaci?” Her mother caught up with her and looped an arm around her waist. “You didn’t want to give your regards to Joey’s family?”

Jaci shook her head, swallowing hard against the painful knot in her throat.

“Está bien,mija,” her mom murmured, her grip comforting. The three of them made their mournful trek to the line of cars parked along the grass.

They were almost to the car when a male voice called out, “Jaci! Wait!”

The voice was so like Joey’s, but a bit deeper. The pain washed over Jaci again. Joey should not be dead. It didn’t matter what he had done to her. He should not have had to atone for his mistakes through death.

She turned around and faced Joey’s younger brother. 

Mrs. Rivera let go of her and guided Cesar to the car. “We’ll wait inside.”

Caleb stood almost a full head taller than Joey. He skidded to a halt, pulling up short in front of her as if he hadn’t expected her to stop. 

Taking a deep breath, Jaci said, “I’m sorry about Joey, Caleb.” She didn’t offer a smile, and she offered no further condolences. Caleb had been there when Joey died. He knew Joey’s death was as much his fault as hers.

“How are you?” he asked, nodding at her shoulder.

She glanced at it, even though she no longer wore the sling from the dislocation. “Fine.”

Caleb licked his lips and his eyes darted around, and then he stepped closer. “Joey would want you to have this.”

Only when Caleb thrust it out to her did Jaci notice the package in his hands. Like a manila envelope, but smaller and padded. “What is this?” 

Caleb offered her a lopsided grin. “Answers.”

Answers. The thing Jaci yearned for most. She accepted the package, trying to hide the way her hands trembled. Would this tell her if Joey had ever cared for her? Would it tell her why he betrayed her? Joey would not have died for her if he had not cared for her. Or maybe it was just his guilty conscience. What she wanted was to hear it from Joey’s mouth, to hear his explanation. And that was something she would never have.

“Thank you,” Jaci whispered. She lifted her eyes, finding the courage somewhere to reach out to Caleb. “How are you?”

Caleb looked down, his mouth working. When he looked up again, his expression seemed torn, as if he wasn’t sure what face to put on. “We’re moving. You won’t see us again.”

She nodded. She understood what it was like to have lost, to feel it so deeply in your bones that the only way to be free was to escape. 

There was no escape for her. No matter where she went, the events of the last few years would haunt her. “Good luck,” she said.

“If Joey were here, Jaci, he would tell you how sorry he is.” Caleb’s eyes shifted to the sky again and then back to her. “He really did care for you.”

Jaci nodded in affirmation, though the words of comfort meant little coming from Caleb. She turned away from him, climbing into the car beside her mother before he could see the tears once again snaking down her face.



Jaci sat in silence in the car on the way home. Her hands fluttered over the package in her lap, fingers aching to open it and pull out the contents. 

She couldn’t be distracted by this right now. Ricky was staying with her family and waiting for her at the house. The boy she had loved two years ago had come back into her life when he sensed she was in danger. In the end, he saved her from Joey’s betrayal. He’d offered to come with her to the funeral, but she’d declined. Not only did it feel horribly awkward to have her new boyfriend attend the funeral of her ex, she also didn’t need any more fuel for the gossips.

They pulled up to the long gravel driveway leading to the two-story plantation style house. Jaci let out a little exhale when she saw the orange jeep parked in front. “Seth is here.”

Her older brother was going to school in Montana and hadn’t been able to arrive until today. 

Tuesday. Four days since The Incident. Jaci closed her eyes, wishing she could go back in time and change everything. 

His fiancé hadn’t been able to come. But Jaci knew she’d see her in December for the wedding. Jaci opened the car door and stepped out, sucking in a short breath when she stepped on her ankle. She didn’t make it up the steps before Seth was there, scooping her up in his arms and hugging her forcefully.

“I’m okay,” Jaci said, trying to laugh as she patted his head.

Mrs. Rivera reached them also. She gave Seth a quick kiss on the cheek. “Glad you’re here.” Then she went inside, leaving them alone.

“Seth!” Cesar was getting out of the car now, shoving his headphones into a pocket, his face lighting up at the sight of his older brother. “Wanna play me? I can set up a second player on the game system.”

“Yeah.” Seth ran his fingers neatly through Cesar’s curly hair, the only one of the three kids to have anything besides stick-straight locks. “Get it ready! I’ll be right in.”

Jaci grinned at Seth as soon as Cesar disappeared inside. “He acts like he’s eight around you instead of almost twelve.”

“Jaci,” Seth sighed, still pronouncing her name with Spanish phonetics. “Haw-SEE,” short for Jacinta. “You’re going to kill me. It’s like I can’t let you out of my sight.”

The front door opened again, and this time Ricky popped out. The sight of his tousled light brown hair and hazel eyes sent Jaci’s heart a flutter. Would she ever get used to that? She still wanted to pinch herself to make sure he was really here, that they were really together.

Seth glanced at Ricky and stepped slightly to the side. “I always knew you were holding out for this guy,” Seth said to Jaci, a smirk returning to his eyes.

“She didn’t actually wait for me,” Ricky said. He stepped to her and touched her hand briefly, his eyes asking if she was all right. “I had to fight for her.”

“You won.” Seth moved back another step but didn’t go into the house, apparently not anxious to leave them alone.

“By default,” Ricky muttered, so softly Jaci doubted she was meant to hear. But before she could say anything, he put an arm around her and pulled her in close. “Are you all right?” 

The door squeaked open again, and Mrs. Rivera poked her head out. “Children, let’s get inside,” she said in Spanish. “Hace frio hoy.”

“Did she say something about French fries?” Ricky murmured, bumping Jaci’s shoulder as he followed Seth into the house.

“No,” Jaci said, unable to keep from laughing. “She said it’s cold today.”

“Bob Saget. My Spanish isn’t so great.”

“Es muy mal,” she agreed, still laughing. The envelope beneath her elbow crinkled, and her urgency to open it came rushing back.

Seth had already disappeared into the basement with Cesar. Ricky took Jaci’s elbow as if to guide her to the living room, but she resisted, planting her feet and shaking her head. 

“I just want to be by myself for a little bit.” Her bedroom. She had to get to her room.

Ricky turned to face her, his eyes probing hers. “Do you want to talk about anything?”

She remembered his comment from earlier and knew she should address it, but right now she just wanted to get to her room and examine the envelope Caleb had given her. Could it possibly hold anything that would heal her heart? “No.”

“Can I help you up the stairs?”

“No,” she said, a little sharper than she intended. Softening her tone, she said, “I want to be alone.”

“All right, that’s cool. I’ll just watch Seth and Cesar play games.” Ricky turned his face away too fast for her to read him and went down the stairs without another word.

Careful, Jaci, her heart warned her. Only not for her sake; for his. She’d already hurt Ricky so deeply, she was lucky he’d forgiven her. 

She shook it off and started up the stairs, favoring her ankle. Ricky would be fine. He was alive, after all.

She closed the door to the bedroom and sat down on her bed. Her hands trembled as she slid fingers under the tape holding the envelope together.

She had known from the size and shape that the contents were small, so she was not surprised when she tipped the envelope upside down and only a jump drive fell out. Her heart was pumping so hard that she felt like her neck was pulsing. 

Pushing away from her bed, she went to her desk and opened up the laptop. She shuddered at the familiar screensaver of her and Ricky kissing. It wasn’t that the kiss had been bad; it hadn’t been; but it would always be a reminder of the night her life fell apart. Somebody had followed her around taking pictures of her and using them as blackmail. 

She right-clicked the computer screen and changed the screensaver. Some benevolent butterflies would do the trick.

Joey had been one of the few people she’d confided in. And then she found out he was a part of the stalking.

She looked at the small device in her hand. Before she could second-guess herself, she inserted the jump drive into the port. A file directory opened. She scanned the titles and then rearranged the list in chronological order. The first document read, “schedule patterns.”

She hovered her mouse over the file, not sure if she wanted to open it. Instead she read down the length of the titles, scanning. Her eyes landed on the very last one. This one was simply titled, “To Jaci.”

She clicked it. A word document opened up.

Jaci,

I guess you could say I’m one of those guys that plans ahead. I like to imagine the outcomes of my activities before I do them. It’s how I’ve managed to juggle football and grades. My hope was that you would never find out about my part in this. But if you’re reading this, not only did you find out, but I’m not there to explain myself.

When Mr. X came to me and asked me to watch you, monitor your comings and goings, I said no. I didn’t know you. I could already imagine an outcome where I would end up in jail or lose my scholarship or injure myself and never play football again. 

Little did I know that he approached me for a reason. Not because I was popular, which is what I thought. Not because I’m irresistible, which was my second thought. He approached me because he knew my brother was going down a path that would destroy him. It would shame my family and hurt my parents, but even more it would ruin his life. He then threatened to frame Caleb for an even bigger crime. One that would guarantee life imprisonment.

I got scared. I figured it couldn’t hurt to just follow you around a bit, get to know you, do the little things he asked me to do. When he told me he also assigned Gavin to shadow you, I knew I should not be involved because Gavin’s a douche, we all know that. But I convinced myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong. If anything, I told myself I was helping your social life.

I know. I’m an idiot.

You knew from the moment you met me that I wasn’t good for you. You resented me, you treated me like something you found on the bottom of your shoe. I kind of thought that was funny. The very worst part about it was that it took all of two days for me to realize how awesome you are. You’re beautiful, smart, and caring. You gave me a chance when I didn’t deserve one. And I fell for you. Irony. If I had only taken the time to talk to you a few weeks earlier, this quiet girl in my class, maybe our relationship would have developed without any manipulation. But I swear to you, Jaci, I was not pretending. 

At first I just went with it. I was getting to spend time with you, and getting to know you, doing everything that he wanted me to do, and nobody was getting hurt. I delivered the little messages just like I was expected to. But then one of them made you freak out. And then Gavin began to send you messages, and I realized that between the two of us, we were terrorizing you.

So I told him I wanted out.

The next thing I knew, I was getting a call from the police telling me my brother had been arrested. Maybe you remember. We were on a date when they called. I understood the message. I couldn’t get out.

My next best option was to remove myself from you. To distance myself emotionally. I tried. I did, and I’m so sorry I failed. I didn’t want to be away from you. 

So I plunged onward. Even when I knew I shouldn’t. Even when I knew our relationship was nothing but a ticking time bomb.

Finally it became clear this was meant to hurt you. And now that I know what’s going on, I’m not going to let them hurt you. I will stop this. I expect there to be backlash, though I hope there won’t be. Mr. X made a lot of threats to me, and I’ve documented them. I’ve documented everything from the beginning, just like he told me to. I’m including all of those documents here. If they’re too painful to read, don’t. If you have questions, if you want to see everything, maybe they will help you find peace. I am sorry I am not there to explain my actions and apologize in person.

That was the end of it. The tears trailed down Jaci’s face uninhibited. She closed her computer. Deep, gut-wrenching sobs pulled up from her stomach, and she stumbled to her bed

Discovering Joey had actually cared for her soothed some of the betrayal, but it also made his death that much more painful.

She cried into her pillow until even the tears dried up and there was nothing left but soft little gasps.

She opened her eyes to a tapping at the bedroom door. A quick glance around the room showed that dusk was upon her, and the muted reds and oranges from outside darkened her room. She must’ve slept for hours, yet she didn’t feel rested.

“Come in,” she croaked. 

The door opened a smidgen, and she peered around the headboard to see who was checking on her. 

Seth. He poked his head in and, seeing her on the bed, let himself into the room. He hesitated, as if not sure where to go, then sat down backward in the chair at her desk. He rested his arms across the top. “You okay?”

Why did everyone keep asking that?

“I mean, of course you’re not. So . . .”

Jaci waved him off, closing her eyes for a moment to ease their burning. “I’m processing. Going to Joey’s funeral, seeing his family, suddenly makes it all so—” Her throat closed up, and she whispered, “Real.”

Seth’s eyes turned to the carpet. He studied it for a moment before lifting his gaze again. “Besides Joey’s death. I mean, I know that was tragic. But seriously, he wasn’t on my good side. Are you okay with everything else that happened?”

With The Incident. “I can move past that. The only thing I can’t move past is Joey’s death. It’s not something that can be fixed.”

Seth bounced his chin on the back of his hand, his somber eyes studying her. “I’m sorry, Jaci.”

She hesitated a moment. She hadn’t told anyone about her contact with her father. But she couldn’t keep it inside anymore. “I talked to Dad. Before Joey died.”

It was too dark to see Seth’s features clearly, but she heard his quick intake of air.

“When?” he demanded. 

“I emailed him when I started getting the notes. We video chatted a few times.”

“And?” Seth said. “Where is he? Is he ever coming home?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

Seth deflated before her eyes, his shoulders slumping forward and his head dropping. “Did he ask about me?”

She regretted bringing this up. “We never talked for long. He just wanted to know the situation with the notes.”

“I’m glad something made him reach out. Sending him news about my upcoming wedding certainly hasn’t.”

There was no ignoring the bitterness in his tone. “Of course he wanted to know how you’re doing. He said he loves you, and Cesar and Mom. He misses all of us.”

Seth took a deep breath, obviously warring with his emotions. “It’s fine.” He stood, brushing the palms of his hands on his thighs. “He’s gotten on with his life. Does Mom know?”

Jaci frowned. “No. But not because I haven’t tried to tell her.” Every time Jaci brought up the conversation she’d had in the hospital with the detective, the one where he mentioned having contact with her father, her mom changed the subject. The last time when Jaci tried to be more forthright, her mom had said sharply, “Jaci, your father is a wanted man. He is not a part of our lives, and that is his choice. Leave it be.”

End of subject.

Seth shrugged. “His career choice is a little confusing. But anyway. Mom wanted to know if you want dinner. I can bring something to you.”

Jaci shook her head, swallowing back her guilt for not even being able to throw her brother a bone. “I’ll come downstairs.”














CHAPTER TWO
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Everyone had already eaten and disappeared to their rooms when Jaci popped into the kitchen. Only Ricky remained, and  he stood at the window, his back to her, his phone pressed to his ear. Jaci stepped up behind him, the urge to wrap her arms around him and rest her head on his back swallowed up by timidity from the newness of the relationship. Instead she twirled a strand of hair, missing when it was longer.

“Yeah, I’ll be ready. Thanks. No, you’ve been great. See you soon.” Ricky pressed the end call button and turned around, nearly bumping into her. “Hey.” He touched her shoulder. “You good?”

She bobbed her head. “Yeah.”

He closed the distance between them and did what she hadn’t been able to, wrapping his arms around her and folding her against him. Then his lips were on her cheek, her eyebrow. And finally they found her lips, his mouth caressing hers gently, urging her worries and tensions out of her body. He tasted clean and minty.

When he pulled away, Jaci didn’t say a word. She leaned her head on his chest and just breathed.

“How did I survive without you all these years?” she whispered.

Ricky’s arms tightened around her. “Do you want to talk about anything?”

She thought maybe he meant Joey, the funeral, or any of the number of events that led up to Joey’s death, but then it occurred to her that maybe he was asking about the two of them. She slipped her hand into his. Stability. Solidarity. He had been her rock after she and her friends were kidnapped two years ago. But then he’d moved away. When he came back a few weeks earlier, intent on helping her find her stalker, all the old feelings came rushing back.

“Just stay with me. As long as you’re here, I can get through this.”

Ricky’s eyes careened sideways and he shifted, leaving Jaci with the distinct impression that there was something more he needed to say. She took a step backward.

“What is it?”

His gaze landed on her again, and he gave a small shrug. “That was Neal. I need to go home.”

An icy pain flashed through Jaci’s chest, as physical as a cold piece of metal piercing her skin. Of course. Now that the danger had passed, he would have to go back. She cursed herself for not remembering that small detail. He fit into her life like a puzzle piece she’d been looking for for years. Now the thought of returning to the broken jigsaw nearly sent her into a panic.

She tried for courage, acting as if this was expected and no big deal. “When are you going?” Her voice cracked on the question.

“Like, a week ago.” He said it with humor, but his eyes were serious.

She gave up pretending like it didn’t matter and wrapped her arms around herself. “Do you have to? We could work something out. You could stay here. There are lots of auto repair shops that would hire you, you could even help Detective Hamilton with his investigating—”

Ricky laughed and pulled her into his arms again. “I can’t. Not yet, Jaci. You’re not the only one who needs me.”

Who, Neal? Ricky’s twin brother was about as likely to need Ricky as Jaci was to need another sprained ankle. But then she remembered his younger sister. “Sara? But she seemed like she was doing so good when she was here.”

“Most of the time, she does really well. But sometimes, she slips. And when she does, I like to be there for her.”

Jaci didn’t say a word. She loved Sara like a sister, but for how long would Sara need Ricky? Would he decide to go to college near her? Would he insist on being her neighbor after he got married?

She tried to shelve the selfish thoughts in her head. “So when are you going?” Jaci asked, bringing them back to her original question.

“Tomorrow, Jace.” The back of his finger traced her cheek.

She refused to meet his eyes, unable to prevent the feeling of betrayal that bubbled up in her heart. “When will I see you again?”

“As soon as I can get back.”

“Kansas isn’t exactly close to Idaho.”

“It’s not that far, either.”

She nodded, her throat tightening. And this time it had nothing to do with Joey. She turned around to walk out of the kitchen before Ricky could see the tears in her eyes, but his hands closed on her shoulders and turned her around.

“I’m coming back.” 

Her phone rang. Jaci fished it out of her pocket, grateful for the interruption. “It’s Amanda,” she said, pleased to finally hear from her best friend. She unlocked the phone and answered it in one smooth motion. “Amanda. How are you?” 

“They’re releasing me from the hospital. Said I’m safe to go home. I’ve already changed my clothes and my dad is signing the discharge papers.”

Jaci clenched the phone tighter, relief blossoming in her chest. “I’m so glad. I’ll be right there.”

“Don’t come here, we’re leaving. Meet me at my house.”

“I’ll be there.” Jaci disconnected the call. She looked up to find Ricky watching her.

“Amanda is being discharged. I’m going over to her house,” she said. 

“Sure. She’s your best friend. She was there for you when I wasn’t.”

“And I’ll always be there for her.” Jaci hesitated, then asked, “Did you want to come?”

A smile graced Ricky’s face. “I think it’s best if I don’t.”

Jaci returned his smile. “Perhaps you’re right.” Jaci didn’t expect her friend’s flirtatious behavior to suddenly end now that she knew about Jaci and Ricky. “I’ll be back soon.” 



Ten minutes later, Jaci arrived at Amanda’s apartment. She sat in her car for a moment to compose herself. So much had happened in the past few weeks, but right now she needed to put on a positive face and be strong for Amanda. 

She got out of the car, double checking to make sure it was locked and mentally thanking her mother for getting the window replaced while she was in the hospital. Her stalker had smashed it in a week ago. 

Taking a deep breath, Jaci stepped up to the apartment and rang the doorbell.

The door opened, and Mr. Murphy stood there.

“Hi,” Jaci said. She didn’t see Amanda’s dad much. No one did. He was the perfect example of an absent parent. He left Amanda frequently when he went on business trips, and even when he was in town, his social life was much more active than hers.

He swept Jaci up in a hug, pulling her close. “Thank you for watching out for my daughter. You’ve been a great friend to her.”

Jaci nodded, reminded that an absent parent could still be a loving one.

Perhaps that included her father.

Mr. Murphy opened the door wider and ushered her inside. “Amanda is resting in her room,” he said.

Jaci knocked on the open bedroom door before stepping inside. Amanda lay sideways on the bed, facing the hallway. She pushed up on her elbow. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Jaci sat down in the computer chair, relieved to see some color in Amanda’s skin. “You look much better.”

“I guess that tells you how bad I looked before.”

“Yeah,” Jaci agreed, laughing.

But it was true. Last Jaci saw Amanda in the hospital a few days ago, she looked like she’d been resurrected from the dead. She’d had an allergic reaction to the drug their would-be kidnapper had given her and nearly died. Her skin had been pasty white, and the dark shadows under her eyes and hollow cheeks contrasted frighteningly with her auburn hair. She hadn’t gained the weight back, but she had color, and the shadows around her eyes were less pronounced. 

“How was the funeral?” Amanda shot Jaci a look of sympathy.

Jaci’s eyes dropped to the pile of laundry that was ever present on the bedroom floor. She shoved aside the swirling confusion of anger, pain, betrayal, affection. “I don’t know.”

“How’s Ricky, then?” Amanda said with a hint of mischief in her voice.

“He’s good, I think. We’ve had a couple of days to spend together with no drama. It’s a nice change.” But now he was leaving, right when Jaci felt like they were getting to know each other again. Panic and alarm fluttered in her at the thought. She wasn’t sure they would survive another separation.

“What happens now?”

“I guess life goes back to normal. Ricky’s going home tomorrow.” She nearly choked on the words, the sense of resentment welling up inside her again. She needed him. Couldn’t he see that? 

“Oh, Jaci, I’m sorry he’s leaving so quickly. But I’ll be here.”

“I know. And we have school to distract us.” She had to get through this senior year. Her interest in her secondary education was waning quickly, which was not a good sign. 

There was something else. Jaci hesitated. She was dying to tell somebody what the detective had told her in the hospital. “You know how I told you I talked to my dad a few weeks ago?”

Amanda pushed upward on the bed, propping herself up with pillows and leaning against the wall. She peered at Jaci, green eyes probing. “You told me he emailed you. You didn’t tell me anything else.”

Right. It had been during those weird couple of weeks when she was keeping an enormous amount of secrets from Amanda. “There’s more. Lots more.”

“Tell me,” Amanda said, a spark lighting up her eyes.

“Well, we talked. On the computer.”

“I cannot believe you didn’t tell me that.” She threw a sock at Jaci.

Jaci dodged the missile. “I know. I’m really sorry. I thought I was keeping you safe by not telling you.”

“Yeah, that worked,” Amanda snorted.

“I’m sorry,” Jaci repeated. “I promise, I won’t ever do it again.”

“We already had that promise. And you broke it.”

“Big time. I made a mistake. But I learned, Amanda.”

Amanda waved her off. “I know you did. I’m just giving you a hard time. Back to your dad. What’s going on?”

“He sent me plane tickets to Switzerland.”

Amanda gasped, her hands moving to cover her mouth. “No way. When are you going?”

“I’m not sure I am. How can I just up and leave?”

“Are you kidding me? How can you not? This is your dad we’re talking about. You haven’t seen him in two years. And now you get the chance to see what’s going on in his life?”

When she put it that way . . . “My mom would never let me go. And the flight’s in less than two weeks.”

“Grab my phone out of my purse.” Amanda pointed, and Jaci flipped through the contents before tossing it at her.

“Two weeks,” Amanda murmured, pulling something up on her phone. “Jaci, you know what’s in a week?”

She lifted her eyes to Jaci’s, and with a little shiver, Jaci knew what she meant. 

“My birthday.”

“That’s right. You’ll be eighteen. Technically your mom won’t be able to stop you.”

“I can’t just disobey her, though.”

Amanda snapped her fingers. “What if you said you were going with me?”

Jaci shook her head. “You know my mom would check with your dad.”

“No, for real! What if I went too?” Amanda lowered her voice. “Dude. My dad feels really guilty about not being here. I bet I could get him to take us to Europe.”

Jaci fell silent, trying not to let the worm of excitement in her chest grow too much. Could it work? “But your dad’s not gonna let me wander off by myself.”

Amanda raised her eyebrows. “Leave the details to me.”



It was hard to keep quiet, but Jaci didn’t want to ruin Amanda’s scheming by spilling the beans too quickly. So she didn’t mention Switzerland to her mom or Seth that evening.

Not telling Ricky was even harder. She didn’t know how he would react, and she wasn’t even sure it would work out. So she decided not to say anything.

Skipping school for one more day, Jaci drove Ricky to the airport early the next morning. Seth had offered to drive him since he was leaving for Montana around the same time, but Jaci declined. She wanted to spend a few moments alone with Ricky before he was gone again.

They didn’t say much in the car. Jaci told herself to get over her irrational anger and stop wasting the precious minutes she had left, but she couldn’t help resenting Ricky for leaving her. For placing his sister before her. 

The thought left her feeling rotten and selfish. 

Ricky tried a few times to start up a conversation, but he gave up in the face of Jaci’s one-worded answers. She let him take her hand, though, and she fought hard to keep her emotions under control.

She waited behind the line while Ricky checked in. He returned to her, cocking one eyebrow, his expression wary. 

“Well,” he said, patting his palm with his sister’s phone—he’d “borrowed” it from her when he stayed behind to help Jaci—“thanks for the ride.”

Jaci wrapped her arms around her torso and hugged herself, a hole of loneliness opening up inside her. She’d spent two years without him next to her, and she didn’t want to experience that again.

He shuffled his feet and glanced around as if not quite sure what to say. “You know this isn’t forever, right? I mean, it’s not even for long. I’ll come back and see you at least once a month.”

Jaci swallowed hard to keep the tears from rising. It did no good. She felt the burn in her eyes, the emotion threatening to overspill.

He sighed and gathered her up in his arms, and the torrent broke loose. 

“Don’t go. Don’t leave me.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders, pulling him closer to her.

“Jaci,” he whispered. “Please.”

He didn’t say anything more, but he didn’t have to. Blinking rapidly and forcing a watery smile to her lips, she took a step back. “It’s fine,” she said, brushing away the tears. “I’ve got my family, I’ve got Amanda. I’m okay.” 

He cupped her face with both hands, the greenish-brown eyes searching hers. “Are you okay with me?”

“Yes.”

He kissed her, hard and quick, and then glanced over his shoulder at the security line, rapidly growing as the time neared to board. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you from Kansas.” He bent his head and kissed her again, gently this time, drawing out the moment of his lips on hers. “I love you and I’ll see you soon.”

He didn’t give her a chance to say it back. He turned around and jogged into the security line, cutting their goodbyes short as he was swallowed up by the other passengers.

“I love you too,” Jaci whispered, her fingers brushing her lips, still feeling the ghostly echo of his touch. 



She waited all day Wednesday to hear from Ricky. When evening came and still nothing, she checked the flight status to make sure he’d arrived. It landed, all right. If Ricky hadn’t gotten home, someone would call her, wouldn’t they? 

She stayed up as late as she could, but still no phone call. When she finally lay down in bed and closed her eyes, the physical ache in her chest made it hard to sleep.

On Thursday Jaci went back to school. She parked her car in her usual spot behind the gym, even though cross-country season was over. She headed across the gravel lot hesitantly, feeling again the weight of Joey’s loss, remembering all the times he would meet her here and carry her bags, or tease her as they crossed the street. At least she could look back on those memories with fondness, knowing he hadn’t faked his feelings of friendship for her.

“Jaci!” Zanelle called out in the hallway. She tossed her straight black hair over her shoulder and looped an arm through Jaci’s. Jaci hadn’t seen her since the funeral. After the fallout between Joey and Jaci, Zanelle was the only one of his friends who hadn’t blacklisted her. “Good to see you back in school. How are you holding up?” Her voice was all sincerity, not prying or greedy with desire to probe Jaci’s pain.

“It’s affected us all, right?” Her schoolmates didn’t know all the details, and they didn’t need to. The story they knew was that Joey followed Jaci before Homecoming and was killed protecting them both.

Zanelle gave Jaci’s arm a squeeze. “I know this must be super hard on you. We’re here for you, okay?” She waited until she got a nod from Jaci, then gave her another squeeze and slipped past her.

Jaci exhaled and stepped up to her locker. Images flooded her mind like a silent movie, all the times she’d met Joey here, the times he’d cajoled her into eating lunch with him, made plans to go out for ice cream—ice cream! She’d never be able to eat the cold dessert again without thinking of him.

She closed her eyes against the familiar tears. If only Amanda were here. She could handle this if she had her best friend next to her.

Opening her eyes, she spun the locker combination, trying to still the anxiety that racheted up in her chest. The days leading up to Joey’s death had been filled with threatening notes and phone calls, and she had to remind herself that the culprit was in jail. Nobody could hurt her now.

The locker popped open, and no note cards or envelopes fell out. She swapped out her books and tried to ignore the throbbing in her temples that indicated an oncoming headache. Maybe she should just call this a day and go home.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Jaci maneuvered herself against the lockers, still careful of her ankle, and pulled her phone out. She didn’t recognize the long-distance number, but her phone displayed the location: Kansas.

Her heart somersaulted in her chest, and she answered it with trembling fingers. “Hello?”

“Jace.” Ricky’s tenor voice filled her ear, and for a moment she could almost imagine the heat of his breath on her face, see the mischievous spark in his eye. “I made it.”

She wanted to yell at him for not calling her, but she was elated to hear his voice. She gave a small laugh, joy bubbling up in her like simmering hot chocolate. “I expected to hear from you yesterday.”

“Sorry. The phone died on the flight and Sara took it back as soon as I landed. So I bought my own. This is my number.”

“I’ll save it.”

“You better.” He paused, then softened his tone. “How are you?”

“I’m at school.” A quick glance around showed she was the only person in the hallway, too. “It’s really hard, Ricky.” Her voice caught on his name. “I’m a mess. I can’t seem to stop crying.”

“I wish I was there with you.”

“Then why did you leave?” She chastised herself as soon as the words were out. “Never mind. Forget I said that.”

“I’ll come back soon. Maybe Thanksgiving.”

She exhaled and pushed off the locker. “I better get to class. Tell Sara and Neal hi for me.”

“I will.”

Jaci lasted until sixth hour. Because of the block scheduling her school ran, sixth hour was only the second class of the day. But as soon as she approached the physics classroom, she knew she couldn’t walk in there. That was where Joey had jumped at the opportunity to be her partner—all so he could study her, learn her habits, and pretend to be her friend.

She flipped away from the memories, the lies, and charged down the hall, out the door, and to her car.








CHAPTER THREE
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Amanda looked a lot better than she had the previous day.

“I didn't expect to see you right now,” she said, making her way to the couch and collapsing on it.

“I couldn’t do the school thing.” Jaci fell in beside her and relaxed her head against the back of the cushion. “I should call my mom and tell her.” She pulled out her phone, but instead of calling, she shot off a text. 

Couldn’t stay in school. At Amanda’s. Call and excuse me please?

She didn't wait for the response before putting the phone away. She knew her mom would do it.

“Anything you want to talk about?” 

Jaci rolled her head forward and focused on her friend. Amanda had showered, and her hair hung in perfect waves, albeit sans product. She’d skipped putting on makeup again, but the dark lashes framed her green eyes, highlighting her natural beauty. 

“I’m done pretending I’m okay. I’m done trying to fit in and be a normal kid, put my past behind me.”

“It’ll get better,” Amanda said. “I’ll be able to go with you next week.”

“And then what? We can field the questions together?”

Amanda’s lip quirked upward. “We can even hold a Q&A.”

Jaci laughed in spite of herself, and then she sighed. “What am I supposed to do? I’ve been a scholar student for years. I’ve worked hard to get here. Even after the—” She broke off and shook her head. “I’m sick of crying. I’m sick of being fragile and broken. I spent years putting myself back together and now I feel like I’m at square one. Useless.”

“Let’s go to Switzerland.”

“Anytime,” Jaci sighed.

“No, really.” Amanda scooted forward, catching Jaci’s eye. “I talked to my dad. He said we can go, and my mom said she’d fund it.” Amanda rolled her eyes. “She didn’t even fly out to see me in the hospital. Let’s enjoy her guilt trip.”

The thought left her desirous. “Get away from it all.”

“Get away from here.”

A renewed energy coursed through her veins, a spark of anticipation igniting in her gut. “When?”

“When is your flight?”

“In nine days.” Her hope sank. No way could they pull this together that fast.

“Then I guess we better book mine.” Amanda pushed off the couch and made her way to the computer at the desk next to the television. “Get over here and make sure I get the right one,” she called over her shoulder.

Jaci pushed off the couch and came to her side. “Are you sure?”

“Yep. Just gotta find my passport . . . will you check that drawer?”

“So your mom’s helping your dad pay for this? Is this really okay?” She found the little blue book and placed it on the desk.

“Yep.” Amanda shot her a big grin. “I’ll just let him know I couldn’t wait. I found a good deal and booked the tickets.”

Jaci watched Amanda maneuver the pointer over the airlines website. She should say something, stop Amanda from this insanity, but she didn’t want to. 

Amanda hummed a little as she filled out the fields for both herself and her father. “You’re sure these are the same flights?”

Jaci had looked at those airline tickets enough to have the information burned into her brain. Suddenly the flight couldn’t come soon enough. She had to get out of Idaho. “That’s it.”

“And the dates?”

Jaci nodded. “Yep.”

Amanda clicked the last button, and a moment later the confirmation screen popped up. “And it’s done!” She turned around and hugged Jaci. “We’re going to Switzerland!”

Jaci hugged her back. Then Amanda pulled away, her expression becoming more serious. “You might want to tell your mom.”


To say her mom was upset was putting it mildly.

“You’re not going,” Mrs. Rivera said. She finished emptying the dryer and started up the stairs from the basement, a basket of laundry on her hip.

“Mom, I’ve got to go.” Jaci trailed after her, using the banister to increase her speed.

“No.” 

Her mom’s voice held the no-argument tone to it. But Jaci wasn’t deterred. She knew she was going. It would be better, of course, if her mom agreed to it. She followed her into the living room and sat across from her
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