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      Kenzi

      The phone shakes in my hand, making it impossible to read the screen. I drop it on my bed and close my eyes. Take deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

      Maybe I should do this later.

      No. I can’t keep putting this off. I’ve already taken all the time I can building my list. After many hours searching online, I’m sure I’ve found every Billa in the country. Pasted what information I could find into my notes app.

      The only thing left is actually reaching out to them. Otherwise, all that time and effort would be for nothing. And besides, with all of my new responsibilities, I don’t have much time before I can’t make calls.

      If I want to find my half-sister, I need to do it now. Or try, at least. I could potentially still not be able to find her even after all my digging. If she doesn't want to be found, then all of my searching won’t do me any good. I’ll have to take it a step further and hire someone to help. Or maybe try one of those mail DNA tests.

      I’m a strong person, and I’ve already been through so much. I’ve survived things that many people would think impossible—my sister’s murder and now raising my fifteen-year-old niece. And I’m only twenty-five. We live in the house I grew up in.

      The house I never planned on returning to. It’s now my home.

      We live here with Jack, the brother I never knew I had. And now I’m trying to contact the half-sister I never knew about.

      I wouldn’t have thought my life could get more complicated than it was when I fled to California right after graduation, but it has.

      Much more complicated.

      Did I mention my mom is in jail now?

      That’s my life. I went from the fun single life in LA—never thinking I’d have to look back—to this.

      But all I’m doing is procrastinating. Thinking about how much my life has changed isn’t moving me any closer to finding my sister.

      The sister who landed me in a mental facility as a child.

      No. It was my parents who put me there. That was all their doing. Billa didn’t do anything wrong. For all I know, she’s just as messed up over the secrets as I am.

      It’s time we rejoin forces and fill in the blanks my mother refuses to do for me. For us.

      I leap off my bed and pace the enormous room. Glance at the mirror as I pass it. Just considering making this call has given me so much stress, I’ve been running my hands through my hair and swiping at my face. Now, I’m a wreck. My long dark hair is going in every direction and my usually flawless makeup is smeared.

      Maybe I should try to contact the people on this list through email. That would be so much easier. Then I could simply craft the perfect email and paste it over and over again.

      No. I want to hear the voices of the people I call. Sure, it’s been a long time since we played together as children, but I’m certain I’ll recognize Billa with just a few words. Her tone, her diction, her turns of phrase.

      This has to be done by phone, even though it’ll take longer this way.

      I stop my pacing and lean against a wall. Stare at the blank screen. Unlock it with my print then call the first number.

      My heart hammers so loud I’m sure it can be heard across the enormous house.

      “Hello?” asks a friendly female voice with a southern inflection. Probably not her, but if she’s lived there most of her life, she could’ve picked up an accent.

      I pull the phone from my ear, ready to end the call. Be done with this madness. If Billa wants to find me, she can do it herself.

      Unless, like me, she was told our friendship had been a figment of her imagination.

      “Hello?”

      I bring the phone back to my ear and find my voice. “Is this Billa?”

      “This is.”

      My arm shakes. I squeeze the phone. “This might sound strange, but my name is Kenzi and I’m looking for my half-sister whose name is Billa. I don’t suppose you have a half-sister?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      My mind races. I didn’t plan this out very well. Usually my mouth runs and gets me into trouble, but now it’s freezing.

      “Can I help you somehow?” Billa asks.

      I take a deep breath. “Did you ever live near Seattle?”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’ve always lived here in South Carolina with my family.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I return to my pacing. “Sorry for bothering you.”

      “No problem. Good luck finding your sister.”

      “Thanks.” I end the call and plop onto my bed.

      That didn’t go so bad, but it feels like it was a disaster. What was I expecting? That I’d find my Billa on the first try? That she’d immediately remember us growing up and book the next flight out? That would obviously be ridiculous.

      I glance at my list, which now feels a mile long. It’s going to take me forever to get through it all. Maybe I should email everyone.

      No. I need a plan. Something like calling three a day. If all the conversations go that quickly, I could even squeeze in some extras.

      I glance at the time to see how many more I can call before I need to check on my niece and my brother. It’s still so weird having the role as a parent. I never imagined myself with a family or any kind of responsibility. Yet here I am, living a life I couldn’t have dreamed about before. A life I never wanted for myself but would now never give up willingly. Not unless it brought back my sister Claire.

      I push those thoughts from my mind and call the next number. Maybe this Billa will be my half-sister. Not that I have any clue what I’ll say if she is.

      “Hello?” comes a perky voice on the other end. “Billa speaking.”

      My heart leaps into my throat. She already answered my first question. “Hi, Billa. I’m Kenzi Brannon, and I’m actually looking for my half-sister whose name is Billa.”

      “You are? Oh my gosh, this is crazy!”

      “It is?” I stare at my reflection, trying to ground myself. To stay calm.

      “I’ve never met my dad,” she says.

      Could I have struck gold on the second call? I turn around and take a deep breath. “Do you know his name? Was it Bill?”

      “Wil—”

      “William?”

      “Wilbur.” Her tone is deflated. “Your dad is William?”

      “Yeah. He went by Bill at home.”

      “Such a bummer. I was hoping you might be my sister. My dad lives in Germany, or at least he did when Mom knew him.” She sighs. “I really should start looking for him.”

      I collapse onto a chair, hardly able to keep up with my roller coaster of emotions. “I hope you find him.”

      “And I hope you find your sister.”

      We wish each other good luck before ending the call.

      I make a note of my first two failed attempts and stare at the long list of Billas. All I have energy for is one more call.

      I’d come so close with that last one. Maybe some good will come of it if she’s able to find her family.

      In the meantime, I need to find my own flesh-and-blood. She has answers I need. Even if she doesn't remember much, whatever she recalls from our days playing together in this gigantic house will at least fill in some of my blanks.

      I just hope that Billa isn’t another of my mom’s lies.

      But the thing is, I remember her. Despite all the attempted brainwashing, I never forgot her. I tried to push her out of my mind, sure. Who wouldn’t? My parents had convinced me Billa had been my imaginary friend and had even gone so far as to have me committed for insisting that she was real.

      And now with my dad dead and my mom facing life in prison, she finally told me the truth.

      Either that, or I’m stupid for believing her. I could be an idiot for trusting her stories. She spent the majority of my life lying to me about my brother’s existence. Is it really a stretch to think she’d have lied about my half-sister, too? I want to believe she’s telling the truth now, trying to make amends.

      But she probably enjoys being able to continue messing with me all this time later. She has years of making up to do since I wouldn’t have anything to do with my parents after I moved out of state.

      I glance at the time again, but I’m emotionally drained. I’m going to have to return to making calls later. I wish I had the energy to keep going, but maybe after I’ve had some chill time.

      I hope every session of making calls doesn’t leave me feeling like this. If it does, I’m going to have to rethink my plan. Maybe bring in Ember and have her make some calls. She’d be happy to, I’m sure, as she’d love to find her other aunt. We’d thought it was just the two of us and my mom, but now we have Jack. Finding Billa would be a boon.

      And Ember also has her dad and his whole family to reach out to.

      Although we do have a lead, she doesn’t want to follow up. I really can’t tell if she’s more worried about finding out he is her dad or that he isn’t.

      The unknown can be daunting.

      Which is why I shove my phone into my pocket and make my way downstairs, clinging to the ornate railing of the curving staircase. The late summer evening sun nearly blinds me through the large picture windows.

      A door slams shut upstairs. I jump, even though it happens often. Even when no windows are open to cause a breeze.

      I’m sure it’s nothing. Jack or Ember probably opened a window. The second floor has been stuffy lately since we’ve been going through more of the rooms. The hallways seem to go on forever, and some corridors have been completely ignored for decades.

      I push the thoughts from my mind and step outside. Off to the side, my niece and brother are weeding the immense garden that wraps around the side of the house. When I was young my mom had tended to it, but it’s been ignored for years and barely resembles what it was in its former glory.

      Jack is determined to bring it back to life, and Ember enjoys helping him with it. I wish I could join in their enthusiasm.

      The first weed I pulled got stuck then suddenly came loose, sending me flying backwards to land on my butt. I still haven’t been able to get the grass stains out of my shorts.

      Jack waves to me. “Did you find Billa?”

      “Not yet. How’s the gardening?”

      He grins and digs into his pocket. “I found some seeds. See?” He holds them out. “They never went into the ground, so we can plant them.”

      “That’s great.” I give him my best smile.

      He returns to his work.

      I walk past Jack until I reach my niece. “Having fun?”

      Ember looks up at me and wipes her forehead. “This is surprisingly rewarding.”

      “Are you two getting hungry? I can start dinner.”

      “Tacos?” Jack asks. “It’s Tuesday.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I was going to make fish, though.”

      He frowns.

      “I love fish tacos.” Ember throws me a pleading look. “Will you make them? I haven’t had any since Mom made them.”

      “I’ll try. I can’t guarantee they’ll be any good.”

      “Thanks.” She smiles and gets back to work.

      “Taco Tuesday?” Jack asks.

      I nod. “We’re going to try fish tacos.”

      He beams. “Thanks, Kenzi.”

      “No problem.” I watch them work the garden and my heart swells. I’m so glad my brother is finally able to get out and enjoy the yard. My parents had kept him locked away, not even telling me—and I assume Claire—about him.

      The story Mom told me was that there were problems with his birth, so he was deprived of oxygen and therefore had mental challenges. She also said he’d killed Billa. Then she said Billa was alive, but actually Dad’s daughter.

      I need to find out what’s really true, and that’s why I have to find Billa. Is she really alive? Really my sister?

      Jack is fifty—twice my age. Back then, they didn’t have the medical advances we do now. No way for the doctors to know the infant had been in distress during the birthing process.

      From what I can tell, my parents kept him hidden from the world even before the supposed Billa incident. They would’ve considered it shameful to have a mentally challenged child.

      We’re the Brannons, after all. One of the earliest settlers of the state of Washington. Owners of the largest and most infamous house in our town. Family shrouded in mystery, secrets, riches, and power. Especially power.

      But despite everything Jack’s been through, he’s doing amazingly well. In just the few weeks since we’ve been settling him into his new bedroom upstairs near mine, his vocabulary has at least tripled and he’s been flourishing in his newfound freedom.

      Ember glances up at me, pulling me from my thoughts. “My mom’s recipe book is up in her old room. Maybe you can find her fish taco recipe in there.”

      “Right. I’ll see if I can find that.” I spin around then go back inside.

      As soon as I close the heavy door behind me, whispers sound.

      It’s really hard to keep believing there’s no such thing as ghosts when I keep hearing things like that.

      Although facing ghosts doesn’t scare me nearly as much as facing my past.
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      Ember

      I stuff my phone underneath the mattress so I can’t hear if it rings. It’s my second-to-last day to sleep in and enjoy the summer.

      Come Friday, that ends.

      That’s the day I have to face reality. Time to return to school and deal with everyone treating me differently. Last school year, I was basically invisible. And I liked it that way. I’ve never had any desire to be one of the popular kids. I’m perfectly happy with my small group of friends.

      But now I’m the girl whose mother died. Everywhere I go, I get the look. Pity. Everyone feels sorry for me.

      I hate that.

      Gretchen says I need to do something to make people realize I’m still me.

      What that would involve, I don’t know. My best friend is trying to come up with something grand and unforgettable. I would rather just blend in with the walls and not have anyone notice me. Maybe I’ll spend my lunches in the art studio.

      I like that idea. Then I can get my feelings out in paint or drawings while at the same time avoiding everyone else. It’s perfect.

      Assuming Gretchen doesn’t drag me to the cafeteria to face our peers.

      Despite putting my phone under the mattress, I can still hear the thing.

      Groaning, I feel around for it and check the screen.

      Sure enough, it’s my bestie.

      I accept the call. “Have you heard of sleeping in? We only get two more days before we have to start school.”

      “Friday is just orientation. It isn’t really school.” She’s way too perky for this early.

      “And it’s stupid. We’re not freshmen. Why do we need an orientation?”

      “Who knows? But at least we won’t have any homework. Just meet the teachers and that sort of thing.”

      “I still say it’s dumb. And why are you calling me so early? You never answered my question.”

      “It’s almost noon.”

      I check the time. “It’s barely past eleven.”

      “I heard there are going to be two new guys in our grade.”

      “Great.”

      “They’re twins. From Australia. I’ll bet they’re totally hot.”

      “And if they are, Elana and Katrina will be vying for their attention.”

      “Not if we get to them first. According to my sources, they’re going to be at the beach today.”

      “I don’t want to see Elana and Katrina.”

      “Not them! The twins. Get your pink bikini on and see if your aunt can drive us.” She sighs dramatically. “We so need to get our licenses.”

      I really don’t want to go to the beach just to flirt with some unknown guys—especially since the popular girls will definitely be there too.

      “What do you say?” Gretchen asks. “Wouldn’t it be fun to have twin boyfriends?”

      “Whatever happened to our plans to start riding lessons again?”

      “We can ride horses with the hotties from the Australian outback. Come on, Ember. Find out if your aunt can give us a ride. If she can’t, we need to figure out something else.”

      “Your mom can’t drive you?” I ask.

      “No, she can’t drive us. She’s at some PTA meeting. They’re helping set up Friday’s orientation.”

      I stretch. “How about this? I’ll ask Kenzi, but you look for a backup just in case. She’s been working during the days more often lately. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s busy.”

      “She could still be able to give us a ride at least one way. Worst case, we’ll get an Uber. No more excuses. The pink bikini. I’m going to wear my denim one. Talk to you soon.”

      I end the call and shake my head. How do I let her talk me into these things? I don’t even want to go to the beach. I’d rather help Uncle Jack with the garden some more.

      Is it weird that I think of him as Uncle Jack, but I don't think of Kenzi as Aunt Kenzi? I suppose it’s because he’s so much older. He’s more like an uncle. She’s so close to my age, it’s more like we’re friends or something.

      My phone buzzes. A text notification shows on my screen.

      Gretchen: Did u ask her yet?

      Ember: We literally just got off the phone.

      Gretchen: Get out of bed and ask!

      How does she know I haven’t gotten up yet? I set my phone aside and throw off my blankets. She texts me several more times, but I ignore her. She can wait a few minutes while I get myself going.

      After going to the bathroom, I check Kenzi’s room. She’s at the desk, typing on her laptop.

      I clear my throat.

      She turns to me. “Good morning!”

      I don’t know how she’s always so chipper this early. “Morning.” I rub my eyes. “I don’t suppose you’re too busy to drive Gretchen and me to the beach.”

      Kenzi lifts a brow. “Do you want me to be too busy?”

      “Kind of.”

      She snickers. “Why’s that?”

      “I just don’t feel up to it today. It’s time to focus on school, but she thinks we have to stuff as much summer into these last two days as possible.”

      “Well, actually, I have the perfect excuse for you—if you want to take it.”

      I step inside the room. “What?”

      “The groceries are coming in an hour, and I need to take Jack to an appointment that just opened up. I mean, I could probably make both but it’ll be tight.”

      “I’ll be here,” I say quickly. “Thank you!”

      The corners of her mouth twitch. “Glad I could help.”

      I spin around and text my friend with a bounce to my step.

      Ember: Sry. I have 2 b home for groceries.

      Gretchen: Boo. Cant get out?

      Ember: Nope. K has appt.

      Gretchen: Double boo. Maybe she can take u later!

      Ember: Maybe.

      With any luck, she won’t get her hopes up too high. Not only do I not want to flirt with guys I don’t know while in a bikini, but I still have a slight sunburn from our last outing. I grab some clothes from my room and take a shower before heading downstairs for breakfast.

      Uncle Jack is flipping some bacon and whistling a tune that sounds familiar but I can’t place. It makes me think of a black and white show my grandpa used to watch.

      “Morning, Ember.” He smiles at me. “I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Starving. Want some help?” I grab a spatula and stir the scrambled eggs.

      Cooking has become our thing. Mom and I used to cook on the weekends, and it brings back those memories. He reminds me of her in certain ways like this. They actually seem a lot more like siblings than Mom and Kenzi. But I guess that makes sense given that they were closer in age and probably spent more time together.

      It weirds me out that Mom never mentioned him, though. He clearly remembers “his Claire-bear” as he calls her. I never told him that, nor do I plan to. Luckily, he hasn’t asked. He mostly lives in the moment and doesn’t ask a lot of questions, accepting everything as it is.

      Just as we’re finishing up, Kenzi appears. “I thought I smelled breakfast.”

      We have a quick but pleasant meal, mostly discussing Jack’s plans for his bedroom and the garden outside. He’s done so much to help turn this place into a home. It’s going twice as fast as it had been when it was just Kenzi and me working on everything. There’s still so much of the house that’s untouched. It’s hard to imagine how long it’ll take to get to it all—or if we even will. The house is so huge, we definitely don’t need all of it. Most of it, even.

      After the dishes are put away, Kenzi leaves with Jack for his appointment. That gives me a few minutes to myself before the groceries arrive.

      A door slams shut upstairs. I hate when that happens, but I’m getting used to it. Kind of. Enough that I don’t let it get to me.

      I head upstairs. Before I get to my room, I stop at the door next to mine. My mom’s old room, the one she grew up in. It now holds all her earthly belongings. I took everything of hers from my stepdad’s house and stored it all in there.

      Which was fine with him. He didn’t want any of it.

      I shudder thinking of Richard. I’m so glad to be away from him. The only good thing about living there was that I was within walking distance of my best friend. Now we have to arrange rides whenever we want to spend time together.

      At least we’ll be turning sixteen this year. Kenzi promised me her old car, so I’ll have something to drive even if it isn’t pretty to look at. But that’ll also make it harder to get out of things like I did today.

      It really isn’t any wonder I’m not popular. Not only because I can’t stand most of the obnoxious kids at school but also because I don’t see the big deal about flirting in beach attire. I’d so much rather be in a studio painting or drawing. I was over the moon working with the little kids when I was helping out at that art camp earlier in the summer.

      Ding-dong!

      The doorbell makes me jump. I can’t believe I’ve been standing in the hall, lost in thought.

      I dart into my room to check my reflection. Everything looks fine. I’m no beauty queen, nor do I want to be.

      Ding-dong!

      I race down the stairs, careful not to lose my footing. The last thing I need is to take a stumble down this staircase. I cringe at the thought.

      Once at the bottom, I leap over to the front door and open it. “Luke!”

      My face warms. He’s the really cute delivery guy who used to bring our food when we moved in. I haven’t seen him in weeks. I certainly hadn’t been expecting him to be there.

      “Hey, Ember. I’m back.”

      “Were you on a different route?”

      He shakes his head. “My family took a trip to Europe.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      “And tiring.” He yawns.

      I laugh. “In that case, let me help you bring the bags in.”

      “Only if you want to.”

      “I offered, didn’t I?”

      “You did.” His eyes shine, and I get lost in them for a moment before he turns around and heads to the truck.

      It only takes the two of us a few minutes to get everything into the kitchen. Then we go back outside, and I sign for the delivery on the porch.

      He glances over at the garden, which had been nothing more than weeds the last time he saw it. “You fixing up that side of the yard?”

      “Yeah, we’re going to return it to the garden it used to be. My grandma had it beautifully manicured when I was little.”

      “Nice.” He leans against a beam. “So, learn anything new about the house? Heard anything ghostly?”

      “To say that you’ve missed a lot would be an understatement.”

      Luke arches a brow. “Do tell.”

      “If I did, I’d make you late for your next few deliveries.”

      “That sounds interesting. Can you tell me something?”

      I take a deep breath. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “Anything about the science experiments done on people?”

      “No.”

      “Or that bedroom light that always came on at night when the house was abandoned?”

      I chew on my lower lip. “We’ve actually had neighbors say it still does, and nobody ever goes in there.”

      His eyes widen. “Seriously?”

      “Well, there’s more to the story, but really, I don’t want to make you late. I’d feel horrible.”

      Luke holds my gaze with his kind and curious—and gorgeous—eyes.

      I find myself wanting to spill all the family secrets.

      But before I say anything, something across the street catches my attention. It’s the creepy neighbor with the too-white teeth. He’s just watching us.

      Luke clears his throat. “Any chance you’d want to talk after my shift? We could grab a coffee or ice cream or something. Maybe walk along the boardwalk.”

      My heart races. Is he asking me on a date? Or does he just want to satisfy his curiosity about the famous mysterious Brannon house?

      Luke steps a little closer, still looking in my eyes. “I really like our talks, Ember. I don’t just want to hear about your house, even though I am curious about that.”

      I swallow. “You do?”

      He smiles. “Yeah. What do you say? Can I pick you up in three hours? Or we can meet somewhere, if you’d prefer.”

      My pulse drums so loud he has to be able to hear it. “Um, you can pick me up. That sounds like fun. Three hours?”

      He glances at his fitness watch. “Maybe just over three hours, depending on how long the other deliveries take.”

      I just nod like an idiot because I can’t find my voice.

      Luke grins. “Great. Looking forward to it.”

      “See you then.” My stomach knots as I watch him walk back to the truck.

      He starts the engine. I go back inside, unable to believe what just happened.

      Luke just asked me on a date. I think it’s a date. That’s what it sounds like.

      My face burns and my heart flutters. I lean against the door for support.

      I must be the most awkward person alive.

      At least I have three hours to pull myself together.

      Gretchen will never believe this.

      I can already hear my best friend’s protest. Why would I agree to hang out with Luke but not the Australian guys with her?

      I’ll be fully clothed, for one thing. For another, I already know Luke. We’ve been talking most of the summer, as he’s been our main delivery guy. Conversation with him has always been easy.

      At least until he asked me on a date.

      Now I’m in totally uncharted territory.

      I need to talk to my best friend. Hopefully, she hasn’t left for the beach yet.
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