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Instead of a dedication, I would like to provide an epitaph. 


R.I.P. to all of the ideas I had for this story at 2A.M. but I swore I would remember them the next day, so I convinced myself I didn’t need to write them down, and then the next morning, they were just... gone. 

May you find me again.
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My lawyer said that I need to give a trigger warning for this book in order to prevent being sued.
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So... TRIGGER WARNING!

He said that I do not need to include a list, so let’s play a game. How many triggers can you find?

READ AT YOUR OWN RISK!
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Is that good enough? 
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Cool, my lawyer says that’s good enough. So... Let’s proceed. 

Unless you chicken out. In which case, fuck off!
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PROLOGUE
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HE HAS HIS HANDS wrapped around my throat. I can see his eyes transform from little round oceans to little rings of fire. I feel his hands gripping tighter and tighter around me, constricting any and all airflow. His hands are freezing. Like he just dipped them in a bucket of ice. His fingers are curling around the muscles in my neck, and he’s pressing down on me like he’s trying to push me down into Earth’s core. 

I can’t breathe. I can’t fucking breathe. Everything is swaying, and I start to see little stars prickling my vision, painting the skies like outer space. 

I’m going to die at the hands of the sickest human I’ve ever met, and it’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have ever let her come here. I should have listened to my gut that told me to run. I should’ve just killed him all those times he was sleeping right down the hall. I should’ve—I should’ve done more. 

But, that doesn’t matter anymore. Because now, it’s too late. 

Now, there’s nothing else left to do but die.
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“TURN RIGHT UP HERE on Murdock Lane,” I say, a ball of anxiety spinning around in my stomach like tumbleweed. Or really bad gas. 

My boyfriend, Seven, (yes, that’s his real name) flicks on his right turn signal, the little beeping noise feeling like a ticking time bomb to all of the events that are about to ensue. 

When Sev talked me into finding my birth father, I’ll admit, I was beyond skeptical. I was never fully loved growing up, and just like almost every other adult over the age of twenty living on this planet, I have abandonment issues. The fear that I’ll never be wanted. Or loved. Or even liked. 

Seven’s been great, though. He reassures me that they would have to be batshit crazy to not like me. And, if they don’t like me, then well, they’re batshit crazy so why would I want to be around them?  It made me laugh. 

And, that’s the story of how we got here. Why we are turning onto Murdock Lane, driving down a dirt road in the middle of fucking nowhere. Why I feel like throwing up right now. 

In fact, I think I will. 

So, I have the car door wide open, and I’m throwing up McDonald’s sausage egg McGriddles, hashbrowns, and a Diet Coke, and Seven’s stroking my hair. He doesn’t care that his fingers are getting sticky from the puke. He doesn’t mind the vomit that’s filling our nostrils, dissipating any fresh air that exists, and I love that about him. I love him so much. He’s the closest thing I’ve ever felt to being loved. Or wanted. Or even liked. 

When we’re back on the road, he says, “It’ll be okay, Quinnie the Pooh,” tossing a smile at me. The smile that melts me to the floor and turns me into a Newtonian liquid every single time. 

“What if they don’t like me, though?”

He rolls his eyes and quickly glances out of his window before meeting my gaze again. He gently takes my hand and strokes the skin in between my thumb and forefinger lightly with his thumb.

“I thought we already went through this like a bajillion times.”  He kisses the back of my hand. He always knows when I’m about to have an anxiety attack, and he always knows how to stop the self-destruction that almost always follows. 

Breathe, Quinn. Your dad is just a person. Just a person. Just like you. 

There’s nothing left to do except hope and pray it isn’t the worst mistake of my life.
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SEVEN
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I KNOW THAT QUINN HAS always felt like a piece of her heart was missing. Whenever something bad happens, she has nobody to call. Nobody to vent to. Nobody to swoop in and take care of her. Nobody except for me. Which is fine. It’s great. I take that responsibility with pride. But, what about the times she needs to vent about me? Or the times she needs to vent about things she doesn’t feel comfortable venting to me? What if she needed help deciding my birthday gift or which dress looks the most stunning on her? I can’t help with that stuff. 

We have a daughter. She was only two-years-old when she died. I hope I never have to go through anything like that ever again. The way Quinn fell to her knees in agony was something I never want to see for the rest of my life. And, I had to go back to work. Or else we would drown. I’m an artist, so I have more leeway than a normal 9-5, but I still had complete projects. I usually went to the park for inspiration. Someplace quiet and free of distraction. I still had to leave my grieving girlfriend to be by herself every single day. The walk to the car every morning was agonizing for me. Knowing that I couldn’t piece her back together was hell. Complete hell. That’s the only way I can describe it. But, I knew I could never get any work done for home.

She’ll probably kill me if she knew I told you, but she has crippling anxiety. She’s always picking at the skin around her nails, and she won’t go out into public for longer than an hour or two. Other than work. She doesn’t make friends easily. But, she doesn’t even try. I know that if she tried, everyone would love her. Just as much as I do. 

So yeah. She needs someone else besides me. 

Normally, I’d be completely against handing over your DNA to a company that only has online access, but my buddy, Foster assured me that it’s safe. He said that FindMyFamily was how he found out he had a sister. So, I bought the kit for her, and we sent in the results. Within two weeks, we had names. 

Katelyn Steadman. Deceased. 

Nix Foreger. Alive. 

Quinn did know her mother, but apparently she was crazy and she ended up killing herself. We had to do our own research to track down her father, but he seemed enthused that he has a daughter. We don’t think he even knew about Quinn. Which makes this a lot easier. At least he didn’t give up on her. At least he was never given the chance to not want her. 

This could be the start of something amazing. A family. 

Plus, there’s something I want to ask Nix.

I want to ask for his blessing to marry his daughter.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

QUINN


[image: ]


“IT’S THAT ONE,” I say, following the tiny dot on Google Maps. I hold my finger out in front of me, pointing at the biggest house I’ve ever seen in my life. “Holy shit.” I mumble. 

I’ve never seen something so magnificent before. It’s like something straight out of a movie. A house that us viewers could only dream about ever being able to afford. Something most of us would have to sell our hearts on the black market to even afford the down payment. Maybe. 

Seven turns the steering wheel slightly, making way down a long dirt road, which actually isn’t a dirt road at all. More like their driveway.

“Are you sure you’re reading that thing correctly?” he asks, gripping the steering wheel tighter and turning the volume down on the radio.  

“Pretty sure. There’s no other houses around here,” I say. 

Trees arch around our car as if they’re welcoming us to their home. The smell of pure nature surrounds us. Like the pollution of the city hasn’t stretched this far. 

We’re stopping at an iron gate. It must be at least ten-feet-tall. Blue lilies line the spears. A large box with a dial pad is standing in front of us, the only thing separating us from paradise. 

It’s so different from our one-bedroom apartment a few hours from here. The one with the broken toilet and pet mice scuttering around in the cabinets. 

I would give anything to live in a place like this. Anything. 

“Fuck. There’s a code?” Seven asks, rolling down his window and letting his arm fall down the side of the car. 

“Umm... I don’t remember. Let me look.” I click my phone on and scroll through the text thread between Nix’s wife and me. 

Just then, a flicker comes from the screen above the dial pad. There’s a gorgeous woman with flowing blonde hair, thick eyelashes, bright blue eyes, plump lips, and tanned skin smiling at us. She looks like a supermodel. 

Her smile is phenomenal. It’s like she gets her teeth professionally whitened every week. 

“You’re here!” she says with over-the-top enthusiasm. “Let me buzz you guys in.” 

The gate stretches open, making a loud groaning noise, and Seven puts the car back into drive. We pull forward. 

There’s fountains and streams on both ends all the way down the driveway that has now changed from dirt to cobblestone. There’s a giant underground pool with a diving board. Four-wheelers resting in the perfectly green lawn. A tennis court. A basketball court. And the house. The house is spectacular. 

It’s like three stories tall and as big as a football field. The house in Home Alone has nothing on this. It’s completely chic black, except for the blue shutters and the red door. It could be a vampire’s perfect fortress, I imagine. There’s even a wrap-around porch. 

“Wow,” I whisper to no one in particular. 

“Your family is loaded,” Seven says, wrapping the car around the cul-de-sac and parking in front of the house. He shuts the engine off. Now, it’s silent. So silent I can almost hear my own heart thudding against my chest cavity.

“You ready, Quinnie?” he asks, resting his hand on my knee. His blue eyes blink slowly at me as I take a deep breath. 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I reply. 

“Just breathe. Remember. They’re crazy if they don’t like you, and we don’t want to be around crazy people.” 

I force a nervous laugh. 

“Okay.” 

We both shove our doors open and step out of the car. Seven is leading the way as we’re grazing our feet lightly up the front porch steps. I can feel him reaching his hand behind himself, trying to find mine, so I grab onto his fingers, hoping he can’t feel the beads of sweat that’s coating my skin. Even the front porch holds the darkness of nightmares, and I can’t help but wonder what we are getting ourselves into.

My mom always said houses are their owner’s sanctuary, a key that could unlock doors of their mind that no one else had keys to, or like a mirror that could show you pieces of themselves that no one else could see. Someone’s house could tell you everything you need to know about a person. And, looking at my Dad’s house, I think I know everything I need to know. 

He’s dark. Mysterious. The shade of nightmares. 

But then again, maybe what my mom said isn’t entirely accurate. I mean, there’s an exception to every rule, right? Maybe my Dad and his hot, young wife just really like darkness, but their hearts are anything but. 

There’s a crowd of plants near the front door. Queen of the Night Tulips, Black Mamba Petunias, Black Irises, Hollyhocks. I’m in awe. I’ve never seen these types of flowers in person before. I’ve studied them, though. I’ve seen pictures of them in these nature books I’ve read.

I draw in a deep breath, sucking it through my teeth, and I feel as Seven releases his fingers that were interlaced through mine, letting only his pinkie link around my pinkie, something he always does to reassure me that everything is going to be okay. 

Once he realizes I’m not going to be the one to announce our arrival, he stamps his thumb against the button centered in the doorbell. A deep, low tune rings out from the cracks of the house. Wind chimes blowing in the breeze are whistling just to the left of us as they lightly tap against each other. 

The door pulls open, groaning so loud I wonder if the house is actually yawning from boredom, or maybe from looking at the two plain Janes standing before it when it is so accustomed to ostentation and luxury.  

The same woman we saw on the small screen previously is now standing in front of us, even more beautiful in person. Maybe early thirties. She’s wearing a tiny red dress with a rose on her left breast. Her hair is down to her waist, beach wavy and blonde as if she dunked her head in a bucket of bleach. Her fingernails are professionally done in bright colors. She smiles, revealing two little dimples. Her teeth are so dazzling, it’s like we are staring at the moon. She is so lively and colorful, it makes me think maybe my mom is wrong about the house thing. Maybe they really do just like goth-looking houses. Maybe they aren’t the epitome of nightmares. 

She immediately wraps her arms around us. Me first, then Sev. 

“Oh my God! You’re here! You’re finally here!” she yells excitedly. 

Seven laughs. 

“Yeah. I can’t believe this is happening. I’m so happy for Quinnie,” he says, turning his head to look at me.  

“Quinnie,” she whispers. “That. Is. Adorable!” she says at a louder volume. “Come in! Come in! Please! Mi casa es su casa! I’m Blair, by the way. We talked on the phone.” 

“I’m Seven and this is Quinn, of course.” 

We walk through the front door. And oh. My. God. The house is even more spectacular inside. Still, everything is the color of midnight. The upholstery, the walls, the grand chandelier that is letting off broken light against the inky granite flooring.  It’s so strange how these people can live in this level of darkness. But, I’m not one to judge. It’s so unique. I can feel my jaw falling open. At first, I don’t even realize it, but when I do, I quickly snap it back shut. 

“Nix! Nix! Your daughter is here!” Blair yells up the spiral staircase. (Also black.) She turns to us, a smile painted across her hazelnut cheeks. “He was so excited we found you. He had to look perfect, so he’s probably still getting ready. Let me show you around while his slow butt makes his way down the stairs.” She turns away, the clicking of her heels shattering the room.  

“Okay,” I mutter. 

We follow her into the kitchen, our shoes not making near as much noise as hers. And... Holy. Shit. I feel like I stepped into a kitchen straight out of a reality cooking show. I can imagine Gordon Ramsay cooking in this kitchen right now and calling something fucking disgusting.

The smell of something sweet, like cookies or brownies is launching itself in our direction. They are obviously cooking something. 

Black, marble counters, black stainless steel fridge, black gooseneck faucet hanging over the sink. Even the fruit bowl resting in the middle of the kitchen island is of that color. (The fruit are not, however. Thank goodness.) No, they’re actually the brightest, plumpest fruit I’ve ever seen. Like they were freshly picked straight off the tree. There’s small plants resting in the windowsill just above the sink, their petals reaching for the sun like they’re begging for any type of light. The floor is so glossy, I can see my reflection. I’m almost scared to walk across it especially after just coming from outside. I’m tempted to take my shoes off right here and set them aside before stepping another foot. But, no. That’d be weird, right? If I was the only one to just start taking my shoes off right here? 

Yeah, that’d be weird... 

“Wow,” I mutter. 

“I’m making cookies!” Blair announces, the last word an octave higher than the others. She slips on an oven mit, pulls the oven door open and reaches inside. She drags the sheet of cookies out and slaps it on a cutting board next to the sink. “You guys want any? They’re snickerdoodles! My favorite! If you don’t have any, I’m probably just going to eat them all and feel like a fat cow afterwards.” 

Seven and I force a chuckle. 

“Umm... sure,” I say. 

I don’t want to be rude by declining, but to be honest, my anxiety is so bad I can hardly eat in front of other people. Especially people I just met. It’s just weird. Constantly wondering if other people can hear me chew, focusing too strongly on my mouth to make sure I’m not opening it while I’m chewing, wondering if other people are thinking I should just stop because I’m too fat or too ugly when I eat. 

Yes, I’m serious. 

It’s way too much of a headache. So, I prefer to eat alone. Seven is a small exception when it’s absolutely necessary like on date nights or at his parents’ house to prevent embarrassing him. But, even then, it took me at least six months before I came even close to considering eating dinner with him.  

“I’d love some.” Seven’s face rips open with a grin, his dimples creating little crevices in his skin. 

Blair pulls down two plates from the cupboard and a spatula from a drawer, and she places two cookies on each plate. 

“Sit, sit! I insist!” she says, never dropping her smile. 

Sev and I slowly sit down on the wooden bar stools at the kitchen island, and Blair sets down both plates in front of us. 

“Careful. It’s hot,” she says, spinning around on her heels and walking to the fridge where she pulls out a gallon of milk. 

“Have you guys ever had sheep’s milk?” she asks, pulling down two cups from the cupboard. 

“No, I don’t think so,” I reply with a chuckle, though I know I haven’t.

“It’s so much better than cow’s. Better for you, too! We have a farmer we use just a few miles from here.” 

After she places two full cups of cold sheep’s milk in front of us, she leans back and presses her palms behind her against the glossy kitchen counter. 

Seven takes a huge bite of his cookie, and I slowly follow, but I only take a nibble. It’s a small bite, but it’s the best bite of a cookie I’ve ever tasted. I look back at Seven, who is almost completely finished with his cookie, crumbs sprinkled across his chin. 

I stare at him with intensity for a second as if to beg him to wipe his face, but he doesn’t notice. 

“Mmm. Oh, my God. This is delicious. You made these from scratch?” he asks, shoving the last bite into his mouth. 

I scoff. 

But, Blair doesn’t seem to mind. She just giggles. “Yes, I did. Old family recipe.” She steps back closer to us, just watching us eat and drink what she has given us like she is expecting more from us than our obvious immense pleasure. 

She clicks her tongue. “Well, just so you know, you guys are welcome here anytime. Help yourself to all our food in the kitchen. We even have a chef that comes here every night at six p.m. for dinner. She’s marvelous. She can whip up pretty much anything your heart desires. Just ask her. We also have a pool, a tennis court, a bowling alley, and a theater. Help yourself to any of our amenities.” 

“Wow. That’s great,” Seven says, nudging me on the shoulder. 

“Yeah, that’s... That’s amazing,” I concur. 

I can’t help but feel skeptical. 

I’m accustomed to worrying about where my next meal is going to come from. I’m definitely not used to this type of lifestyle. It almost even feels like a trick, like the universe is playing some sort of cruel game with me. These types of things don’t just happen to me. And when they do, it always seems to be taken.  

“You’re here!” A deep voice booms from the living room just behind us. We all turn. 

I smile. I can’t believe it’s fifty percent of my DNA standing before me. I’ve imagined this moment a thousand times. Playing it over, and over, and over in my head. Going over all of his possible traits. All the possible scenarios that we cross paths. And now, the moment is finally here. And, it feels better than I could’ve ever possibly imagined. 

He’s older than I expected. Maybe sixty. He’s dressed super nice. Black silk shirt and black slacks. Fitting. He has salt and pepper hair, graying sideburns. The wrinkles in his face are subtle, but there. He’s super tall, maybe six-foot, and thin with broad shoulders. He looks like he could be the host of The Price is Right. He definitely looks like he could play the role of rich daddy with five cars and three vacation homes in other countries. 

I rise from the barstool I’m sitting on and slowly make my way over to him, never losing grip of my smile. 

Seven stands with me. Thankfully, he knows how I am, so he makes the first move. He shakes Nix’s hand firmly. 

“Hello, sir. I’m Seven, Quinn’s boyfriend. So good to meet you.” 

“Oh, yes. Pleasure’s all mine.” 

They release hands and Seven steps back, so I guess that means it’s my turn. 

I feel awkward. I’ve never been in this situation before, so naturally, I have no idea how I should react. Should I hug him? Shake his hand? Bump knuckles?

So, paralyzed with crippling anxiety while I overthink how I should greet him, I do nothing. I just look up at him. 

“Wow,” he says. “You look just like your mother. The resemblance is... uncanny!” He reaches his hand out to try and touch the side of my cheek as if he’s admiring that I’m my mother’s carbon-copy, but he thinks better of it and slowly pulls back his hand. “How is your mother?” he asks. 

I look down to my feet. “Umm... she... died. A few years ago.” 

“Oh, honey.” Blair gasps in sympathy behind me. I look over at her, and then back at Nix. (Or should I start calling him Dad? No. It’s probably too soon.)

He’s looking down at his feet now. “Oh...” he says. Like it’s the worst news he’s ever heard. He genuinely looks sad. But, from what I heard, my mom only saw him a couple times, and then she never heard from him again. 

But, she has told me stories. She said that she picked up some bad energy from him and that it was probably a good thing. She said that we could’ve ended up as body pieces in plastic trash bags if he hadn’t exiled himself from our lives completely. 
Although, my mom was kind of crazy herself. In and out of mental facilities. Had to take ten medications a day. Lost-custody-of-me-twice-kind-of- crazy. 
So, I didn’t think too much of her claims.  

“Sorry to hear that, kiddo,” he continues. “She was a great woman from what I can recall.” He outstretches his arms. “Maybe... if you don’t mind... Could I have a hug?”  

I feel awkward hugging strangers. I’m not a hugger at all. But, I don’t want to make him feel awkward, or bad, or like I’m weird for turning down his attempts at human contact with me. 

So, I gently wrap my arms around his waist, linking my fingers together behind his back as he cradles my head. I sigh a breath of relief. 

He smells so good. He sprayed cologne. I wonder what kind. It definitely smells like something a dad would wear. Like woodsy. Manly. I can hear his heartbeat thumping in my ear. He’s real. This is real. 

“Did you show them the rest of the house?” he asks, quickly releasing his arms.

“No,” Blair says. 

“Come on, let’s go!” Nix turns around, flailing an arm in the air. “You’re gonna love it.” 
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I DON’T THINK I ever want to leave this place. It’s like taking a tour through the mall or something. 

“Here’s the theater,” Nix says gruffly with almost no enthusiasm in his voice. Like he’s giving a business presentation rather than showing us the coolest house we will ever see in our entire lives. 

Wall-to-wall screen. Rows and rows of seats that recline with cupholders. A popcorn machine. A cotton candy machine. A nacho machine. 

How the hell do these people have so much money? 

“Go ahead. Go sit down. You won’t want to get up. It’s like those theaters in the IMAX, only better.”

I grab onto Quinn’s hand, and we scramble over to the seats, plopping ourselves down. 

It’s like we’re sinking into a bed of freshly fallen snow. We both pull the levers on the sides simultaneously, testing out the recline option. Letting our heads fall back, we gaze up at the ceiling. 

There’s even a screen on the fucking ceiling. 

“Wow,” I say to myself. 

I link Quinnie’s pinkie over the cupholder, reassuring her that there’s nothing to feel anxious about. I can tell her anxiety’s building up inside her. 

“The seats even move along with the movie, giving you the ultimate movie-watching experience. Like you’re actually there.” Nix’s voice pulls me out from the trance I’m finding myself lost in. 

“We will try that out later.” Blair gasps. “We could watch a movie together.” 

Nix laughs. “Yeah. Maybe.” 

Just down the hall, there’s a whole ass bowling alley. Five lanes. A rack of bowling balls. Even changing colorful lights devouring the entire room. 

“You will never be able to win against me,” Nix laughs cockily. 

Blair presses a hand against his chest. “Yep. He always has a perfect score.” 

They peck each other on the lips. 

“Okay, moving on!” Nix announces, moving down the hall without looking back at us to make sure we’re following. 

“Finally, the library.” 
Thousands and thousands of books all organized and packed neatly in shelves. Bean bag chairs, couches, tables with lamps. Walls with book quotes painted across them. 
“You like to read, Seven?” Nix asks. 

“Oh, yeah. I love it. I’m a part of this Psychological Thriller group on Facebook. Thrillers and horrors are my favorite.” I chuckle. “It’s kind of funny. There’s this ongoing joke about how some authors use the phrase, ‘I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding.’ Some authors use it ironically now.”

Nix cocks his head to the side, staring at me blankly. “That makes no fucking sense,” he says with no expression. 

“Yeah,” I laugh. “That’s kind of the point...” 

“He will spend hours alone in the bedroom reading,” Quinnie chimes in, a smile tinging her cheeks. 

“Me too. Who’s your favorite author?” Nix questions. An innocent question, yet I feel like I’m being interrogated. 

“Umm... Gosh, so many. But, off the top of my head I suppose I’ll have to go with my man Stephen King.” 

Nix laughs like I said the funniest thing in the world. 

“What?” I ask, attempting to force a chuckle. 

“Oh, nothing.” Nix turns to walk back down the hall, leaving the rest of us bewildered at his abrupt exit. “It’s just that was the most basic answer you could’ve given me. Anyone who actually likes to read won’t give such a basic response.” He doesn’t turn back around. 

Blair catches up to him. 

“Stephen King,” Nix repeats under his breath, still chuckling to himself. 

What is this dude’s problem?

I feel Quinn’s pinkie finding mine. This time, she’s reassuring me.  

“It’s okay,” she mouths, pulling me back down the hallway. 

I draw in a deep breath. I can feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment. 

I can’t tell if I’m making a good first impression or if Quinn’s family hates me. If it’s the latter, that can’t be a good thing. 
Not if I’m going to ask her to marry me. 
So, as the tour comes to a close, I just have to remember to relish in the advice I gave Quinn. 

If they don’t like me, they have to be crazy. 

And, if they’re crazy, then who cares what the hell they think? 
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I THINK SEV EMBARASSED himself with that whole Stephen King debacle. 

Which, quite frankly, I don’t understand. 

What’s wrong with Stephen King? 

He’s a good writer... I think. I’m not really sure. I don’t read as much as Seven. But, I mean, he has to be with all the movie adaptations he has. 

So, maybe Nix, (Dad?) is just giving Sev a hard time. 

Maybe he was just joking. 

I think Sev quickly shrugged it off, though. I, however, am still replaying the moment Nix laughed at him over and over in my head. That’s just my anxiety talking, though. 

My therapist says that anxiety likes to make moments seem worse than they actually are. It likes to taunt you, and it likes to savor moments of embarrassment that probably aren’t even that bad. It lives for that. 

So, I have to just settle with the conclusion that Nix was just joking. 
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WE’RE NOW SITTING IN the living room. 

I’m next to Sev on the couch, and Blair is sitting on Nix’s lap in the recliner. 

Blair has poured glasses of wine for all of us in dainty little wine glasses with spines so thin I can barely wrap my hand around it. 

Blair seems to know how to handle it, though, so I try to copy her. 

She’s holding it by just her fingertips, her pinkie delicately lifted outward. I try to get my pinkie out like that, too, but the muscles in my fingers are just not having it; they keep cramping. So, I eventually settle on just not being as fancy as her, and I let my fingers remain dormant. 

“You have a beautiful home. I’m amazed. If you don’t mind me asking, what do you guys do for work to be able to afford such a lifestyle?” I pry, taking a small sip of wine. I try to conceal the face I’m making from the bitterness.

I don’t really like to drink, but I don’t want to be rude. It’s much too strong for me. Plus, it’s like, two in the afternoon. 

“Well, me, I’m a trophy wife,” Blair says, flinging her long, silky hair to the side and flashing a smile at the room. She pauses as if she’s expecting all of us to give her a standing ovation and let the red carpet roll across the center of the room, but nobody flinches. When she realizes the lack of reaction to her blossoming “career,” she turns to Nix, pressing her hand against his shoulder. “And, Nix, well, he works for the government. It’s kind of hush, hush, but I trust you two aren’t bugged or anything.” She lets out a boisterous laugh. “You want to tell them, honey? Or should we leave them in suspense?” 

Nix doesn’t smile. Or laugh. He holds the same, stern expression. Then, he takes a deep sigh. 

“Well, honey, since you kind of already told them, I guess I will expand.” He pauses dramatically. 

Seven and I both lean in simultaneously. Like a subconscious effort to make sure no one else can hear him. As if we weren’t the only ones in the room. 
“There’s a private island. In the South Pacific. I only have to work there every summer and just oversee it. Complete small projects. Maintenance. That sort of thing. And, the government pays me bukus amounts of money every single time. It’s kind of the American dream,” he says with a small chuckle. “But, we really aren’t supposed to talk about it. I guess you're family now, though.” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “Just don’t tell anyone. With the government involved, death can be a certain outcome if secrets are told.” 
“Right. You can trust us,” Sev says with a wink. 

“Good.” Nix nods. “Hey, I was meaning to ask you. What kind of name is Seven, anyways? Were your parents high as God when they had you?” Nix laughs mockingly. 

Something strikes me in the chest. 

Another tinge of embarrassment. 

“Uhh...” I stutter, turning my head to Sev and then back at Nix. “It was his mother’s favorite number. She passed away in childbirth and his dad wanted a name to remember her by.” 

Seven stares at Nix, his eyes growing deeper and deeper in intensity by the second. I can tell he’s getting angry. He never breaks eye contact when he asks, “Besides, what kind of name is Nix? Isn’t that some sort of lice medication?” 

Uh-oh. 

I’m almost suffocated by the testosterone that’s filling the room. 

I set my glass of wine on the small table next to the couch and grab onto Seven’s knee. As if to scream at him to stop whatever he’s doing. 

Don’t embarrass me, I try to tell him telepathically, hoping, praying he can read my thoughts. 

Nix is silent at first, almost stunned that Seven spoke to him in such a manner. Then, he just laughs gruffly. 

“Hey, Seven, let’s go for a walk.” Nix nudges Blair to get up off his lap, and he stands up. “Yeah, yeah. Just set your glass down. Blair will take care of it. Let’s go.” Nix is already almost to the door. 

Seven stands up, setting his glass down, and he leans forward toward Blair, almost bowing. 

“Thank you for the wine, Blair. And the milk and cookies. Everything has been amazing.” He then kisses me on the forehead, and says, “I’ll be right back, babe.” But, before I can plead him to stay or let me come with him, he’s already out the door. 

My anxiety is now at an all-time high since I got here. 

My heart is pounding so fast, I can’t hear anything else. 

I can’t even hear Blair, who is sitting right next to me, asking if I’m alright. Her voice is just muffled. I keep staring at the door, hoping they will just walk back in. 

What’s Nix going to do? 

Murder him? 
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SEVEN
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THERE’S A LONG, WINDING trail that travels all around the house and leads to a wooded area in the back. Lice-man is walking in front of me at a slow and steady pace. He hasn’t said a word since we left the girls. I wonder what he’s thinking. I wonder where he’s taking me. 

In the back to murder me? 
No. That would be too stupid. The girls know he was the last one with me. 
Then again. What if he makes up some story about how I died? That I fell and hit my head on a tree? Or that I accidentally fell into their pool and drowned?

I’m making sure to walk several spaces behind him. I have all my guards up. I’m prepared to fight back if he so much as lays a finger on me. 

But, surely he wouldn’t murder someone over a quibble about names. 

Or that they like Stephen King. 

Surely not... 

He leads me up to a ginormous wooden shed. The thing must be at least eight-feet-tall. It’s standing just before the forest. It looks like a miniature cabin with each log clearly visible and separating itself from the next wooden log. It’s pine, I think. 

Nix unlatches the ligneous bar that’s keeping the doors closed. I’m still standing a few feet behind him just in case he tries anything. 

When he opens the door, I can’t believe my eyes.  
It
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