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Ever feel like you don't belong? I do. All. The. Damn. Time. Day in, day out. It's all the same. Then again, it's hard to get noticed amongst a family with seven girls. With three mothers, no less. I know I complain about this all the time, but I really want out of this place. Only one place in this tourist trap keeps me happy, and I don't get enough time there. I'd live there if I could.
"Watch where you're going," Arabella says to Brooke outside my door. It's open, so the words reach me loud and clear.
Arabella has the air of a queen about her. She lets her silence speak, quiet and with a confidence I wish I had. In comparison, I'm clumsy and awkward. Father dotes on her a lot because her grades were always perfect. Right now, her long brown hair is twined in a towel while her eyes of the same color glare at the next oldest sister.
Brooke purses her lips covered in black lipstick. When I try to remember her natural hair color, I can't. It's been way too long since I've seen her short hair anything but vibrant. Blue is the flavor of the week. Her originality is something I am envious of. She makes her mark wherever she goes and turns heads.
"I wouldn't need to be hurrying if Clara wouldn't have spent the entire morning in our bathroom," Brooke says.
"Well, I need to open in an hour. Try to be a little more considerate."
Brooke turns to me. "Why does Naomi get her own room?" When her lips curl into a cruel sneer, I brace myself for what is to come. "Oh, that's right. Her mother couldn't give our father any other children."
She reaches into the room to slam the door shut. I wince and take a deep breath. Arguing never does any good because her replies grow meaner with each one. Despite being the largest house in town, there aren't enough rooms for everyone. Father keeps us together based on who our mothers are. Mine passed away before she could give him more daughters, since that seems like all he can have.
Some townspeople call it a curse that he never got a son, thinking that means the mayor of the town has some deep, dark secret. The three wives disappearing or meeting their end doesn't help. Sighing, I push those thoughts out of my head. When Clara bursts into my room a few minutes later, I almost fall out of my desk chair.
"At that boring journal again? God, you're so annoying. I need your brush," she says without a greeting.
As usual, her blue eyes are screwed up with an expression of superiority. Her blonde hair rests on top of her head in the perfect bun. Out of all of us, I'm sure she's the prettiest, except when she screws her perfect pink lips up in impatience like she is now.
"You broke my last one," I answer.
"You'll get over it. I left mine in the bedroom and Brooke locked me out again. Hand it over."
"My head’s been itchy. I may have lice."
Clara jerks back in horror and hurries from my room. "Never mind. You're disgusting."
Emma pops her head in with a giggle. I'd love to know what it's like to be so happy all the time. As usual, her brown eyes sparkle with joy. It's almost sickening.
"That was a good idea. She still hasn't returned the hair dryer she took from me without asking. Maybe she'll leave you alone for a bit."
"One can hope. You have something in your hair."
Gasping, she runs to the mirror. "More paint. Dang. Abigail is hogging our bathroom. Can I grab a quick shower in yours?"
"Sure."
"Thank you!"
As our resident artist runs for my shower, I stand and grab a light sweater. In the hall, I jump to avoid an annoyed Arabella as she rushes for the stairs. She owns her own store, and by the looks of it, she's late.
I stop at the bottom of our stairs to look around. Abigail—never Abby—slams into me from behind, throwing me forward and almost onto my face. Her auburn hair is thrown into a quick ponytail, and anger flashes in her brown eyes.
She doesn't stop. "Why are you always in the way?!"
Lucy sits at the dining room table, her dark eyes hidden by the black hair that falls around her face. She's engrossed in studying for medical exams. Quiet and shy, working with patients isn't what I'd expect out of her, but she's smart enough to make it happen. I walk around the other side to keep from needing to squeeze between her chair and the wall. Even the mayor and owner of the largest tourist business in the town can't afford a bigger house here.
I'm thankful to find the kitchen peaceful. With a sigh, I take a moment to enjoy the near silence. Sound still filters from other parts of the house, but it's muffled here. I walk over to the window above the sink to look over the garden I plant every year in the backyard. It's still bare dirt, but I'm sure green will be sprouting soon.
My bright red hair falls into my face, and I push it away before hugging my sweater around me. It's warm here. Near the water will still be cool. We're just now edging into in-season. Some of the spring chill remains.
"I hope that sweater doesn't mean you're going to the beach again," a deep voice says behind me.
Travis Morgan himself stands behind me. The man cursed to only ever have daughters. The mayor of this town about to wake up from off-season. Controlling father of seven.
I know better than to be truthful with that question. "I just like wearing it because it feels comfy."
His brown eyes hold a look that tells me he doesn't believe a word of it. "Stay home."
"Dad, I'm nineteen."
"And you're my daughter. Don't go gallivanting around town. It's almost tourist season, and people are already trickling in. It's too dangerous for you out there alone. I'll take you to the beach soon."
Pressing my lips together, I nod a false agreement. We both know he won't. Mayor Travis is too important and busy to play in the sand. It'll be another forgotten promise in no time. Not that I can blame him. He has a lot of work and seven daughters to keep him occupied. The only fondness he has for me is because I'm his youngest. I'm far from the favorite and most doted upon.
"Good." He turns to leave, and I realize he might need to take his suit out again soon.
I watch him leave with a sigh. Grabbing a blueberry muffin from the counter, I lean against the marbled surface and pick at my meager breakfast. While I listen to his car pull out of the driveway, I contemplate his words. The only reason he insists we all live here is to control us and make sure we don't become an embarrassment. We range from newly nineteen to twenty-eight, but we're still stuck behind a man that has too much power.
A squabble breaks out in the living room.
"Give it to me!"
"It's mine!"
"You don't need it as much as I do, so it's only fair if you let me have it!"
Clara and Brooke. I'd know the fighting tones anywhere. I pull off another piece of muffin with my fingers and pop it into my mouth. As the fight escalates, I hear a loud thump hit the floor.
"You bitch!" Clara screams at the top of her lungs. "Daddy!"
He's not here, so her cry falls on uncaring ears. If Arabella is the queen, Clara is the princess, spoiled to a fault. Daddy's little girl who can do no wrong, even at the ripe old age of twenty-seven. Shoving the last of the muffin into my mouth, I move toward the door. Lucy watches the archway to the living room and looking exasperated. Must be hard to study with the commotion.
Before anyone can question me, I slip out the front door and onto our deck. The breeze hits me, carrying a salty dampness that isn't strong enough for my tastes. I hurry down the wooden steps. As soon as my feet hit the sidewalk, I turn into the scent of the ocean and begin to walk. It's only three blocks until I reach the busier part of town, full of restaurants, gift shops, and hotels.
It's a straight shot to the ocean, but I detour right by a block to avoid where my father will be. He's probably working hard. One glance at the wrong moment will get me caught. It's still really early, so most of the streetlights are still on. The sun should be peaking above the horizon soon, so I pick up the pace.
Within a few minutes, I'm slipping my shoes off and walking out onto the sand. A few people already walk the boardwalk. We leave each other alone. The grains feel cool between toes, not yet absorbing the coming heat. I curl them to feel the sand shift beneath them. The sun is only a few inches above the distant water.
Perfect.
Walking toward the water, I notice it's calm. I bend down to pick up a pink seashell that will look nice with the rest of my collection. As I walk where the sand is wet, looking for treasures lost at sea, I start to hum the melody from my childhood. After picking up a pretty blue stone, I start to add words to the song.
Mom used to sing this to me when I was little. It's not something I hear elsewhere, so it feels like something between the two of us, one of the few vivid memories of the woman who used to cuddle on the couch with me to watch TV while my sisters played around us. The longer I sing, the louder my voice grows.
Soon, I find myself facing the ocean and singing my tune to the saltwater that's receding with the tide. I don't have the voice to sing in front of people, despite what Emma tells me. Clara and Abigail put too many cruel words in my head for me to believe any kind words. Brooke doesn't help either.
Here, alone on the beach, I feel like I can give proper tribute to the mother who is only left to my memories. The sun comes up to a beautiful song taught to me by a beautiful woman. Nothing exists besides me and the memories. I revel in this ritual every morning, no matter how much my father tries to squash the habit.
A splash startles me enough to stop singing. A shimmer beneath the surface of the water draws my attention. Is it another piece of trash? A fish? Some hidden treasure lost by someone at sea? In the end, I determine it's nothing more than the increasing sunlight reflecting off constantly moving water. I decide to turn back.
Halfway back, I come across a large fish. A large chunk is bitten out of it, as if something lost its meal in the middle of it. Nervous, I look around for what may have left those bite marks, seeing nothing out of place.
As soon as I start humming away my anxiety, I hear another splash. Twirling toward the water, I feel my feet sink into the wet sand. I watch for any sign of movement but see nothing but the familiar shimmer. It seems to be following me. Maybe it's a larger fish that was eating this one.
A prickly feeling washes over me, and my nerves pick up on edge. Glancing around, I see a shadow under the distant dock. The wind picks up, swirling a garment around the shape that reminds me of a flowing dress. I pull my sweat closer with a chill.
Neither of us moves. She may be far away, but I swear she's watching me. Why? I'm just a girl enjoying the beach before it becomes overcrowded. The noise in the sea pulls my attention back. This time, I swear I see glittering scales. Swallowing, I push down the illogical dread that peppers my skin with goosebumps.
Never before have I been frightened of the ocean. Something tells me I should be now. I turn and quickly make my way toward my shoes. Once my feet are protected, I spin to look back over the water. The sun is higher now, hiding any possible glitter of things under the surface. Looking at the dock shows me the strange woman is gone.
For some reason, I don't feel any relief. Instead, dread coils in my stomach until I feel nauseous. I run back home.
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"I had the bathroom first!"
"You were doing your makeup. I needed to brush my teeth. You take hours to put your makeup on. Save some bathroom time for the rest of us."
I don't care enough about the argument I walked in on to pay attention to who the participants are. There's always one fight going on at all times. Maybe that's why our father does his best to avoid being home as much as possible. It can't be easy living alone with seven women. The estrogen in this house is at the highest level possible. Hell, even I don't want to be here most of the time.
I shut the front door and pass Emma and Lucille sitting in the living room. The former has her sketch pad out while the latter is watching some medical documentary. As much as I want to keep the argument out of my mind, I pass Abigail and Clara as they continue to argue on the stairs. Squeezing through isn't easy, but I manage. Of course, that means I'm also the proud recipient of two glares.
"You shouldn't even be using my bathroom," Clara says when she's done letting me know how annoying I am.
"Our bulbs need to be replaced."
“Then fix them!”
The door creates a barrier that manages to muffle the yelling enough that I can move it to the back of my mind. Even after all these years, I don't feel like I belong here. I have nothing in common with my sisters, and half of them act like I have the plague. I'd love to be able to spread my wings and fly away from here. Too bad I'm grounded and unable to soar.
Kneeling on the floor, I reach beneath my bed and feel around. The more my fingers come in contact with nothing but dust, the more I scowl. Clara better not have come in and taken it again. She finds my hobby to be boring and unfitting of a daughter of the mayor. As if she has any hobbies that don't include spending the day shopping.
After another minute of searching, I lift the skirt and look under the bed. It's there; just too far toward the back. I drop to my belly to crawl part way under and grab the driftwood box I stash among the dust bunnies. Once it's in my lap, I run my fingers over the rough wood. The last time Clara took it, she ended up with a nasty splinter that became infected. Serves her right.
My mother made this for me, put it together from the treasures she found on the beach. The wood is worn but still beautiful, with my name burned into the lid. Shells, broken glass, rocks, and other pretties are glued to the edge of the lid. Over time, some have fallen off, but I refuse to let the box fall into disrepair. I always glue whatever loosens enough to fall off back in the exact same spot.
This treasure will outlast me if I have a say in it.
In the bathroom, I sit it on the toilet lid and pull out the couple of things I gathered at the beach. The blue stone and pink shell become clean beneath the sink water first. Once they sparkle, I place them in their proper places inside the box. Each type of treasure has its own jar.
I lift the next item, which I think is a shark tooth, and clean it off. My eyes narrow. This isn't from any shark I've ever seen. It's long and needle thin, without the characteristic shark tooth shape. I spin it between two fingers, marveling at the strangeness of it before taking a picture for a later internet search. Curiosity is too strong for me to pretend it's something it's not. It still goes in my jar for shark's teeth since I have no idea what else to do with it.
The last item has too much sand on it. I picked it up on a whim and now run it under the faucet. The muck is stubborn, but I soon see a green glimmer. Maybe it's a shell. I've never seen one that looks like this. There are so many unknowns in the sea that I don't expect to know everything that may wash up.
When I finally get it cleaned off, I furrow my brow. It's a very large green scale, over half the size of my palm. I wonder what this came from. Flicking it with a nail tells me it's tough, almost like glass or thick plastic. This is curious. Could the scale and tooth have come from the same animal?
I look in the box and can't decide where it fits in my collection. Taking a deep breath, I put it in my pocket. For a moment, I think of adding it to my shell collection, but that's not a fitting place to put this mystery. With a huff, I also dig the tooth out and slide it in with the scale. I need a new container.
The box returns to its spot under my bed, and I'm happy to see the stairs empty. In the kitchen, I look through the recycle bin, finding no suitable jars. Huffing, I decide I need something better than a jelly or pickle jar for these treasures anyway, grab my purse, and leave the house once again.
This time, the sun is bright in the sky, warming my skin. I lift my face to the sky, close my eyes, and soak in the joy of outside and fresh air. I can still catch a hint of brine on the breeze, which is one of my favorite scents.
"You're such a weirdo," Brooke says, hitting my shoulder on her way out. "What are you doing?"
"Enjoying the feel of the sun on my skin."
A car pulls up, and she walks over to it. "Whatever. Did anyone ever tell you that you're a freak?"
"No."
"Well, now you know. I figure it's something important to know about yourself."
The back passenger door opens, releasing a cloud of smoke that covers the brine with an acrid scent. I scrunch my face. "Does father know what that smell is?"
"He doesn't, and you better not tell him either," Brooke says. "Quit being lame."
Laughter echoes from inside the smokey space surrounded by metal. Brooke climbs in, and the car speeds away while she's still closing the door. I shake my head. As if Dad would even listen if I told him. He barely listens to anything. After all the fighting I try to block out, I can't say I blame him. Still, an absent father leaves much to be desired.
I stop in front of a few craft stores but shake my head. I don't want some plain jar. As I avoid the town hall, I turn before I can reach the beach. After the oddity of this morning, I'm not looking for more time by the ocean. I still have chills occasionally running along my spine when I think about it.
Could the animal that left the tooth have been the one that abandoned its meal to be washed up on the beach? I pause, contemplating straightening my spine and returning to the sand. There's a crowd already splashing in the waves and bathing in the sun, so it should be safe now. In the end, I shake my head. The odds that the fish is still there aren't great.
Down the street that runs parallel with the boardwalk I go. At an alley, I feel a pull, so I turn down it to find a small shop I have never seen before. Lenora's Oddities. Well, this seems to be a good place to go with the day I'm having, so I walk toward the door. A bell chimes as I walk through.
A woman with black hair and dark eyes looks up at me with a smile. "Welcome. What can I help you with?"
I smile back to be polite, a little put off by the cold look in her dark eyes that doesn't match the warmth she's trying to convey. "I've never noticed your shop before."
"It's the only place I could afford in a tourist trap like this. What can I do for you?"
"I'd like to explore."
"Go right ahead."
Those cold eyes follow me as I move around shelves full of beach treasures and jewelry. The chills return, making me shiver in this warm little shack. Bamboo shelves make this place fit in perfectly with the tourist locality that she complained about. I'm not seeing much and consider thanking her before leaving. It might be rude, but I can't take the feel of her eyes cutting jagged trails into my back.
Ready to flee, I spot something that makes me stop. A cute little silver case, decorated with little seashells, catches my eye. It would go so nicely with my box and is the perfect size to fit my mystery prizes and anything else strange I might find in it. A price sticker tells me I can afford it, even if I feel it's a little higher than it should be.
The woman must sense my hesitation. "That's handmade, which is why it's priced as it is."
I lick my lips and consider it. Homemade box for a homemade box. Price may just be worth it. Sighing, I carry it over to the counter and place it in front of her.
"Great choice," she says with the joyless smile. "Planning on putting something in it?"
I look around and feel she might just know. "It looks like you've been collecting things for a while."
"Old hobby."
Looking over all the shiny treasures, I grin. "It's one of mine as well. I found something strange this morning. Maybe you have an idea of what they are?"
"I can take a look."
The scale and tooth come out of my pocket. Her dark eyes light up with the first bit of happiness I've ever seen. Although, even that expression gives me goosebumps. Something feels wrong about this woman, and I'm starting to wonder if I should grab my treasures, thank her, and simply leave without the box.
"You're one lucky girl," she says. "Can I have your name?"
"Why?"
"I want to know who found such a priceless treasure."
Uncomfortable, I say, "Naomi Morgan."
"Morgan? As in Mayor Morgan?"
"Yeah." I hate that my name is a household item. I swear I see a flash of glee in her dark eyes, but it disappears before I can confirm it. My discomfort grows. "And you are?"
"Names on the front of the building, dear."
"Right." Feeling stupid, I swallow hard and almost choke.
In Lenora's hands, the scale shimmers with other colors. It must be something to do with the lighting in here. "What you have here, my dear, is a mermaid scale."
This time, I do choke. At first, I was getting annoyed at someone who only looks a few years older than me calling me dear repeatedly. The word mermaid made that annoyance seem superficial. This woman is crazy.
"Uhh, okay," I say.
She chuckles darkly. "I know how it sounds, but I swear the truth of it. It's a myth passed down for generations in my family."
"What myth?"
Lenora lifts one eyebrow and regards me for a few moments before exhaling. "Well, if it searched for you, then you must be worthy of the tale. Mermaids live deep in the ocean, hidden by magic that no human eyes can penetrate. They fear humans and their violent ways, knowing it's best to stay hidden. Sometimes, though, one grabs their attention. They send one of their scales as a gift."
"Uh huh." Not getting any help here.
She shakes her head. "Didn't expect you to believe me. It's good luck though. Let me put this on a chain for you to wear around your neck at least. You have to admit that it would make pretty jewelry."
That I can agree with. "How much would it cost?"
"One blessed by a mermaid doesn't need to pay for the luck they deserve. Free of charge."
"Okay." It's hard not to draw that word out. Maybe I should just go. Leave the box or pay for it and walk out the door.
I'm not leaving with my scale, and she already takes it to the other side of her counter to drill a hole in it. Fine. I'll finish this interaction and pretend I never found this place after. This woman is crazy.
Lenora mutters over the scale as she makes a hole for the chain made out of seashells. I furrow my brows. When she notices, she reminds me that it's free. I'm not used to people giving me things without expecting me to give them something back, like Clara expecting the use of my shampoo because I asked her to pick up something that I dropped while cooking.
The woman returns with the new necklace and rings up the box. Her store must be old-fashioned because she writes the receipt for my card out and makes me sign it with carbon paper. I grab the tooth from the counter, feeling it pierce my finger.
"Oh, my," Lenora says, grabbing a tissue from below the register.
She pulls my hand over the receipt as she wraps it. A few drops of crimson fall on the slip of paper. When she hands me the top copy, I can tell it already soaked through. It doesn't seem to bother her, so I shrug, grab the small paper bag with the jewelry box, and head out with the scale around my neck. Anything to put this strange day behind me.
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Abigail yells from the deck, clearly heard through the open windows that let in the precious scent of a distant sea. Too bad the scent isn't strong enough to drown out her annoyance. The smell of searing meat perks up my nose. I inhale, trying to ignore my sisters fighting on the deck while I melt freshly grated cheese into the milk mixture.
Lucy, who is currently cutting vegetables for a salad, hunches in on herself in an effort to appear smaller. She hates conflict, but the way she's tearing the lettuce shows me she's not immune to it. At times, I feel like she's the most innocent out of all of us, which is counter to her high intelligence. Book over street smarts. That's what I'd call it—I think.
Arabella comes back into the kitchen in a huff. Even in the midst of verbal battle, her voice had been too quiet to make out. When Arabella gets angry, her voice becomes low and even to the point an idiot might think she's calm. I shake my head and add more cheese.
"Can you imagine being angry because someone asked you not to overcook the shrimp?" Arabella says, looking for some validation I know she doesn't need to know she's right.
I shrug and continue stirring. Everyone loves my macaroni and cheese, so it's often my job when it's my turn to help cook. I don't mind because it's a reflex now. Lucy mumbles agreement, probably to end what's making her nervous while chopping the tomatoes.
Satisfied, Arabella nods and pulls the freshly baked rolls from the oven. This is dinner at our house. Breakfast and lunch are fend for yourselves, unless one of us decides to do more. Dinner is a communal affair, one that we switch tasks every other day. Half of us cook, then the other half cleans up. This is the only meal our father tends to join us during, even on the weekends.
My skin tingles, so I rub my chest before dumping the macaroni into the cheese. I usually finish this off with a bit of time in the oven to help all the flavors mingle, but Arabella insisted on homemade rolls, and we only have one oven. I still pour it into the casserole dish and place it in the oven for a few minutes to melt a layer of cheese on top.
As soon as I have a minute, I reach up and rub the tingling spot right below my collarbone. It's like an itch that can't be scratched. Clara bounces in to get a soda from the fridge and grimaces.
She takes a long swallow. "Maybe you shouldn't have been on food duty today. You told me this morning that you had lice, and now you're itching your chest. Your hygiene is deplorable."
I sigh. "It's probably just a bug bite."
"Sand flies again? Wait until Daddy finds out that you are still going to the beach every day."
The bright smile she shows tells me that she plans to do just that. Before I can argue, she's out of the kitchen with a giggle. I groan and rub my eyes.
Lucy scrapes the cucumbers into the large salad bowl. "Don't listen to them. I think it's wonderful you have a place all to yourself."
Arabella scoffs. "Please. If she'd learn that following father's rules keeps her safe and comfortable, things like this wouldn't happen. He tells her to stay away for a reason."
Casting her brown eyes downward, Lucy lets her black hair fall to hide her face. She lifts the bowl and takes it out to the dining room as Abigail enters with a large serving plate full of kabobs full of shrimp and steak. Lucy returns to take the basket of warm bread while I take the macaroni and cheese out of the oven.
Arabella throws her nose up, grabs the tray with all the tableware, and leaves the kitchen. Abigail rolls her eyes and follows, with me close behind. As the girls all settle in, Mayor Morgan walks in and takes the seat at the head of the table.
Chatter and petty arguments stop while the food is passed around. I usually keep my meals well-balanced with a slight tip toward the salad, but the kabobs are extra tempting for some reason. I put an extra skewer on my plate before passing them down the line.
"Why do you always cook with these sea bugs?" Clara asks.
Abigail grunts and looks at our sister without lifting her head. "They're not bugs; they're shrimp. Quit being so juvenile. Grow up and eat like an adult."
Clara visibly bristles, her shoulders squaring and her blue eyes narrowing. She tosses blonde hair over her shoulder. "Not everyone is pure carnivore. Maybe you should try being a bit more feminine, but then again, I guess you're the closest thing to a son that Daddy has, Abby."
Abigail's head shoots up at the sound of the forbidden nickname. I grit my teeth and ready for the explosion. Clara always pokes the bear, then ends up crying to Daddy about how unfair Abigail is to her. It's sickening.
Dad stands and slaps the table before the obliteration can occur. We all jump. "Enough! I would like one meal without my daughters bickering!"
All of us look at our plates to avoid catching his eye. For an absentee father, he still holds fear and respect from us. An angry voice is all it takes to make us question our life choices. Silence stretches through the room until he says, "Pass the butter."
And, just like that, it's like the argument never happened. I take a bite of my buttered roll before spitting it out. It almost tastes moldy. Glancing down the table, I see that no one else thinks the bread tastes anything but delicious. With a frown, I taste the salad. The vegetables seem rotten. Again, no one else seems to think so. Even the macaroni and cheese doesn't taste right, and I made sure all the ingredients were still good.
Sitting back, I watch everyone else eat without an issue. I grit my teeth and look down at my plate. Maybe I'm getting sick, and it's throwing my taste buds off. That's the only reason I can think of that would explain why my food tastes gross while no one else's does.
My stomach growls, but nothing looks tempting enough to try. Still, I need to eat something before my belly turns into a black hole. I use my fork to pull off a piece of steak, then bring it to my mouth. No one's looking, so I touch my tongue with it before shoving it in. It doesn't taste the same as usual, but it still tastes pretty good.
I chew vigorously, eating all the steak off the kabobs. Poking the shrimp with my fork, I wonder if they'll taste alright too. There's only one way to find out. Flavor explodes on my tongue, and I have to try hard not to moan. I've never tasted shrimp this good. I inhale it all, looking for the serving plate to ask for more.
Excitement falls to disappointment. It's empty. Brooke grabs my plate once everyone has eaten and frowns. "You didn't eat much."
"Guess I wasn't as hungry as I thought."
She rolls her eyes but moves on. My stomach twists with my lie, and I look miserably down at the empty kabob plate before Clara takes it to the kitchen. Emma smiles while placing a piece of strawberry shortcake in front of me. I offer one in return, hoping she can't tell how strained it is.
Ever the happy woman, she nods and moves down to hand out another piece to one of our other sisters. The rest of the table digs in while I stare at my cake. I'm still really hungry, but this doesn't look at all appetizing. I push it away. Maybe I am getting sick. Maybe this is some new virus. I'll have to look the symptoms up when supper is over.
"Hey, Daddy. I found out something that I think you should know," Clara says with sweetness that rivals the whipped cream covering my cake.
I cringe, knowing what's coming next. Dad wipes his mouth and swallows before saying, "What is it, sweetie?"
"Naomi brought sand flies into the house again. I hope we don't need an exterminator."
That clever bitch. I glare at her, but she pretends not to notice. Not only did she just tattle, but she made it seem like concern. This keeps the bad attention off her and puts it all on me.
"Naomi Morgan!" I flinch when the angry dad voice comes back, fully directed on me. "What have I told you about going to the beach?"
I look at the man that sired me but is never around. "It brings me peace, Father."
"I don't care why you do it. I've told you not to!"
"It's just the beach. What's the point of living so close to it if we never enjoy the privilege?"
"You could be attacked or kidnapped. You could be taken away by a sudden riptide and dragged out to sea. Anything could happen. Yet you continue to put yourself in danger by disobeying my orders. Losing any of you would kill me. What were you thinking? What if you were taken?"
I sigh and look down at my hands. "No one is going to take me. I simply wanted to go. Mom used to take me all the time."
"Your mother put foolish notions in your head. You've been collecting things again. Haven't you?"
"They're only little beach treasures. Nothing harmful."
He growls. "If they put you in danger, then they're harmful."
"Seashells won't hurt me."
I look up to catch his face in an ugly grimace. Clara looks quite pleased with herself. He stops scowling long enough to say, "I told you I'd take you."
"You always say that, but you're never home. I'm an adult and can take care of myself. If I waited for you, I'd never be able to hunt for beach treasures."
His brown eyes turn cold. I swallow, realizing I probably truly messed up with my arguments. He stands. "If the trinkets you collect are more important than respecting your father, then you won't have them anymore."
"What?!"
Without answering, my father stands and stalks out of the room. I jump to my feet, dodging my sisters as they stand to see some fresh entertainment. I follow Dad, but he's already up the stairs before I leave the dining room. I run as fast as I can to catch up. By the time I do, he's already tearing my room apart.
"Stop!" I scream.
"Where are they?"
"I refuse to tell you."
"She usually keeps them under her bed, Daddy," Clara says behind me.
When I turn to confront my sister, she ducks behind Emma. My attention is pulled back to the scene in front of us by the sound of my father flipping my bed. He picks up the box, stopping in his rage-fulled anger to run his fingers over mother's work. For a short moment, I hope this means he still loves her memory enough not to do what I know he plans to.
Too much hope to come true. He pushes through us, keeping the box just out of range of my grasping fingers. 
"Please, don't," I say with a small sob.
The group is too big for me to get ahead of. By the time I push my way through, Dad is backing over my box with his car. I scream and lunge, but Emma holds me back. Her eyes hold sympathy while her mouth wields words of comfort and mumblings about my safety. After running it over three times, he sweeps it into a pile, throws it in a bag, then looks over at
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