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This book is dedicated to my sister Billie. Our adventures are never dull, and your friendship is a cherished blessing.
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~1~

Whenever I forget what my laugh sounds like, I think back to that day. The one when Dad and I left our lakeside house, hand in hand and skipping along the trail that led to the park on the far side of the lake. I’d just gotten a pretty rainbow-winged butterfly kite the day before, when my best friend and I celebrated our ninth birthdays, and Dad was taking me to fly it in the open field beside the park. We giggled the whole way there and I squealed with delight when those wings finally soared through the air over our heads.

The very last drop of joy I’ve ever experienced is forever frozen in that small space of time, when big rainbow wings cut across the sky above me, a tail of white satin ribbons cascading behind my butterfly.

Dad gave me control of the line and I let out too much, sending the kite diving into a mass of brambles along the lake’s edge. “Don’t worry, cupcake. Daddy will get it.” He ran to where the kite’s tail tangled in the thick underbrush and picked his way through the dense mass of bushes and briars.

Wanting to help, I dropped down and crawled on my hands and knees, thorns pricking my skin and hair as I pushed through his khaki-clad legs. Just on the other side, through a small opening, I saw something that didn’t look right. Crawling closer, the toes I was staring at came into focus. “Daddy,” I tugged on his pant leg. “Who is that?”

Every day of the last eight years I’ve remembered that moment. The sounds, smells, what the earth felt like under my palms. With agonizing detail, I remember Dad pulling Kira from the shallows, a sound I’ve never heard a human being make before or since ripping out of his chest. Kira’s peach shirt clung to her throat, her lower half naked, knees bloody and face so caked in mud I barely recognized my best friend. While Dad wailed and rocked her in his arms, I counted the gravel pieces embedded in her cheek.

~

“You’re seventeen, Dani.” Dad glances up from his tofu eggs, checking the hallway for his new wife. He met Evette last year and married her seven months ago so they’re still in the honeymoon stage, meaning he’s pretending he doesn’t mind converting to veganism. “You should be focused on making friends, going to parties, and meeting boys I can run off.”

I chug a glass of juice and pop my bread out of the toaster. “For the last time, Dad, I’m not obsessed with death. I’m obsessed with bringing child killers to justice.”

His mouth turns down. “It’s the same thing, sweetheart.”

“Hardly.” I slather the toast in ghee, one of the few non-vegan products left in the house. “And aren’t you supposed to tell me to spend my time focusing on grades? And college?”

“You already have perfect grades. And I’ll pay for your college if…” I look at him and he shoves the tofu around his plate again. “You’re spending too much time staring at screens of kids none of us can help. That’s what the police are for. They’ll handle the missing kids while you handle being a teenager starting her senior year of high school.”

According to the FBI, 365,348 children went missing in 2020. By sheer numbers alone, law enforcement doesn’t have the resources to find them all. I’ve explained this to Dad before and though he’ll admit it’s a problem, he insists that I stay out of the citizen sleuth business. Then there are the stings I’ve conducted on my own. He absolutely forbids those. My mistake was not knowing the police would contact him when I gave them the first sex offender’s name. I was only twelve then. Now I set up fake social media profiles using burner phones and once I have a predator hooked, I send the login info to a cyber tip line. All completely anonymous.

Grabbing my backpack from the counter, I kiss his cheek. “You’re in luck, Dad. After senior orientation, I’m going to the library, also known as the perfect place to meet boys. One might even be nice enough that you won’t have to run him off.” I slip my toast onto his plate. “Eat the butter, it’s good for you.”

Before he questions why I’m going to the library after school, I rush out the door. Exiting before Evette makes an appearance is a daily goal. If I don’t get out in time, she’ll lecture me about animal fat, then I’ll be forced to lecture her about the number of animals murdered in large-scale government farming practices. That debate always ends with her eyes glazing over and her mouth complaining to Dad that I’m being difficult.

I’ll give Dad credit though—while he loses every attempt to stay neutral and Evette is just as superficial as my mother, she’s twice as old as my egg donor Susan. So, Evette disliking me simply because she can’t understand why any female would choose to wear sneakers and have a perpetual ponytail is a pill her age appropriateness makes easier to swallow.

“Want a ride, Miss Madison?” Henry calls out to me like he does every morning.

“I’m good!” I wave to the garage where Dad’s driver stands ready and waiting. “He’s having tofu.”

Henry gives me a nod and a wink. “He’s got a meeting later. I’ll run him by the bagel shop on the way. Text if you want me to pick you up, I’m already coming to the school anyway.”

I eye William’s second-story window. “I’ll double whatever Dad’s paying you if you leave Evil Step stranded. A three-block hike won’t hurt anything but his ego.”

William is a nauseating mix of prep-school snobbery and only child syndrome. When I think he can’t possibly whine any more, he morphs into Baby King Three Thousand. Because of it, he always gets his way; thus he struts around like he owns the world.

At school, William picks on anyone and everyone, and no one says a word to him. Except me. And we were butting heads long before our parents met. If I’d known volunteering for the clothing drive would bring Dad to the school, I would have just made a donation and prevented him from meeting Evette. No Evette, no me being forced to live under the same roof as William.

Before Evil Step moved in, I didn’t have as many problems as I do now. At school, I’m not the richest kid in the private institution but Dad is wealthy enough. That afforded me some leeway to be fundamentally different, as my old biology teacher dubbed me. A difference stemming from being too detached from other kids to be a trendsetter, a nerd, a math geek, emo, or any of the other labels people who despise labels use to describe themselves.

Since William now has my dad’s ear, he gets to tell dear ol’ dad all about my lack of social inclination. I wish they understood how hard it is for me to play the part of the bright and interested student to pacify the teachers, and then the marginally engaged friend to appease the other kids. I might appear normal enough on the outside, but on the inside, I’m defective. I don’t care about the latest gossip, the hottest new band, or where a boy who supposedly likes me wants to go for a date. The only thing that holds my interest is finding out who raped and murdered my best friend.


~2~

Senior year orientation is basically the same as junior year. More of a social gathering than an informational one. Since attendance is required, I’m here. I’m signed in and have my class schedule in hand. The very hand that’s pushing open the emergency exit.

I don’t skip school, but I have used this exit several times. It opens into the faculty parking lot and there’s no alarm on the door because it’s what teachers use throughout the day. The parking lot itself is fenced and you have to have a code to get in. Unless you’re on foot and simply duck under the bar because someone didn’t think this whole secure parking lot situation all the way through. And I’m glad they didn’t.

The library is four blocks away. I hurry along the sidewalk until the library’s stone exterior comes into view. I won’t be paying attention to any boys who also might be skipping orientation, but I’ll muster the enthusiasm to be as excited as my peers about school starting on Monday when one of the librarians inevitably asks about this supposed milestone year. I’ll give a fake smile and make it connect with the rest of my body language by thinking about the day when I’ll finally track down Kira’s murderer. The year in which that day happens will be the milestone. It’ll be the year when my life begins again.

As I search the aisles for books on how a criminal’s mind works, I think about Dad’s words from this morning. I’ve poured my heart out to every overpaid therapist he’s sent me to, but nothing makes me want to engage with the world the way he tells me I should. The way all the other girls do. I don’t want to giggle when some boy throws out a cheesy pickup line to gauge my level of interest. If a boy wants me to take him seriously, he should be direct. And you can forget about me dressing to impress. Both Evette and Susan have the mentality that a woman’s sole duty in life is to keep herself polished and groomed for the benefit of landing and then keeping a man. I say my duty is to make my own body comfortable, and on a warm end-of-summer day like today, that means cut-off jean shorts and a blue camisole paired with my favorite pair of sneakers.

“This all for you today?” The round-faced librarian lowers his glasses as he examines my selections.

“Yes, sir,” I reply. He’s asked me ten times to call him Dave, but I have a hard time doing that.

“This is some heavy reading for your senior year. You excited about school starting back up?”

I plaster a broad smile on my face. “I absolutely can’t wait for the day it all starts.”

~

“You’re home early.” Dad meets me in the hall outside my bedroom.

I make a show of the stack of library books in my arm, keeping the titles hidden. “Orientation was boring so I went ahead and got a head start on some of the extra reading I’ll be required to do this year.”

His throat bobs. “That’s…nice.”

I eye him suspiciously. “What’s wrong?”

He rubs the back of his head and motions for me to go ahead of him into my room. I measure my steps as I walk across the black and pink Bohemian rug that Evette picked out. At the foot of my bed, I gently place the stack of books on the comforter and position my backpack in front of them so the titles can’t be read.

I turn back to Dad, heart dropping when I see his face. Before Evette and William came along, Dad and I were close even though he’s never quite understood me. The years after Kira’s death were brutal, and forasmuch as it tore us apart, it also drew us together. Dad was always there when I had night terrors, panic attacks, and such a fear of water that he moved us out of the lake house and into the heart of suburbia.

Before Kira died, I never had a fear of water. I’d been a fish. All of the yards in the community where we’d lived ran down to the lake. On our ninth birthdays, we had one big joint party with tables and decorations set up between my house and Kira’s, and inflatables Dad rented floating on the surface of the water for all the kids to enjoy. The next day she was dead.

“Dad?” I whisper.

His body stiffens, mouth blurting out in one quick breath, “I think going to live with your mom will open you up.”

“Excuse me?”

His arms fold over his chest. “Name your best friend. One who is alive.”

I assume his posture and lift my chin. “It would be rude of me to single out one friend as the best.”

He loosens his arms. “Who did you talk to at orientation today?”

I shrug. “Our entire class was there, and all of the instructors.”

“No one,” he bites. “You spoke to no one, because you have no friends. And you have no friends because you refuse to try.”

“That isn’t true!” I defend. “I talked to both Sherry and John today.” I name the first people who come to mind. “And Jenny was walking me home from the library until Henry pulled up and begged me to get in the Cadillac. You do know that still embarrasses me, right?”

“What I know is that ninety percent of the kids in your school have drivers, yet I have to beg mine to track you down because you insist on ducking him. And Jenny is older than I am! She might be a sweet old lady who loves to tell you stories, but she isn’t a friend, Dani. You need a friend. Someone your own age to talk to.”

“And your solution is Susan? The woman who wasn’t much older than I am now when you married her?”

He sits on my bed with a sigh and I glance at my bag, it’s still concealing the books. “Your mom was in her thirties when I married her and she has custody rights. She’s asking to see you.”

I sit beside him with an eye roll. “That’s new.”

He nods, hand sliding to mine. “She wants you to come stay with her. For the school year.”

The earth begins to tilt, tiny splinters shattering through my universe. Dad’s left eyelid is spasming, the way it always does when his mind is made up. “You want me to live with Susan? I haven’t even spoken to her in years.”

He looks down at his brown leather shoes. “She calls you every year on your birthday and you two always have a…nice chat.”

I launch off the bed and stand over him. “Because I have to pretend that I like whatever ridiculous gift she sends while listening to her tell me how much she paid for it, which breaks every rule of gift-giving.”

He swallows. “Still, she has a right to see you, and she’s exercising that right.”

“Then I’ll video chat her,” I snap.

He stands and places his hands on my shoulders. “The arrangements have been made. The school you’re transferring to starts on Monday also, and they’ve only just had their orientation which was probably much like the one you half attended today.”

A tremor shakes up my legs. “You’re serious? You’re sending me away?”

His moist eyes dart away. “You’re leaving after dinner. I’ve already arranged for a plane to meet us at the airport.”

Air sucks from my lungs as if the room is being vacuum sealed. He places a cold hand on my cheek. “I know this is a shock, cupcake, but your mom and I have been discussing it for a while and well, Evette and I think––”

“You and Evette think?” The words break out of my chest in a rush of grief and rage. “More like Evette thinks! And you’re going along with it so you don’t upset her delicate constitution.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Fair?” I spot my luggage in the corner. “Fair would be getting to go through my senior year with Kira!” I throw open my closet doors. Almost all of my clothes have been packed. “Fair would be having a father who doesn’t want to forget he has a daughter all to please his new wife!”

He reaches for me but I dodge his hands, tugging open my dresser drawers. They’re empty, too. Tears stream down my face. He knew this morning he was shipping me off but he never so much as uttered a syllable. He waited for me to leave, then packed my life into those suitcases. “Where are my journals? My research?”

He clears his throat. “Incinerated. And I haven’t told your mom about your infatuation but if you don’t change your life around… Cupcake, you need a fresh start. And I’m hoping you can get that with your mom because I don’t know how to make you get over this obsession. When you tell me you’ve quit, that you’ve found other hobbies, all you’re really doing is getting better at hiding things from me. This can’t go on. It isn’t healthy.”

My tears drip into the empty drawers. “You burned all of my journals?”

He sighs. “Your mom will expose you to new things, open you up, and you’ll see in the end that this move was for the best.”

“What if I refuse to go?”

“Then you don’t go to college. I’m not paying for you to go isolate yourself on some campus.”

I spin around. “But I didn’t apply for any scholarships. We agreed that since you can afford to pay, we’d pay, and leave the scholarships for those who can’t afford to go to college without them.”

His face hardens. “And now I’m telling you that you have one year to prove to me that I can trust you to engage with other human beings because I won’t always be around and I’m worried that when I’m gone, you’ll be all alone in the world. I won’t be able to rest in peace if that happens to you.”

I move away from him and affix the lone duffle bag to the top of the largest piece of wheeled luggage. I don’t want the rest, he can burn it, too.

I drag the two pieces to the bed and throw my backpack over my shoulder, leaving the books in full view. I face him. “You’re not sending me away for my benefit. This is happening because you’re embarrassed of me. Well, now I’m gone. Congratulations on your new family. I hope William is the child you always wanted.”


~3~

I didn’t say goodbye to Evette or William, and I refused to sit down for that one last family dinner Dad tried to sell. For once, I willingly let Henry give me a ride. He dropped me off at the airport, a tear in his eye as we muddled our way through an awkward goodbye. He’s always been kind to me and it isn’t his fault that my own father just dumped me.

The airport doors close behind me and I glance backward, giving Henry one last wave. He throws up one hand and wipes his eyes with the other. I turn away, allowing one single tear to slide down my face before I force all of my emotions away. If I start allowing myself to feel anything but anger now, I’ll end up in a sobbing, hyperventilating mess on the floor.

I tug my luggage toward the first airline counter I come to. “Hello, can you tell me what airport is closest to Huntington, Pennsylvania?”

If Dad wants to send me away, he doesn’t get to make himself feel better about it by sending me off in style. I had to empty the pouch I keep tucked inside my backpack with all my allowance money to buy this coach ticket that will take me from Washington state to Pennsylvania, but I’d rather fly the red-eye on a cheap airline than get banished via private jet.

Dad’s leaving frantic voice messages and he does seem worried that I never showed up for the flight he arranged for me, but he’s also not at the airport looking for me. He’s also the one making the decision to send me to live with Susan. He knows she has a long list of grievances when it comes to me and never holds her tongue about how disappointing I am, so he can’t be that worried about my well-being. There’s not a single memory I have of Susan that doesn’t end with some part of my body being ridiculed. The woman had me on a diet at the age of three!

Turning my phone off, I shove it into my backpack and run my sweaty palms over my legs. Legs that are no less chubby now than they were when I was a kid. Great.

I lean my head back and look up to the airport’s beams that are far overhead. My chest hasn’t felt this tight in a while. My last full panic attack was over a year ago, and the previous one nearly ten months before that. One. Two. Three. I begin counting the bolts in the beams. One of my therapists taught me this counting technique and it’s been helpful. It might also be helpful to just get up and walk out of here. I’ve already turned my wheeled suitcase and the duffle over to the airline, but I still have my backpack. It’s stocked with one journal, some pencils and highlighters, two granola bars, and what’s left of my life’s savings––which isn’t enough to even rent a room in a cheap motel. And even if it was, where would I go?

I’ll be eighteen in under four months and have a high school diploma in nine. If Dad pays for my college like he’s always agreed to do as long as I keep my grades up, I’ll be off to study criminal law and no longer subjected to Susan. If he doesn’t pay, well, I’ve got nine months to figure out another way to move out of her house.

I barely know the woman anyway. She was already gone before Kira died and when I called her crying, wanting my mom in the devastating hours after I’d watched my friend’s remains get stuffed into a bag, Susan told me that people die and to grow up and stop being a baby about it. That was the last time I voluntarily spoke to her. Dad calls her every year on Mother’s Day and hands me the phone, and he sends her a gift in my name. On my birthday, she calls me and Dad doesn’t allow me to ignore the call, but that only proves that she doesn’t know me because there’s been nothing happy about any of my birthdays since I was nine.

~

I can’t say I’m surprised that Susan didn’t pick me up from the airport. I sent her a message with my flight information, and I assume she told Dad because I didn’t receive any more messages from him after that. But alas, the woman who refuses to call me Dani like everyone else, didn’t bother to even send a car for her daughter Danielle who she’s supposed to be just dying to see.

Exhausted from not being able to sleep on the overly long flight because of toddler-aged twins who didn’t stop screaming for the entire last leg, and that after a three-hour layover in a too cold airport, I ordered my own car and used the credit card on file so Dad gets to pay for this part of my banishment.

Unlike William, I don’t carry a physical copy of Dad’s credit card. I rarely need to make purchases and when I do, it’s usually something I don’t want Dad knowing about so I just take an allowance and pay cash for whatever I need. Now I have a feeling that refusing the plastic was a big mistake. I should have taken it and kept it on me for a time like this. But I never even considered a life where Dad wouldn’t be there when I needed him.

The driver plops my luggage onto the sidewalk in front of Susan’s house. This isn’t the largest home in the gated community, but it’s close. Which makes me wonder how much she actually took Dad for in the divorce. Guessing why she needs a house this big isn’t hard. It would take something this grand to accommodate her ego.

“Hope it all works out,” the driver offers, jogging back to her door and disappearing inside. I don’t think she appreciated my candor when she asked how my day was going.

“You know what they say—there’s always hope,” I mutter as she pulls away from the curb, leaving me standing alone on the street with everything I own sitting next to me. Once again, there’s no Susan anywhere in sight.

Taking a look around, just in case Dad’s hiding in the bushes and this is just one big joke, I note the cul-de-sac beyond Susan’s house. It’s overgrown and undeveloped, essentially making hers the last home on the street. Worst case scenario, I set up a tent over there and live off the land.

Hefting my backpack onto my shoulder with a groan, I stack the duffle onto the rolling case and tug the two pieces up the sloped driveway. When I reach the three small steps, I drag the luggage up them and then just stand underneath the New England eyebrow awning, studying the oversized onyx corbels. In front of me, there’s a diamond-shaped doorbell. My stomach tightens into a knot as my finger presses against it. An opulent gong resounds and I can’t help but let out another groan. This place is exactly like Susan, a bunch of fancy stuff all plopped together to construct something that doesn’t make any sense. If someone told her the sound of a sneeze was expensive, her doorbell would sneeze.

Susan throws open the door. “There you are! You’re late!”

“I sent you my flight details.”

“Flight? Oh, yeah.” She waves her hand, flustered. “I meant the party. We’re half an hour late already, and if I know those Bellers, they won’t consider it fashionable.” She walks to a side table and picks up a handbag. “Well, don’t just stand there. Go change!”

“Into what?” She’s wearing a sarong. “You do know I’m underage, right?”

She walks by me. “Your room is upstairs, the first door on the left. Your outfit is on the bed. I’ll be waiting in the car.”

It feels as if a thousand bees just descended upon me, jabbing their tiny spears into every part of me. “Nice to see you too, Mom.”


~4~

Hefting my luggage up the flight of stairs, I push open the door to the room on the left. The walls are painted a soft lilac and the white satin bedding has lilac flowers embroidered all over it. The carpet is white and the furniture itself is a dark oak. It’s pretty. And very clearly my room because my name is embroidered on the pillows.

A part of me would believe Susan set this room up because she actually wants me here if the outfit she left on the bed didn’t dissolve any inkling that this woman even knows what kind of person her own daughter is. Somewhere in her twisted mind, she thinks she’s influenced me enough to make me turn out just like her.

I hold up the itty-bitty black bikini. Technically, it will fit on my body. But even with the lace cover-up, there’s absolutely no chance I’d be concealing anything.

Still in my jean shorts and blue camisole, I head outside to where Susan’s idling in a Porsche near the end of the driveway. I lean into the passenger window. “Thanks for the highly inappropriate attire, but I think I’m going to sit this one out. You go have fun, though.”

Her painted nail wiggles up and down. “You have to go. The party is for you.”

“Me?”

“Well, all the kids in Michael Beller’s class. Which you are now in.” A smile twists over her features. “It’s his annual end-of-summer back-to-school pool party. At the Beller house.”

“Cool.” I nod. “But I’m still going to pass because even if the bikini you got me wasn’t one hundred sizes too small, water isn’t really my thing. Neither are parties.”

Her face hardens and her words come out in a low hiss. “Danielle, get in this car right now.”

“Bu––”

“I said now!”

~

The winding road leading away from Susan’s gated community is isolated. There’s a steep cliff on one side and a forested mountain on the other. I close my eyes and hope the soft purr of the engine will lull me to sleep. “Here we are. Sit up straight.” Susan’s words slice into my tranquility.

I do as she says and sit up. “Tell them to put in a sidewalk and we could just walk here.”

“Not in my shoes.” She glances at my feet, a line deepening at the corner of her mouth as we pull up to the gate at the mouth of the driveway.

A giant of a man exits the guard house. I slink back down into my seat while Susan gives the enormous brute an I know you want me smile. His head tilts, the scowl on his oversized brow making my heart race as he eyes me. I turn away and focus straight ahead as Susan’s singsong voice says, “Susan and Danielle Madison.”

“I know who you are.” His flat tone makes me glance his way. He’s still staring at me.

“Isn’t she beautiful?” Mom bats her lashes and whips my ponytail over my shoulder. “Like mother, like daughter.”

His scalding blue eyes sear across my face. “Miss Madison, you’re approved to enter. But you’ll have to exit the vehicle and let my partner escort you to the main house because,” his eyes burn into Susan, “Mrs. Madison is not approved.”

Susan’s face blazes red. “I happen to know that every parent is invited to this party, so if my daughter is allowed in, so am I.”

The man speaks into his earpiece, eyes never leaving Susan’s. “Tell Mr. Beller the problem showed up, and she doesn’t want to let her daughter stay if she isn’t permitted inside.”

I slide over the console and look up at him. “No problems here. Her daughter doesn’t want to stay. We’ll just leave.”

One day, I’ll have a say in my own life. In particular, I’ll get to say where I go and when. Because Susan arguing with a guard who is completely ignoring her while whoever is on the other end of his earpiece listens in, makes me want to jump out of this vehicle and try my luck at being a survivalist. “I need to learn how to fish.”

“What?” Susan snaps, grinding her gears as the gate finally opens in front of us. “John Beller is not going to ostracize my daughter just because of his stupid wife. When we get up there, if anyone tries to make me leave, let them know we’re a package deal.”

“Since when?” I mumble as a house comes into view on the horizon.

Susan parks, sliding around to face me. “Since you enrolled in the class of the most eligible bachelor in Huntington. Michael Beller just turned eighteen. I can’t be sure, but he probably got access to at least part of his trust fund. If not, he’ll get it soon enough and it isn’t like he even needs it. Mommy and Daddy aren’t going to let him do without anything.”

So this is why she called out of the blue and demanded Dad share his custody. She wants access to these people and I’m her way in. “Too bad I didn’t wear the lingerie you bought me.”

Her lip cocks in disgust and her eyes roam over me. “Yes, it is too bad. You’ll have to work extra hard on having a personality that will make you stand out.”

“Shucks.” I snap my fingers. “I left my personality on the plane. I guess we might as well go.”

Her hand clamps around my wrist. “Now that your dad is remarried, don’t you think for one second that his well isn’t going to dry up. Not just for me, but for you. Evette didn’t blink an eye over sending you away. She was all too happy to get rid of you, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg, honey.” She releases my wrist and plasters on a smile. “Now, you get in there and mingle. The Bellers have the highest price tag, but they aren’t the only catches at this party. Take your pick, after you make sure their wallet will keep you comfortable.”


~5~

The miniature scuffle I was having with Susan while she attempted to pry me out of her Porsche ended when a raven-haired woman appeared just outside the intricately detailed floor-to-ceiling doors on the front of the expansive ranch house.

Susan stopped pulling and instead, shoved me. “For goodness sake, Danielle. You can’t live your life expecting me to do everything for you. Stand up straight and make yourself as presentable as you possibly can in that…whatever it is that you’re wearing.”

“They’re called clothes, Susan,” I bite. “And I quit expecting you to do anything for me when I was nine.”

Not keen on having an audience any more than she is, I clamp my jaw shut and traverse the stairs, moving my eyes from the beautiful woman in the doorway to the wall of a man at her back. Towering behind her, hands secured over her shoulders, he has death rays fixed on Susan. Who is either worse than me at reading social cues or just plain doesn’t care that these people can’t stand the sight of her. She gives me another push, a smaller one, while her voice lifts into a jubilant lilt for them. “Isn’t it wonderful that our kids will be in the same class? Just think, if we had put them in kindergarten together, Michael and Danielle would probably be engaged by now!”

The woman’s words are as cool as her demeanor. “I’m sure your husband had an excellent reason for keeping your daughter with him all these years.”

“Ex-husband.” Susan winks at the man. “I hear divorce is in the water these days.”

“I also hear you can drown in water,” the woman retorts. The man smiles, one of his hands sliding down her arm, moving around her waist and pulling her back against him as a growl rattles through the air. She smiles up at him and he smiles back, a dog ready to bite every hand but hers.

This would be a great time for them to kick Susan out. She’s already lost a little of her poise. “Hi.” I hold up a hand and wiggle my fingers. “I’m too young to be engaged. Too tired to attend a party. And pretty terrified of drowning. So, it was nice to meet you, but we’re just going to go.”

Susan grips my elbow. Tight. The woman scans the grip and Susan releases it, a laugh on her lips. “Danielle is shy. See why she needs to be here?”

The woman moves forward. “Danielle, I’m Mary. This is my husband John. We have lifeguards on duty so if you’d like to stay, you’re welcome in our home. You can probably get some rest in one of the loungers by the pool.”

“Sounds perfect.” Susan’s shoulders scrunch as she moves past them into the house.

“Susan.” The man’s chest thunders. “You’re only crossing that threshold because my wife is allowing you to. But you will know your place in our home or I will personally remove you.”

She waves a nonchalant hand over her shoulder and proceeds deeper into their house. The interior is roped off so no one can meander down the halls. A good move considering Susan seems bent on snooping.

I glue my feet to the porch as the three of us watch her until she disappears out the back doors to where the party is happening. Mary’s head slowly turns back to me. John’s head snaps around, looking as if it’s going to detonate at any second. I swallow. “I’m sorry. I can try to get Susan out of there, or you can just call the big guy from the gate and have him drag her out. Whichever you think will cause less of a scene. Which will probably be the security guard because she clearly doesn’t listen to me.”

John’s eyes narrow. “You’re her daughter?”

I shuffle my tennis shoe-clad feet. “That’s what Dad tells me.”

Mary laughs. “Well, even so, we’re delighted to meet one of Michael’s new classmates.”

My eyebrow hitches. “As long as the apple fell far from the tree?”

She motions for me to enter the house. “Apples don’t get to choose what tree bears them. Now go on inside, we’ll introduce you to our son and he can acquaint you with the others.”

~

The stone patio behind the Beller estate sprawls out in every direction. To my right is a cozy area of bright red cushions surrounding a fire pit. Beyond that is a gleaming row of banquet tables from which an enticing aroma wafts above the fray. To the left, a more modern sitting area with chairs and benches is set up with custom chess boards and dainty refreshment trays. But it’s what’s straight ahead of us that steals the show. I rest my eyes on the in-ground pool and study the teenagers twisting down the slide that flows into the deepest end. A lifeguard stands below, coordinating with the lifeguard at the top of the slide to keep the kids jumping off the diving board from colliding with the sliders.

Lounge chairs and various intimate seating configurations encircle the water’s edge, one of them focusing on the hot tub that’s sunk into the patio. Fifteen girls are making use of the bubbling water, each string bikini smaller than the next. The entourage of buff flesh passing a Frisbee next to them tells me those are the it girls, the boys making a show of catching their flying disc when they think one of them is watching.

Before Mary opens her mouth, I know who her son is. Michael Beller sits on the edge of a lounger near the hot tub, but that lounger might as well be a throne. He’s their king. Heir to their tiny miserable worlds. He’s William, only amplified by a few zeroes judging from the way Susan chose an outfit for me that wouldn’t be out of place among the girls buzzing around the king.

“Michael!” Mary’s hand takes to the air.

Raven hair like his mom’s falls over his forehead as he looks our way. With fluid grace, his body lengthens. Tall like his dad, with the same long and lean muscles filling out his Adonis form, he strolls toward us. I can’t help but think the bikinis around here are itty-bitty for more reasons than one. This full-grown man has a jawline that can cut glass as easily as it can break a heart.

He approaches with long, determined strides and I study the tattoo flowing from his shoulder. Two ropes of thick black liquid wind down his arm all the way to his wrist. From there, my eyes flit across his hips. His sculpted abs. To the place where a trail of hair starts below his belly button and disappears under the band of his board shorts. I look up from the blue fabric and meet his eyes. They’re creamy caramel. His dad’s emerald daggers must have diluted his mom’s rich dark earth. “Shame.”

I didn’t mean to utter the word aloud, but Mary’s creased brow and John’s glare tell me I didn’t keep a lid on how I feel about their son’s eyes not matching his mom’s. I pick at the hem of my camisole. “It’s a shame I didn’t bring a bathing suit. The pool looks nice, but I haven’t even opened my luggage yet. Mom dragged me over here as soon I stepped foot on her property.”

Mary sighs. “I see.”

“I see, too.” The sovereign one stops in front of me. “You have to be the new girl.”

“This is Danielle,” Mary answers for me.

“Dani,” I correct. “My mom’s the only one who calls me Danielle. I prefer Dani.”

“Dani it is, then.” He smiles. “Most people call me Mikey, but I’ll answer to Michael when it’s my mom yelling it.” He winks at her. “Unless she’s yelling it because she’s mad at me.”

“Good thing you’re a perfect little angel.” She pats his jaw. “Apparently, Dani just stepped off a plane and came straight to our door. Show her around and introduce her to your friends, then make sure she eats.”

“You’ve got it.” He grins, holding his hand out to me. “May I?”

My stomach somersaults and my teeth clench. Mary nudges me. “Go with him. And if you want to swim later, I might have a suit that will fit you. Just come find me whenever you’re ready.”

“Okay.” I move forward but ignore Mikey’s outstretched palm. He turns and I follow along beside him, running a nervous hand over my ponytail. It hangs halfway down my back but our pace is slow so there still isn’t enough hair to keep fiddling with in an attempt to avoid speaking to him.

He glances at me. “Where did you transfer from?”

“Washington state.” I keep my answer short.

“I’ve been camping there a few times. Pretty state.”

I let his words hang in the air but he plows ahead with another question. “Do you have any siblings?”

“No.” William is not my blood. I don’t have to claim him.

“I have a younger sister. She’s around here somewhere, and goes to our school. Sort of.”

He’s trying to bait me into conversation but I know how this works. I’m new, so he’s feigning interest. Once the newness wears off, or if I say the wrong answer to his questions, I don’t only get dumped, I get dumped on.

Putting two extra steps between me and his shirtless body, I plant my feet. “You can go back to your friends now. I’ll mingle and meet everyone on my own.”

His head tilts. “Are you sure? I can take you over to the girls.” He points to the hot tub. “One of them might have an extra suit you can borrow so you don’t have to wear one of my mom’s.”

I cross my arms. “I don’t swim. And I’m sure I’m perfectly capable of walking around on my own. I can probably manage talking at the same time, too.”

I see the green flecks in his eyes now. His gaze is as intense as his dad’s when he’s ruffled. I don’t care. I stand my ground. His lips part and he waves his arm around with a dip of his head. “Make yourself at home and enjoy the rest of my party, Dani.”


~6~

The grounds of the Beller estate are massive. I roam along the temporary fencing that’s in place to mark the boundaries of how far partygoers are allowed to wander. While the confinement section is large, it isn’t so big that it should be taking me this long to find Susan. Though she’d jump on the first chance to stray beyond the boundary, I doubt she’d climb over the fencing. Most of what lies beyond is all woods anyway, and there would have to be a whole pot of gold out there to make her walk into nature.

The party is segregated. Not too many adults are mingling with the teens, and the teenagers are doing their best to pretend their parents aren’t here. It makes me wonder why the parents are here. I must have moved to the land of helicopter parents.

“Hello there.” A bubbly blond woman waves to me from the corner of a table where she’s sitting with seven other adults.

“Hello.” I give her my most polite smile.

She smiles back. “I’m Kim. And you’re Susan Madison’s daughter, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I wish Dad would have made Susan give up his last name.

Kim leaves her seat and stands very close to me. “Mary Beller is my best friend, and I’d hate for anyone to ruin her son’s party.”

I nod. “Anyone being my mother.”

Her posture shifts and she rubs my arm. “Such a smart girl, you’re going to fit right in at the academy. And what a cute little top you’re wearing. I’ll have to see if Mary carries anything like that in her store. Another place where just anyone isn’t welcome.”

I stand in place as Kim whips around and goes back to her table, the eyes of all the adults around her shifting between us. If the road between here and Susan’s wasn’t narrow and curvy, or if it had a sidewalk, I’d leave. Then instead of giving me lame threats, they could do the job of hunting down Susan themselves.

My to-do list now has one more item. Get a driver’s license.

Moving away from the adults, I continue my search, eyes floating to the hot tub where all the girls are standing and looking out toward the pool. I follow their gaze. Mikey Beller flips off the end of the diving board. He hits the water so smoothly that the surface hardly seems to ripple, his long form slipping under the water as if he’s part of it. My stomach does a flip of its own and I look away. The sooner I find Susan, the better.

Ignoring the entire end of the party where my future peers are congregated, I move out across the part of the lawn where a stone path leads to a gazebo. The heads of six men are visible above the trellis, and one lone swath of blonde hair. When I was four, Susan used to ramble on about how much I looked like her. The plus-sized version of her. I hated the truth of it then just as much as I hate it now.

“Susan!” I call from just outside of where she’s holding court. “It’s time to go.”

“Don’t be silly.” She slides between two of the men, making eyes at one and intentionally rubbing against the other. Her arm slips around my waist, her fingers clamping on my side and forcing me forward. “This is my daughter that I was telling you about. Danielle will be going to school with all of your handsome sons this year. And,” she whispers conspiratorially, “she’s single.”

All of them begin sizing me up, and I’m not sure if it’s for their sons or for them. What I do know is that it’s creepy. I pry Susan’s hand from my hip and cross my arms over my chest. “Are you coming, Susan? Or am I walking back to your house?”

She laughs. “See how funny she is? And these days I hear men like a girl with a sense of humor.”

I glare at her. “Yeah, my age-appropriate boyfriend tells me every day how much he loves the way I make him laugh.”

She shrugs. “Long-distance never works. You’ll soon put that Washington boy behind you and choose a man from our fine Pennsylvania stock.” She winks at the men in her private little circle. “Just like I’m doing.”

It’s impossible to penetrate her skull. I turn around and stomp back to the patio. If I survive walking the winding road without getting crunched by a car in a blind curve, it’s no telling how long I’ll have to sit outside and wait for her to get home. Once I leave, maybe the Bellers will kick her out.

My stomach growls as I pass by the food. I really don’t want to help myself to the hospitality, but I’m starving. And if I’m going to be locked outside Susan’s house for an undisclosed amount of time, I should probably eat.

While I attempt to decide if I should partake of food that clearly wasn’t meant for my mother or me, I wander aimlessly along the shallow end of the pool. It’s the neutral ground between the adults and the teens. The only other person in this zone is a girl who is also wearing shorts and a tank top instead of skimpy underwear masquerading as swimwear. I walk up beside her. “Mind if I sit with you?”

She looks up with a smile and scoots over even though there’s plenty of room without her moving. “Go ahead.”

I sit next to her and take off my shoes, dipping my feet into the cool water. “I know that smile. You must be Mary’s daughter?”

She tucks a strand of copper-blonde hair behind her ear. “Everyone says I have her smile, so at least I got something from my mom.”

“Take it from me, the less we get from our parents, the better.”

“Uh-oh.” She laughs. “Are you in the midst of teenage angst?”

No, I just resent the idea of being anything like my mom. And at this point, I don’t even want to be anything like my dad. “Susan Madison is my mother. Everyone here seems to know and hate her, so go on, start judging me.”

Her eyes go wide, then fall back to their normal size. “I was going to tease you but I don’t actually know who Susan Madison is. I’m sure people don’t hate her, though. At least my parents don’t, or she wouldn’t be here.”

“Think again.” I sigh, watching the ripples from where our feet gently move through the water. “If this is your house, it’s your party, too. Why aren’t you swimming?”

She stares at the crowded end of the pool, green eyes like her dad’s watching the other kids. “I don’t like to wear a swimsuit in front of them. I’m not built like the other girls.”

I lean on my knees, looking toward where the girls are now out of the hot tub and sprawled out on loungers, the boys still vying for their attention while Mikey sits on the end of the lounger I first saw him on, reaping the adoration of all his court. “They’re not built like them. Nose job. Boob job. Orthodontist bills that could have fed continents.” I shrug. “I guess they’re all right if you like the fake perfection look.”

She kicks her toes out of the water. “The boys definitely like it.”

“Boys?” I act shocked. “How old are you?”

She blushes. “I know I look twelve, but I’m fifteen.”

She does look like she hasn’t quite gone through puberty yet. But she isn’t ugly. Her sharp features are the kind that grace magazine covers. Watching her head dip is like watching one of those modeling shows where all the girls are super insecure because in real life they get made fun of for being lanky and awkward, then the camera gets a hold of them and the world gasps. “I’m seventeen, and if it weren’t for the boobs, boys wouldn’t look at me either. So count yourself lucky. If and when yours sprout, you’re going to miss the days when people used to look at your face.”

Her head lowers even further. “Right now, they don’t even look at my face.”

I put my arm around her. “Trust me, they do. But I have a feeling that dad of yours probably has this entire state scared to breathe when they’re near you. I’m not a boy and I’m half terrified to be sitting
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